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Jonathan C.P Birch, Jesus in an Age of Enlightenment: Radical Gospels From Thomas Hobbes
to Thomas Jefferson, (London: Palgrave Macmillian 2019) pp. 493 £33.99 Hardback

Whatever criticisms a reader might deign to offer of Jonathan C. P. Birch’s Jesus in An Age of
Enlightenment, a lack of ambition would not and could not be one of them. Intervening in both
historical conceptions of Christ and Enlightenment Studies, the book is a tightly argued and
meticulously researched piece of intellectual history that ranges from key precursors of the
Enlightenment to the early nineteenth century. If anything, the scope and scale of the argument
is liable to be somewhat vertiginous to a newcomer to the field as the argument could easily
have collapsed into a blur of names, dates and divergent philosophical and religious positions.
Wisely, however, Birch structures the work with great care, building a broadly chronological
argument that does not collapse into straight forward history. The wealth of references
(hundreds for each chapter) might seem a lot to handle but offers a newcomer to this part of
intellectual history starting points for future investigations and gives Birch’s own project a sense
of position within the wider discourse. In addition, each chapter is thoughtfully structured into
shorter subsections - often a matter of a few pages - which help the reader maintain a sense of
orientation within the intricacies of the argument and follow the often nuanced and complex
exegesis of the various philosophical and theological arguments each chapter covers.

Given the scale and heft of Birch’s argument, recounting it as a whole is beyond the scope of
this piece. Rather, this review will offer an overview of the aims and some representative
examples of the book’s richness in tone and argument. Beginning with an introduction that aims
to establish both his overall argument and method, Birch opens the book with Julian Assange’s
use of Scripture (specifically Matthew 10 verses 26-27) The words of Christ have use beyond a
strictly religious sense, leading to a ‘bewildering range of images of Jesus’ (2). It is in the
intellectual, historical and religious discourses of the Enlightenment that we might find answers
to this plurality. In other words, just as scholars have become more willing to discuss
Enlightenments rather than the Enlightenment, this book aims to ‘develop and deepen the
theme of pluralism through a study of what has been called the ‘religious Enlightenment.”(4-5)
Following this comes introduction comes an excellent historiographical chapter that outlines
some of the wider debates about the plurality of the Enlightenment and begins to introduce and
establish the theological context and various debates, which are, in turn, the focus of Chapter
three. These first two chapters are engaged in some of the debates in Enlightenment studies
more generally, as Birch aims to establish his pluralistic approach as offering a more holistic
view of the available material than other more polemical interventions. (The obvious target here
is Jonathan Israel’s Radical Enlightenment. Birch praises the work but takes issues with
Spinoza-centric nature of Israel’'s work). In contrast, Birch instead devotes a lengthy chapter in
the middle of the book to Thomas Hobbes, who was ‘simultaneously more radical... and more
traditional’ (124) than the monist Spinoza. The chapter on Hobbes is nothing less than a tour-
de-force, a brilliant reading of the intricacies of Hobbes’s body of work which runs against the all
too reductive readings of Hobbes common in philosophy. Moving across Hobbes theology,
philosophy and political theory what emerges is a complex and heterodox figure. As Birch puts
it, Hobbes is a ‘transitional figure’ in intellectual history. Prone to authoritarianism and with what
may look like a crude metaphysical materialism, Hobbes is presented as a complex figure



attempting to bring together both the ‘book of scripture and the book of nature in a complete
picture of the human-divine nexus.’ (177)

However, to talk of Hobbes makes talking about politics almost inevitable, so it's not necessarily
a surprise that the next chapter deals with political theology. The way in which Birch does this is
through an exploration of the complex and heterodox political theologies of the Quaker
movement (especially the idiosyncratic and fascinating figure of James Naylor) as well as the
more rationalistic work that existed alongside it. It's clear that Birch is deeply sympathetic to the
Quakers despite the fact that many of the writers that the chapter covers are not considered
leading theorists of the issues concerned. Yet, as Birch points out,

Some of these extraordinary individuals argued for the spiritual authority of women,
proposed a mandate for perpetual peace, argued for social and economic justice, racial
equality and the abolition of slavery, promoted the natural sciences for the betterment of
human experience, innovated in the care of the mentally ill, and promoted universal
education...these enlightened critiques... were also typically rooted in a radical moral
critique of the historical age in which they arose. (240-41)

The Quaker attempt to link theological worldviews with their emergent politics underscores the
ways in which the gospels and the figure of Christ served as both a resource and site of
contestation for issues and debates around religious liberty, freedom of conscience and the role
of religion in the state, so Birch moves from the relative marginality of the Quakers to closing out
the volume by examining some of the most well-known theorists of religious toleration. As with
other chapters, the issue is focalised through key figures - in this case, Locke, Spinoza and
Bayle. Whilst drawing some extremely useful contrasts between Spinoza and the other two,
Birch points out that ‘the majority of the arguments advanced by these two writers are not drawn
from scripture, rather they reflect philosophically on moral and practical political considerations,’
(293) It is this emphasis on the ways in which philosophical reflection can be useful for practical
political purposes that forms the impetus for the final chapter on the Deism of Thomas
Jefferson. The chapter on Jefferson offers a comprehensive overview of the ways in which
Jefferson saw the gospels and more specifically Christ as a useful moral model. What is
perhaps most intriguing about the final chapter is the ways in which Birch draws out how
Jefferson’s use of Scripture has echoed throughout the political theology of American politics
more broadly, with prominent figures defending Donald Trump on scriptural grounds, and
President George W Bush identifying Jesus Christ as the philosopher with whom he most
identified. In short, what Birch’s examination of Jefferson shows is the shift from ‘Christian faith
and theological truth to Christian cultural identity and its relationship to the nation state.” (353)

Theology then is not so easily written off as an anachronism or something which should have no
impact in political discussions. The conclusion of the book drives this home, highlighting the
ways in which debates about ‘Enlightenment values’ are still pressing and urgent. What is
needed is an expansive and inclusive vision of the resources of history - ways of understanding
the conditions and influences we have inherited in the present moment. It is the understanding
that Birch’s invaluable, rigorous and engaging book does much to further - it will be of vital



interest to historians, theologians and religious studies scholars of all levels, seeking to engage
honestly with the complex, pluralistic nature of our collective intellectual history.



