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Four calls for religious reforms in the 1780s:
Urlsperger, Joseph II of Austria, Immanuel
Kant and Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia
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SUMMARY

The religious life of Cerman-speaking Europe became
increasingly variegated during the second half of the
eighteenth century. This fact may be observed through
the writings of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Karl Hein-
rich Bogatzky, Hermann Samuel Reimarus, August Wil-
helm Friedrich and Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg.
The changes were the result of an important shift in Euro-
pean culture: in this period the foundation of religion
and what was necessary to constitute religious legitimacy
was shifting from the will of sovereigns to the consensus
beliefs of the peoples. This second phenomenon may be

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Das religitse Leben im deutschsprachigen Europa erfuhr
eine zunehmende Vielfalt in der zweiten Halfte des 18.
Jahrhunderts. Dies ist wahrzunehmen in den Schriften
von Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Karl Heinrich
Bogatzky, Hermann Samuel Reimarus, August Wilhelm
Friedrich und Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg. Die
Verdnderungen waren das Ergebnis eines bedeutenden
Wandels in der europdischen Kultur: In dieser Zeit
anderten sich die Crundlagen fir Religion und das, was
fur religiose Legitimation nétig war; nicht langer war
Religion vom Willen der Herrscher abhdngig, sondern
vom Claubenskonsens der Volker. Dieses Phianomen
ldsst sich auch in vier unterschiedlichen Aufrufen zu

* * * *

RESUME

La vie religieuse de la partie germanophone de I'Europe
a manifesté une diversification croissante au cours de la
seconde moitié du XVIII¢ siecle. Ce phénoméne peut
s'observer en considérant les écrits de Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, de Karl Heinrich Bogatzky, de Hermann
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observed through four different calls for religious reforms
that were made between 1780 and 1788 by Joseph I,
the ruler of the Habsburg domains in Central Europe and
the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire; Friedrich Wil-
helm I, the king of Prussia; Immanuel Kant, the profes-
sor of logic and metaphysics at the world’s second oldest
Protestant university; and Johann August Urlsperger, a
Lutheran pastor and one of the few German correspond-
ing members of the London-based Society for Promot-
ing Christian Knowledge. Their different calls for reform
illustrate this trend as well as how religious consensus in
German society began to fragment and reform around
multiple expressions of belief and unbelief.

* * * %*

religivsen Reformen zwischen 1780 und 1788 beo-
bachten: Sie ergingen seitens Josefs I, Herrscher der
habsburgischen Gebiete in Mitteleuropa und Kaiser
des Heiligen Romischen Reiches, Friedrich Wilhelm 1.,
Konig von Preussen, Immanuel Kant, Professor fiir Logik
und Metaphysik an der zweitdltesten protestantischen
Universitit, und seitens Johann August Urlsperger, luthe-
rischer Pfarrer und eines der wenigen auf Deutsch kor-
respondierenden Mitglieder der Londoner Cesellschaft
zur Verbreitung christlichen Gedankenguts. lhre unter-
schiedlichen Rufe nach Reform veranschaulichen diesen
Wechsel und auch die Art und Weise, wie religitser
Konsens in der Gesellschaft in Deutschland zu frag-
mentieren und sich um vielfiltige Ausdruckformen von
Glauben und Unglauben zu gruppieren begann.

* * * *

Samuel Reimarus, d’August Wilhelm Friedrich et de
Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg.« Les changements
sont intervenus en conséquence d'une évolution de la
culture européenne. A cette époque, la base de la reli-
gion et des conditions de la légitimité religieuse a cessé
d‘étre déterminée par la volonté des souverains pour
étre définie par le consensus des peuples quant a leurs
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croyances. Cette évolution transparait dans les diffé-
rents appels a des réformes religieuses qui ont été lancés
entre 1780 et 1788 par les quatre figures suivantes :
Joseph 11, le souverain des domaines de Habsbourg en
Europe centrale et I'empereur de I'empire romain ger-
manique, Friedrich Wilhelm |1, roi de Prusse, Emmanuel
Kant, professeur de logique et de métaphysique dans
I'une des deux plus anciennes universités protestantes,

