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Secularization, Objectivity,
and Enlightenment Scholarship
The Theological and Political Origins
of Modern Biblical Studies
In Verbum Domini, Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI addresses some
of the dangers of the “secularized hermeneutic” often present in
modern biblical criticism.1 This is a topic that has long remained
close to his heart as he has exhorted Catholic Bible scholars to study
the roots of the methods they employ.2 The academic study of religion and modern biblical studies in the university share a common
origin, namely, the purported quest for objectivity.3 Both scholarly
disciplines came of age in the nineteenth century, and especially in
German universities. Thus, it should come as no surprise that two
of the most common designations for the academic study of religion in the university are German in origin: Religionsgeschichte and
Religionswissenschaft. For the purposes of this article, I will assume
the history of the discipline of comparative religion along the lines
Tomoko Masuzawa argues persuasively in her groundbreaking work
The Invention of World Religions, and thus I will not spend time reviewing that history.4 What I hope to accomplish in this article is to
provide a partial response to Benedict’s call for a “criticism of criticism” by providing a genealogical account of the advent of modern
biblical criticism underscoring the secularizing framework within
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which the field operates. Historically, this secularizing trend had
both theological and political aspects. The argument I make consists
of three parts. In the first, I discuss the theologies and politics that
shaped the modern project, commenting on the link to the emergence of modern centralized European states.5 The second portion
describes the early history of the drive toward modern biblical criticism from the medieval through the early modern period. In the
final section, I emphasize how the attempt to achieve objectivity
continued in Enlightenment universities and in nineteenth-century
academic contexts that were often inseparable from European colonialism. Biblical criticism in the nineteenth century became, in
William Farmer’s words, “state supported biblical scholarship.”6

The Theological Politics of Secularization
Before plunging into the genealogical history of modern biblical
studies, it would be beneficial to review the development of modern notions of religious and secular, which undergird both religious
studies and biblical studies in the academy today.7 Talal Asad, Paul
Griffiths, and William Cavanaugh provide important discussions of
this development, and I am relying on their foundational studies.8
In 1990, John Milbank famously quipped, “Once, there was no
‘secular.’”9 As any thorough study of antiquity demonstrates, Milbank’s assertion is obvious, when we take modern notions of what it
means to be secular as our starting point. In English, secularization
entered the language with the violent dissolution of the monasteries
in the English Reformation. Agents on behalf of the English crown
forcibly removed, or exterminated, Catholics from land the Catholic
Church owned, and such land—ostensibly taken in order to support
England’s peasants—was handed over to the crown’s supporters
among wealthy noble families.10 Secular eventually became associated with space absent of what we might call religious particularity.
Once atheism, agnosticism, the New Age movement, and other more
amorphous spiritualities became more prominent, God became one
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more example of religious particularity, and thus secular—then and
now—tends to exclude God in popular discourse.11
Prior to its emergence in the English language, the secular, saeculum, pertained to a sphere in time, in the world, which was saturated
with God. In time, saeculum denoted linear history that was created
by God and which would come to an end when God brought it to an
end.12 As pertaining to the world, saeculum places an emphasis on the
natural order, and continues, for example, to play a significant role in
official Catholic theology. In its dogmatic constitution on the church,
Lumen Gentium, the Second Vatican Council taught that:
The laity have their own special character which is secular
[saecularis]. . . . It is the special vocation of the laity to seek
the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and ordering these in accordance with the will of God. They live in
the world [saeculo], that is to say, in each and all of the world’s
occupations and affairs, and in the ordinary circumstances of
family and social life; these are the things that form the context of their life. And it is here that God calls them to work
for the sanctification of the world as it were from the inside,
like leaven, through carrying out their own task in the spirit
of the gospel.13

Similarly, Pope St. John Paul II wrote, “There are two areas in which
lay people live their vocations. The first, and the best one suited to
their lay state, is the secular world, which they are called to shape
according to God’s will.”14
“Religious” shares a developmental history with secular. Religion
nowadays tends to be understood phenomenologically. In the past,
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, for example, lived life in an attempt
to follow God in all areas and aspects of their lives. Even if individuals did not live up to specific expectations in this regard, it would
have been quite natural to make reference to God, norms pertaining to God, and so on. In the modern period, by contrast, God and
religion newly redefined are expected to play a role only in certain
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narrowly defined contexts, which tend to be private. When such religion enters the public realm it does so only by way of trespassing.
Evelyn Waugh captures this attitude marvelously in his famous novel
Brideshead Revisited, particularly in a conversation between one of the
primary protagonists, Charles the erstwhile agnostic Anglican, and
Brideshead the Catholic firstborn son of the Marchmain family:
[Charles]: “‘For God’s sake,’ I said, for I was near to tears that
morning, ‘why bring God into everything?’
[Brideshead]: ‘I’m sorry. I forgot. But you know that’s an extremely funny question.’
[Charles]: ‘Is it?’
