Voltaire on religion, from the Philosophical Dictionary
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Dr. Korfhage

Reading questions:

• Why does Voltaire believe in the existence of God?

• What aspects of religious belief  does Voltaire  accept?  What aspects of religious belief  does he criticize?

• Does Voltaire believe that we have any religious duties?

• In what ways do Voltaire’s views reflect the influence of the Enlightenment?

We are intelligent beings: intelligent beings cannot have been formed by a crude, blind, insensible being: there is certainly some difference between the ideas of Newton and the dung of a mule. Newton's intelligence, therefore, came from another intelligence. 

When we see a beautiful machine, we say that there is a good engineer, and that this engineer has excellent judgment. The world is assuredly an admirable machine; therefore there is in the world an admirable intelligence, wherever it may be. This argument is old, and none the worse for that…. 

But where is the Eternal Geometer? is He in one place or in all places, without occupying space? I have no idea. Is it of His own substance that He has arranged all things? I have no idea. Is He immense without quantity and without quality? I have no idea. All that I know is that one must worship Him and be just….

[A] catechist proclaims God to the children, and Newton demonstrates Him to the learned….

Men fattened on our substance cry to us: "Be persuaded that a she-ass has spoken; believe that a fish has swallowed a man and has given him up at the end of three days safe and sound on the shore; have no doubt that the God of the universe ordered one Jewish prophet to eat excrement (Ezekiel), and another prophet to buy two whores and to make with them sons of whoredom (Hosea).
 These are the very words that the God of truth and purity has been made to utter; believe a hundred things either visibly abominable or mathematically impossible; unless you do, the God of pity will burn you, not only during millions of thousands of millions of centuries in the fire of hell, but through all eternity, whether you have a body, whether you have not." 

These inconceivable absurdities revolt weak and rash minds, as well as wise and resolute minds. They say: "Our masters paint God to us as the most insensate and the most barbarous of all beings; therefore there is no God; but they should say: therefore our masters attribute to God their absurdities and their furies, therefore God is the contrary of what they proclaim, therefore God is as wise and as good as they make him out mad and wicked. 

***

One is bound therefore to recognize an ineffable intelligence…. One must agree that this intelligence shines in the vilest insect as in the stars. And as regards moral and physical ill, what can one say, what do? Console oneself by enjoying physical and moral good, in worshipping the Eternal Being who has made one and permitted the other….

Source: http://history.hanover.edu/texts/voltaire/volathe2.htm

� All of these are stories from the Bible.  