* * * *

The Enlightenment

The religious landscape of German-speaking
Europe in the late eighteenth century presents us
with an exceedingly complex cultural picture. No
lesser observer of German culture than the author
and philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
(1748-1832) commented on the general religious
tumult of these times, remarking that during his
days as a law student at the University of Leipzig
between 1765 and 1768, ‘the Christian religion
fluctuated between its own historic beliefs and a
pure deism’.! Not only was there tremendous
diversity of metaphysical beliefs and practices, but
in the ten years before the French Revolution of
1789, four calls for religious reforms came from
different corners of German-speaking Europe:
from Vienna, Berlin, Konigsberg and Augsburg,
from individuals who possessed ditferent types of
authority: Joseph II, the ruler of the Habsburg
domains in Central Europe and the Emperor of
the Holy Roman Empire; Friedrich Wilhelm II,
the king of Prussia; Immanuel Kant, the profes-
sor of logic and metaphysics at the world’s second
oldest Protestant university; and Johann August
Urlsperger, a Lutheran pastor and one of the few
German corresponding members of the London-
based Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge.

The proliferation of multifarious expressions
of religiosity in German society, by which I mean
individuals® supernaturally-oriented cognitions,
emotions and behaviours,> was indicative of a
single long-term cultural trend, which was among
the most significant historical developments of the
cighteenth century. The foundation of European
religion and what was necessary to constitute
religious legitimacy was shifting from the will of
sovereigns to the consensus beliefs of the peo-
ples. In earlier centuries monarchs had generally
been able to successfully prescribe the bounda-
ries of religions in their territories by regulating
which confession was accorded the benefits of an

et Johann August Urlsperger, un pasteur luthérien et
I'un des quelques rares correspondants allemands de la
Société pour la Promotion du Savoir Chrétien basée a
Londres. Les appels différents a une réforme qu'’ils ont
lancés illustrent bien la tendance et montrent comment
le consensus religieux de la société germanique a com-
mencé a se fragmenter et a évoluer vers de multiples
expressions de foi et d’incroyance.

established church and whether or not others were
tolerated or banned. But now the progress of the
Enlightenment eroded rulers’ abilities to exercise
their right of reformation, jus reformandi, as it
greatly undermined public confidence in the legit-
imacy of such actions. To be sure, this was a grad-
ual trend in European cultural history, but from
the middle of the eighteenth century onwards the
pace of this shift began to increase. The marked
growth in the production of scholarship and the
commercialised distribution of the findings of
academic enquiry facilitated the acceleration this
trend. Paul Raabe has determined that between
1763 and 1800 the production of books in the
territories of the Holy Roman Empire increased
by 300%.* This significant increase in the access
to information precipitated new ways of think-
ing about religion while the further expansion
of German print culture enhanced the ability of
authors from the entire range of religious perspec-
tives to communicate their messages.

Jiirgen Kocka has defined the Enlightenment as

a movement that aimed at a comprehensive lib-
eration of people from traditional constraints,
prejudices which had been handed down, and
illegitimate authority. The movement wanted
to sweep away ignorance, superstition and
intolerance through education, public criticism
and free discussion, and it wanted to make the
mature use of reason the governing rule of all
private and public relationships.*

The public intellectual and spiritual climate created
by the enlightened ideal did not yield a uniform
set of conclusions about the natural and super-
natural worlds as some philosophers had antici-
pated it would. As Paula Hyman has noted, even
the forcible closures of churches and synagogues
in France during the Reign of Terror were unsuc-
cessful in bringing about a ‘new enlightened soci-
ety with a universalistic culture’.® The true fruit of
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the Enlightenment was how consensus coalesced
around multiple sets of beliefs, as their proponents
argued their respective merits to the members of
society at large in the manner described by Kocka.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