[Brideshead]: ‘To me. Not to you.’”15

To Charles the agnostic, emblematic of the modern individual,
God does not belong in “everything,” but members of the Catholic
Marchmain family seem unnaturally to “bring God into everything.”
In the modern period Judaism, Christianity, and Islam join each
other, and a host of other diverse traditions, as fellow members in
the new category of world religions, each relegated to the private
sphere.16
For Augustine, religion had to do with worship; religion was the
praise and worship justly rendered to God. As Cavanaugh underscores, “For Augustine . . . religio is not contrasted with some sort of
secular realm of activity. Any human pursuit can have its own (false)
type of religio, its own type of idolatry: the worship of human works,
land, etc. These, not something like ‘paganism’ or ‘Judaism,’ are contrasted to true worship.”17 In the Medieval period, Aquinas understood religion as in this earlier sense of worship or piety, and in this
sense he treated it as a species of justice, since religion thus understood was authentic worship of God, which justice required. Aquinas
also used religion in the standard medieval and modern sense as pertaining to specific Catholic religious orders. In this period, religion
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referred to worship due to God, or monastic discipline, or specific
orders within the Catholic Church. In the early modern period, religion was redefined to denote a discreet phenomenological category
pertaining to sets of beliefs or practices by which such communities and community members may be studied and colonized.18 This
transformation served the political aims of emerging modern centralized states in their attempts to domesticate specific traditions,
especially Catholicism and Calvinism.19
Until relatively recently, secularization was often seen as a trademark of modernity, and, if perhaps politically motivated, it was at
least bereft of any theological influences. A growing number of scholars, however, have demonstrated the deep theological influences on
the emergence of modernity.20 Although some of these scholars see
this as proof that modernity does not in fact have secular roots, a
closer investigation reveals that the theological origins of modernity
contain within them specific theologies that are secularizing by their
very nature. This is specifically the case with their privatization of religion, newly redefined.21 Thus, Luther’s concept of two kingdoms,
although firmly set within his theological vision, in theory and in fact
relegated spiritual matters to the private recesses of the individual’s
soul, and left virtually all temporal matters in the hands of the state.22
Gallicanism, Erastianism, and related Conciliarist movements are
also representative of this trend.23 Certainly they are theological,
but that does not mean they are bereft of a secularizing theology.
It is important to move beyond the rigid dichotomization of secular and religious in the modern sense. Theology becomes secularizing, in the modern sense, when it banishes religion from the public
sphere. When Church discipline loses its sting, Church membership
becomes voluntaristic, and ecclesiastical authority becomes limited
to rhetorical persuasion, a secularizing trend is at work, banishing
God to some purely private sphere, in effect, if not also in theory.
When we recognize in Gallicanism, and other movements, the call
for a council of primarily state-appointed national bishops to trump
the transnational authority of the pope, we begin to unmask a thinly
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veiled secular political agenda, albeit one that is interwoven into the
very fabric of these theological movements. In cases such as these,
the roots of modernity are not merely theological, but in addition
are secular and political.24

The Birth of Modern Biblical Criticism
Modern biblical criticism shares its theological and political origins with modernity because it grew up within modernity as one of
modernity’s swords serving in the combat that the modern project
represents. In his groundbreaking article, “‘A Fire Strong Enough
to Consume the House’: The Wars of Religion and the Rise of the
State,” Cavanaugh provides a genealogical account of the rise of
modern centralized European states, which are the faces and engines of modernity.25 Cavanaugh details how state centralization
predated the early modern era by centuries, which in other of his
works he maintains go back perhaps as far as the twelfth century, if
not earlier.26 As with Cavanaugh’s arguments concerning the emergence of modern states, modern biblical criticism likewise did not
appear ex nihilo from the minds of nineteenth-century savants, but
rather has deep roots in the medieval period, and such precursors
develop in such a way that, by the modern period, biblical criticism
became, in Jon Levenson’s words, “the realization of the Enlightenment project in the realm of biblical scholarship.”27
Prior to the modern period and the development of what Michael Legaspi calls “the academic Bible,” that is, the Bible as a book
to be studied by scholars in the university—there was, to borrow
Legaspi’s words again, “the scriptural Bible,” —that is, the living
Scriptures which Jews and Christians encountered especially within
their respective liturgies, interpreted by a panoply of exegetical traditions.28 Traditional Jewish and Christian biblical interpretation was
an immensely complex practice. For both Jews and Christians, the
Scriptures themselves were difficult to understand and required serious effort, intellectual exertion that was deemed worthwhile, and
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indeed necessary, because the Scriptures were meant for the faithful.29 In some ways, encountering Scripture was about encountering God: it was a means of “seeking the face of God” in this life.30
Although most Jews and Christians were not primarily readers of
Scripture but hearers of Scripture, they listened attentively and actively in order to, as it were, seek the face of God here and now in
the saeculo.31 Christian interpretation relied upon multiple senses of
Scripture. By the time of Augustine, who relied upon the Book of the
Rule of the Donatist Tyconius, the quadruplex sensus became the standard interpretive form, with the two senses (literal and spiritual)
and three spiritual senses (typological, tropological, anagogical).32
Aquinas relied upon this hermeneutical framework in his own work,
when he taught about biblical interpretation.33 Jewish interpretation
likewise was as diverse as Christian.34
Already in the Medieval period these traditional multiple senses
of Scripture began to erode with an emphasis on the literal sense,
which triumphed in the Protestant Reformation.35 The specialist
began to take precedence over traditional ecclesial authorities.36
Although precursors exist in people like Peter Abelard—who was
likely influenced by Medieval Muslim commentators mediated to
him via Peter the Venerable—we find the clearest precursors in Marsilius of Padua and William of Ockham.37 The Protestant Reformers
continued this trend, especially in their continuation of the humanistic preoccupation with the Bible’s textual tradition and with their
mastery of philology.38
It was in the seventeenth century that an ostensibly objective, departicularized biblical hermeneutic began to be sought, free of prior
commitments. Although he had important precursors, Baruch Spinoza is one of the most central figures within this history.39 Spinoza
sought an objective scientific method for reading the Bible patterned
on geometry and the emerging natural sciences. The primary motive
put forward for Spinoza’s work, as well as the prior work of his own
disciple, Lodewijk Meyer, was to put an end to violent wars caused
by religion, most notably the Thirty Years’ War.
