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Enlightenment research has come a long way. The Enlightenment that
was once seen as a uniform event is now considered a multi-perspectival,
multi-layered, and multi-centered movement “in which similar sets of
questions about man and the universe were answered in different ways.”1
As John G.A. Pocock said, “We can no longer write satisfactorily of the
Enlightenment as a unified and universal intellectual movement.”2 The
Enlightenment can no longer be identified with an “age of reason,”
nor as simply a homogenous or anti-religious movement, but must be
seen as a process of cultural and sociological diversity,3 a movement
with cosmopolitan and nationalist, devout and agnostic, erudite and
ignorant tendencies.4 However, it was not until the early 1980s that,
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due to the emphasis on social history research of religious phenomena,
subjects like the Catholic Enlightenment were rehabilitated. Only then
did it become acceptable to view the Enlightenment in certain European
countries (e.g. the Holy Roman Empire) as predominantly “religious.”5
This “religious” Enlightenment shared with its better known “secular”
twin some presuppositions “[. . .] but could not share them all, precisely
because it was grounded in an ecclesiastical institution based on divine
revelation of a personal God, and could not, except with the sacrifice
of its very essence, accept the whole program of the philosophes.”6
As László Kontler observed: “Theology has come to be recognized,
as was still the case in the eighteenth century, as a form of knowledge,
and religious networks of communication as vehicles for exchanging
and possibly reforming knowledge.”7 Such religious Enlightenment
can be found in Judaism, in the Protestant, Roman Catholic and
Orthodox Churches in Europe, and later, in the American colonies.
In Catholic circles, some of the Enlightenment networks were run by
religious orders, e.g. the Jesuits,8 but primarily the Benedictines, and
often enough these orders were not only responsible for the exchange
of ideas but also for stirring up wide ranging controversies.9 The term
‘Catholic Enlightenment’ is quite disputed. However, it seems preferable
to ‘Reform Catholicism’ since the latter does not take into account that
this movement was influenced by the European Enlightenment process.
Moreover, an understanding of the Catholic Enlightenment as a process of its own, with its own dynamics, communication networks, and
programmatic ideas, seems to be more and more accepted. Again, this
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