I will begin my examination of this shift by return-
ing to Goethe’s reflections on religious life in the
1760s. Based on their religious attitudes, Goethe
discerned the existence of two basic kinds of
groups in society, whom he likened to butterflies
and flowers. Recall that butterflies reach the adult
stage in their lifecycle by going through a trans-
formation of maturation in which the juvenile
caterpillar encases itself in a chrysalis, undergoes
metamorphosis and emerges several weeks later as
a fully formed adult butterfly. Goethe likewise per-
ceived as transformations of maturation the intel-
lectual and spiritual developments of those who
were moving away from expressions of Christian
religiosity that had been historically prevalent in
German society. Yet, just as definite biological
continuity exists between caterpillars and butter-
flies, so too Goethe perceived continuity between
the old and new religiositics, describing the latter
as the ‘organic perfection’ of the former.®

In two letters to Johann Kaspar Lavater during
the summer of 1782, Goethe appears to have under-
stood himself as a butterfly. Rebuffing the evange-
listic overtures of his deeply pious friend, Goethe
wrote ‘I am definitely not an ‘anti-Christian’ or an
‘un-Christian’, but I am decidedly a ‘non-Chris-
tan’.” Two weeks later Goethe made plain what
he meant by this finely parsed distinction, explain-
ing that even ‘an audible voice from heaven would
not persuade me that a virgin gave birth or that a
man rose from the dead. Furthermore, I regard
such beliefs as profanities against the great God
and his revelation in nature’. Responding to his
Swiss friend’s assertion ‘that there was nothing
more beautiful than the Gospel’, Goethe rejoined
‘I can think of a thousand books just as beautiful as
the Bible, that are older and newer than it, that are
written by men whom God has pardoned and that
are beneficial and indispensable for humanity.” To
interpret him in the terms of his own metaphor,
Goethe retained some fundamental concepts from
the caterpillar stage of his intellectual and spiritual
life, e.g. that there is a God, that there is divine
revelation and that mankind has the need to be
pardoned by God, but in becoming a fully-formed
adult butterfly he left behind certain other ‘juve-
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nile’ accompanying beliefs, which had helped to
carry these more fundamental ones to maturity.
While Goethe was not one of them, he nonethe-
less used positive imagery to describe the faith of
those Christians who desired continuity and con-
gruency with the past, those whom he referred to
as flowers. The thrust of his botanical metaphorical
is simpler to understand. Just as flowers’ roots pro-
vide the nourishment and life-giving connection
that enable their blossoms to bloom, so too did the
beauty of the religiosity of this second group come
from their fidelity to the faith of their fathers.’

Bogatzky and Reimarus

Goethe’s vision of the German religious landscape
is one that can be corroborated by many other
period examples. In the preface to his 1761 devo-
tional commentary on the Book of Revelation, Karl
Heinrich Bogatzky, a former student of August
Hermann Francke at the University of Halle,
warned his readers of the dangers of attempting
to read the Bible apart from the theological lenses
provided by the Lutheran confessions. Bogatzky
recognized certain strains of Enlightenment
thought as Pelagian because they did not reckon
seriously enough with the consequences of the
Fall, and in their optimism about humanity’s
potential for goodness they did not drive people to
seek salvation outside themselves in Christ alone.'
Bogatzky died in 1774 and in his posthumously
published autobiography he railed against the
rising generation of divinity students who did not
believe that personal repentance and conversion
were essential prerequisites for pastoral ministry.
The only thought that consoled him in these cir-
cumstances was that there would necessarily come
a day when such pastors would become ‘weary of
their vain speculations, their dry morality and the
rest of their refined acquirements’.!! On the day
that they realised ‘that they were unable to provide
anyone with spiritual comfort at the hour of their
death’, they would return to the edifying writings
of Luther, Arndt, Spener and Francke.'?