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The Modern and Colonial Pressures That Shaped the Field:
Enlightenment History, the University, & the Birth
of Biblical Studies
The biblical critical work of the seventeenth century was received
by eighteenth-century scholars in very different ways. Many scholars were uneasy with the skepticism of seventeenth-century biblical exegetes such as Isaac La Peyrère and Spinoza, and yet they assumed the basic methodological framework of scientific objectivity.
The study of the Bible survived and thrived at Enlightenment universities because of such study’s transformation from a theological
discipline into an historical one. Biblical philology and history, once
viewed as pretheological enterprises, became independent and autonomous disciplines, and, in the Enlightenment university they
represented the only respectable approach to studying the Bible.40
Enlightenment universities in Germany were initially created to
form good civil servants. This objective coincided with a focus on
culture; the best citizens were those who were most loyal to the
state.41 Hence German universities naturally sought to sever ties
with Germany’s Christian and especially Catholic past, which had
the potential to undermine their goal, and they turned their attention to a search among non-Christian sources that contained excellent models of civic virtue. In time, the German quest came to be
associated with the search among ancient Rome, Greece, and preChristian Germanic history, in the hopes of uncovering the cultural
past necessary to supplant Christianity, and found a new Germany.42
Legaspi shows in his recent work, The Death of Scripture and the Rise
of Biblical Studies, that the Bible became transformed from a theological wellspring into a cultural and historical artifact from a long dead
civilization through the work of university professors, particularly Johann David Michaelis at the University of Göttingen.43 The model for
Michaelis’ project was the German classicists Johann Matthias Gesner
and Christian Gottlob Heyne’s wholesale transformation of Classical
studies. It would take Michaelis’ disciple, Johann Gottfried Eichhorn,
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to tread where Michaelis dared not go, and to dissolve Scripture into
fragments by means of Eichhorn’s acidic m
 ethodology.44
Biblical studies in the university thus became a tool of statecraft. Ever more secular, biblical studies taught in classrooms and
as practiced in scholarship attempted to departicularize the various
religious and theological commitments of scholars. As Levenson explains, “Like citizens in the classical liberal state, scholars practicing
historical criticism of the Bible are expected to eliminate or minimize their communal loyalties, to see them as legitimately operative
only within associations that are private, nonscholarly, and altogether
voluntary.”45 Under the guise of objectivity, scholars began pushing
agendas that supported their political concerns.46 In the nineteenth
century, the brunt of the attack was against contemporary Judaism
and Catholicism, the latter of which scholars such as Julius Wellhausen saw as the bastard child of a long dead Judaism.47 These biblical
critical projects became embroiled in European colonialism already
in the eighteenth century, but particularly, in the case of Germany, by
the end of the nineteenth century and the early part of the twentieth
century.48
To conclude, as with the academic study of religion, modern biblical studies emerged from the quest for objectivity, in the attempt
to create distance between the Bible and the scholar, suppressing all
prior commitments. A study of the history of such scholarship reveals the modern politics that undergirded the development of biblical criticism. In this history, the theological and the secular were not
in dire combat, so much as certain theological politics were at odds
with one another. The colonial projects of modern European states,
especially Germany, gave shape and texture to the discipline, as it
spread from German universities to the English-speaking world and
beyond.49 As we are only too aware, the quixotic quest for objective
neutrality has often resulted not in illumination but in obfuscation.
As Levenson explains, “the secularity of historical criticism represents not the suppression of commitment, but its relocation.”50
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