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The Enlightenment has a contest-
ed legacy. First, for some it is a place-
holder for nearly all that’s beneficial
for society; for others, for nearly all
that is detrimental. For some secu-
larists, it was a nearly golden age, or
“the age of reason.” (But not so for the
anti-humanist, secularist, John Gray.)
Its very name—as opposed to the Dark
Ages—is a hagiographic benedic-
tion. Secular thinkers such as Steven
Pinker, author of Enlightenment Now
(2018), uses the term in this commen-
datory way, and with little historical
nuance. Secondly, and alternative-
ly, postmodernists usually take the
Enlightenment or “the Enlightenment
project” as the apotheosis of mod-

ernism, a benighted attempt to find

objective truth through the applica-
tion of universal reason and science,
and which looked to science as the
engine of progress. Worse yet, it is
seen as one of the motivations for co-
lonialism, racism, and other ills. A
third view is that the Enlightenment
is defined by the rebellious attempt
to find truth, meaning, and purpose
apart from biblical revelation and the
counsel of the church. In this, it agrees
with the secular view given above, but
makes a far different judgment about
it.

These interpretations, of course,
do not exhaust the options available
to those interested in studying the
Enlightenment and its legacy. Into
the academic fray comes a mas-
sive, well-written, and assiduous-
ly documented assessment of the
Enlightenment from a noteworthy
scholar, Ritchie Robertson, Professor
of German at Oxford. Robertson re-
ports that he has not written a book
about books about the Enlightenment.
Instead, he consulted primary sourc-
es as well as those usually ignored,
such as Enlightenment fiction, dra-
ma, and poetry. His attention is not
merely given to Enlightenment ideas,

but also to the practices in everyday
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areas such as farming, medicine, and
politics. He has arranged fourteen of
the chapters thematically to discuss
aspects of the Enlightenment, such as
tolerance, science, religion, history
writing, aesthetics, and revolution.
The Enlightenment also had vari-
ations in different countries, such
as France, England, Scotland, and
Germany. However, Robertson’s uni-
fying thesis is that the Enlightenment
sought to find greater happiness
on earth through intellectual and
social reforms. Kant’s imperatival
phrase, taken from his essay, “What is
Enlightenment?” was “Dare to know.”
In so doing, it abandoned or margin-
alized concern for a felicitous afterlife
in order to bring its energies to im-
proving humankind.

Significantly, Robertson refutes
the notion that the Enlightenment
was primarily “the age of reason,”
since it also emphasized feeling,

sympathy, and sensibility (xviii).
The idea of progress, while pres-
ent in the enlightener’s thinking,
was not as optimistic as sometimes
thought. Nor was the Enlightenment
necessarily opposed to religion, but
aimed to make religion more ac-
countable to reason and evidence,
as Robertson discusses in the chap-
ter, “The Religious Enlightenment.”
To many of the enlighteners, this

rational approach meant a gradual
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departure from historic Christianity.
Notwithstanding, many Christian
philosophers today, such as Richard
Swinburne and Alvin Plantinga, con-
cur that Christianity must be account-
able to reason and evidence, but argue
that Christianity withstands the test.

There is much to praise about
this book, but I will focus on an omis-
sion from the chapter “The Scientific
Revolution.” Robertson excludes any
reference to Blaise Pascal and the
French polymath is utterly absent
from the tome. (Peter Gay’s respected
volume, The Enlightenment: The Rise
of Modern Paganism, mentions Pascal
several times, giving two pages to
Voltaire’s contempt for him as “the
sublime misanthrope.”) Robertson
might be excused since Pascal’s dates,
1623-1662, do not overlap with the
chronical focus of the book, 1680-1780.
However, Robertson discusses the

philosophical differences between
Francis Bacon (1561-1636) and Rene
Descartes (1596-1650), both of whom
fall outside his chronological range.
Even a sizeable book cannot
be exhaustive, but Pascal’s innova-
tive philosophy of science should be
recognized, particularly since he
considered religious authority in re-
lation to empirical evidence (a key
Enlightenment theme) as well as the
need to verify claims through exper-

iment instead of relying on a priori
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philosophical notions from Aristotle
or others (another key Enlightenment
theme). His own experimental genius
(especially concerning the existence
of the vacuum) far exceeded that of
Bacon and Descartes. Decartes was a
rival on the question of the vacuum,
and he was wrong. Nature does not
abhor a vacuum. Pascal was right, and
proved it experimentally.
imbibes the

Robertson com-

mon Enlightenment theme that
Christianity is unreasonable. For ex-
ample, he brushes away criticisms of
Darwinism as palpably absurd and su-
perstitious (many are not) and ignores
the Intelligent Design movement,
which questions Darwinism through
scientific evidence and by religious
dogma. (213) Further, we read that
David Hume’s essay, “Of Miracles,”
had “decisively undermined not just
the likelihood of miracles, but the
impossibility of miracles at all.” (193)
Robertson has misread Hume on the
latter claim, since Hume did not deem
miracles metaphysically impossible
(that they can never happen), but
rather epistemologically unsupport-
able in principle (that we are never
justified in believing in them). Hume,
even when read correctly, has been
subjected to withering critiques, not
least of which is found in C. S. Lewis’s
Miracles. To put it kindly, Hume is not

the final word on miracles.

We are also told that David
Strass’s reading of Gospels myths
gave us “a more appropriate response”
than taking them as literal history.
But this response ignores a wealth of
scholarship by Craig L. Blomberg and
others that defends the historicity of
the Gospels with a copious knowledge
of previous mythical interpretations
and with learned sophistication on
matters of ancient history, archaeol-
ogy, and the Greek language. If we set
aside Hume’s argument against mir-
acles, the likelihood of the Gospels as
nonmythical reports increases, since,
following Lewis and others, it is not
irrational to believe some miracle
claims. Robertson is similarly unmu-
sical when he interprets Reformation
teaching about salvation.

It may seem unfair for a short
review of a long book to target one
area—its treatment of Christianity—
for criticism. Nevertheless, a book
of this volume, depth, and serious-
ness opens itself to many criticisms
given its wealth of topics. A work of
such erudition, with its fine-grained,
wide-ranging, and largescale analysis
of the various and fascinating aspects
of the Enlightenment, deserved a
more serious treatment of the intel-

lectual tradition of Christianity.
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