In stark contrast to Bogatzky stood Hermann
Samuel Reimarus, a Hamburg gymnasium teacher
and the anonymous author of the five essays that
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing purportedly discovered
in the Wolfenbiittel Library and subsequently pub-
lished between 1774 and 1778.'® Reimarus entitled
his second and fourth essays, “The impossibility
of there being revelation that all peoples could
believe’ and ‘The books of the Old Testament
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were not written to reveal a religion’.'® These titles
indicate the degree to which he departed from
historic Lutheran orthodoxy. The subject of his
fifth essay was the resurrection of Jesus. That Jesus
did not publicly reveal himself to large crowds in
Jerusalem after Easter morning was for Reimarus
‘enough to cast all credibility of the resurrection
aside’.'* He went on to rebuke those who ‘sigh
and complain about the unbelief of the people’
when they themselves are unable to provide the
kind of evidence that the resurrection had taken
place that ‘sound reason necessarily demands’.'”
An important middle position between
Bogatzky and Reimarus was that of August
Wilhelm Friedrich Sack, the chaplain to King
Frederick the Great for the entirety of his 46-year
reign and a member of the Prussian Royal
Academy of Science for nearly as long. In 1751
Sack published an apologetic work entitled The
Faith of Christians Defended, the enlarged second
edition of which appeared in 1773. In this latter
edition, which ran to 824 pages, Sack declared in
the language of 2 Peter 3 that the Church was now
living in the ‘last days’ in which the ‘degeneration
of morals had spread in all directions and advanced
against almost all humility and innocence’.'
Furthermore there was at this time ‘a huge herd of
non-believers and so-called free-spirits who have
come up among us, who publicly speak scornfully
of religion and virtue, and especially of the teach-
ing and person of Jesus Christ, which they seek
to befoul with the most outrageous blasphemies
and mockeries’.'” But in response to this state of
affairs, unlike Bogatzky, Sack did not advocate a
zealous adherence to the Reformation-era confes-
sions of faith. Instead he encouraged believers and
nonbelievers to ‘use their own eyes and examine
the sources of the Christian religion for them-
selves’. The two sources to which Sack directed his
readers were ‘reason and revelation” and he urged
them ‘not to believe anything that did not flow
out from them’. Sack continued that ‘this exhor-
tation’ was what ‘all the righteous theologians in
the Protestant churches gave to their listeners’,
which may be seen as an implicit rebuke of those
clergy and scholars who relied on the confessions

as the definitive source of authority for all matters
of faith and life."

Joseph II

In turning now to the four calls for reform, I will
not consider them in chronological order but the-

matically, so as to better demonstrate the shift in
the foundation of religion and the basis of reli-
gious legitimacy in German-speaking Europe.
Less than a year after he acceded to the throne,
Joseph II circulated his Patent of Toleration on 13
October 1781, ‘being convinced that all violence
to conscience is harmful and that a great benefit
would accrue to both religion and the state from
a true Christian tolerance’.?! This act emancipated
the Lutheran, Calvinist and Eastern Orthodox
Christians in the Habsburg territories from a
host of civil restrictions that had been enforced
by his mother, Maria Theresa. It enabled them
to become master craftsmen, enter the civil ser-
vice, obtain academic posts, own houses and real
estate, operate schools and hold private worship
services. The effects of this legislation were rapidly
realised. As a result of immigration and of hidden
Protestants declaring themselves, the size of the
Protestant population in the Habsburg territories
increased by over 100% within five years, rising
from 74,000 to 157,000 by 1786.> Furthermore,
Joseph II decreed that Pope Clement XI's 1713
encyclical Unigenitus Dei filins was no longer to
be enforced. This bull had condemned the propo-
sition that ‘the reading of Sacred Scripture is for
all’ and led Joseph II’s grandfather, Charles VI, to
criminalise the possession of the Bible.?* German
and later British evangelical groups recognised
the abrogation of this bull as an opportunity to
distribute the Bible and with their support, the
Nuremberg merchant Johann Tobias Kiessling
made 106 such trips to Habsburg lands before he
died in 1824 .2

Friedrich Wilhelm I1

While the policies of Joseph II displayed the pro-
gressive sensibilities of enlightened absolutism in
initiating a shift in the location of responsibility
for religious matters from the state to religious
groups and individuals, the opposite may be seen
in Friedrich Wilhelm II’s Religious Edict of 9
August 1788, also issued near the beginning of
his reign. Inspired by his strong commitment to
Rosicrucianism, the king explained that it was his
royal duty to ‘preserve in Prussian territory the
Christian religion of the Protestant Church in its
old original purity and authenticity’.® The edict
enacted restrictions against ‘those who stir up the
miserable errors of Socinians, Deists, Naturalists
and other sects ... who extremely abuse the term
“Enlightenment” to disparage the reputation of
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the Bible as the revealed Word of God among the
people ... and make a mockery of Christianity all
over the world’.*® Additionally, it compelled all
Lutheran and Reformed clergy to strictly com-
port their teaching and preaching to the letter of
their confessions. There is scholarly debate over
whether the document was as purely reactionary
as it seems or whether, as in Christopher Clark’s
view, its enlightened purpose was ‘to consolidate
the existing confessional structures and thereby
safeguard the pluralist compromise struck at
the Peace of Westphalia’.?” Whichever way one
decides that question, the edict was a monarchical
attempt to prescribe the boundaries of religiosity
in Prussian society which totally failed to achieve
its stated aims. In contrast to how Joseph’s Patent
of Tolerance transformed religious life in the
Habsburg lands in a lasting way, when the succes-
sor of Friedrich Wilhelm II, Friedrich Wilhelm III,
became king in 1797, he immediately took steps
to repeal the edict. Noting that before the edict
had become law there had been ‘more religion and
less hypocrisy than there was now’, the young king
dismissed Christoph Wollner, the royal counsel-
lor most responsible for the edict, without a pen-
sion.?® The inability of the state and its supporters
to overcome the resistance to the edict, combined
with the inability of Wollner to shape Prussian
religiosity in the edict’s desired direction, even
with the new powers he had to implement the
edict, suggests that Prussian society had reached a
stage in which the consensus beliefs of the people
were strong enough to override the expressed will
of their sovereign.

Immanuel Kant

The edict of Friedrich Wilhelm IT must have seemed
like a nightmare to Immanuel Kant because it was
the exact opposite of the type of royal behaviour
he had praised in his famous 1784 essay ‘What is
Enlightenment?*? In it he had extolled his uncle,
‘Frederick the Great’, as ‘a prince who does not
find it beneath him to say that he considers it to
be his duty [emphasis in original | to regulate noth-
ing, but rather to leave men complete freedom in
religious matters’.** At the heart of Kant’s call for
religious reforms was his concern that the state
of religious affairs in Germany did not treat most
people with human dignity as they were kept in a
state of immaturity by being told by others what
they must believe. Thus Kant’s qualms were not
primarily with the theological contents of Christian
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beliefs, but with the manner in which they were
inculcated in the population, which he compared
to how farmers treat their livestock.*’ He called
religious immaturity the ‘most harmful and dis-
honourable kind of immaturity’® and exhorted
his readers to ‘have the courage to use your own
understanding [emphasis in original|’.** By com-
paring the fixed statements of religious truth in
the confessions of the churches to hypothetical
contracts ‘that would prevent all further enlight-
enment of the human race’* Kant seems to ignore
the possibility that agreement with the confessions
could ever be the conclusion of one’s mature use
of one’s own understanding. Nonetheless, his
overall vision was of a world in which religion was
based on consensus without coercion and in his
essay he urged the people to pursue this goal and
the authorities to have nothing to fear from their
realisation of it.

Johann August Urlsperger

The same religious developments that had trou-
bled Bogatzky, Sack and Friedrich Wilhelm II trou-
bled Johann August Urlsperger as well, but unlike
the King of Prussia’s heavy-handed approach to
heterodoxy, he shared Kant’s desire for people
to use their own understanding to seek religious
truth. Urlsperger called for the establishment of an
‘association for promoting, vindicating and reviv-
ing Christianity in its fundamental purity in knowl-
edge and practice’, founded on ‘the principles of
reason and on the sacred and unerring truths of
Scripture’.®® During the sixteen months between
August 1779 and November 1780, Urlsperger
travelled throughout Bavaria, the Rhineland, the
Low Countries, Hannover and Prussia in search of
like-minded Christians to join him in this undertak-
ing.*® On 11 April 1780, he addressed in English
a gathering of the Society for Promoting Christian
Knowledge in London to inform them ‘that sin-
cere and intelligent Christians in different parts of
the world, desirous of defending and spreading the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, by means chiefly adapted
to the present time’*” had come to a series of reso-
lutions. These clustered around a commitment to
studying the Bible, pursuing Protestant ecumen-
ism and engaging in evangelism, with the particular
goals of ‘opposing the principles and doctrines of
Arianism, Socinianism and Naturalism in a convic-
tive and friendly manner’*® and ‘showing the right
complexion of sound Christianity, which according
to the Scriptures, is rational and cheerful’.*
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Conclusion

To conclude, we may observe that the phenom-
ena of secularisation and religious awakening in
German society were equally influenced by the
cultural shift in which the consensus belief of the
people became the foundation for European reli-
gion and religious legitimacy in the two decades
following the announcement of these four reforms
in the 1780s. Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg,
known as the poet Novalis, commented on the
secularisation of European culture in his famous
1799 essay ‘Christendom or Europe:™® This
former student of Friedrich Schiller’s at the
University of Jena perceived that ‘hatred of the
Bible had grown into hatred of Christianity and
finally into the hatred of religion in general’ and
that men in his day had come to think of the uni-
verse as ‘a monstrous mill, driven by the stream
of chance, that milled of itself without Builder or
Miller.*! Alternatively, Christians who were desir-
ous of a religious awakening coalesced around
Urlsperger’s society. An 1802 report published in
the Edinburgh Missionary Magazine states that by
this time his Christianity Society had grown from
its original chapter in Basle into an international
network that consisted of eighteen provincial
chapters across Germany, Switzerland, Denmark,
France and the Netherlands which had an aggre-
gate total of over 100 local affiliates in their pro-
vincial circles. Agents of the Society were also at
work translating and distributing its literature in
Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, Poland, Sweden,
New York City and Philadelphia.*? This shift has
characterised religion in German society from the
nineteenth century onwards, down to the present
day in which more individuals share in the secular
consensus than in its awakened counterpart.

Andrew Kloes is a PhD student at the University
of Edinburgh, Scotland.
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Glaube der Christen (Berlin 1773) 3-4: ‘Die
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und sogenannten Frey-Geistern unter uns aufge-

Fragmente  des
ed. Gotthold

des  Wolfenbiittelschen

154« EJT 21:2

19

21

22

23
24

26

standen, welche der Religion und Tugend offent-
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thun an ihre Zuhorer alle rechtschaffene Theologi
in der protestantischen Kirche...’
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Paul K. Sadover, The Revolutionary Emperor: Joseph
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151.
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* Four calls for religious reforms in the 1780s ¢

Kirche sich ganz ziigellose Freiheiten, in Absicht
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der protestantischen Kirche und der christlichen
Religion tiberhaupt wegliugnen, und in ihrer
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das Geheimnift des Versohnungswerks und der
Genugthuung des Welterlosers den Leuten ver-
dichtig oder doch iiberfliifig, mithin sie darinn irre
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