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                                Understanding the times 
Héctor J. Ramírez M. 

ARS escuela de Música y Artes Escénicas. 

 
IV- Modernism and post-Christianity, continuation...  

 
-In the previous session we began to mention the intellectual and rational 
foundations that have made the change of paradigm possible in Western society. And 
to do this we had a quick look at what Christianity had been and got the end of the 
Middle Ages in the XV Century. 
 
-So today we are going to continue our journey in the place we left it. And to do so 
we will begin with the period known as the Renaissance and will go on to the 
Enlightenment times, and will have a look at how these two movements prepare the 
way for what was to come in post-Christianity and Post-modernism. 
  

2- The Renaissance 
-Saint Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century (1225-1274), had set without realizing it, 
the fundamentals that somehow encourage the rationalism that would come later, 
by stating that although the will had fallen with sin in the Garden of Eden, reason 
had not been affected in the same way. 
 

-Although he did not accept the Averroist approach of the autonomy of reason 
regarding faith, if that somehow helped pave the way for the final autonomy of 
reason that centuries later would be established; with the claim that the natural 
man can come to know God with all certainty through reason. 
 
-The Renaissance is therefore a moment of artistic and intellectual flourishing in 
which some of the best minds, writers, artists and scholars who are disenchanted 
with the behaviour of the Church, come into contact with the legacy of the Greco-
Roman culture of antiquity; this contact had begun in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries. D. 

 
 -Men like Dante, (1265 -1321) Y Boccaccio but mostly Petrarch ,  ( 1304  - 1374  ) , who was 
according to experts, probably the most seasoned philologist of his time who also 
had a knowledge of Greek.  
 
-All of them when reading the ancient manuscripts, are dazzled and excited by the  
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achievements that these two pagan or pre-Christian cultures had attained on an 
artistic and cultural level. 
 

-This is why they are deeply attracted not only by the shape and the splendour of the 
ancient art, but by the system of thinking of the ancient Greek and Roman philosophers 
and thinkers. D. 
 

-This is what Petrarca prophesies in the following verses: 
Beautiful souls and friends of virtue possess the world and then we'll see that 

Everything is made of gold and full of ancient works. 
 

-In this way, with the influx of the legacy of Greek antiquity newly rediscovered in 
academic and intellectual circles, other men emerge in the fifteenth century such as 
Lorenzo Valla who was one of the first and someone who has been called the most 
audacious when questioning fundamental issues of Christian tradition and attacking 
the "sacred" authority that had been given to Aristotle following his rediscovery in 
the Middle Ages. (By the twelfth century). 
 
-And others like Marsilio Ficino or Pico della Mirandola who wrote the Speech on the 
Dignity of Man; and although he is still moving in the Christian tradition as an 
academic said, "he puts man in this speech so close to God that he is already 
announcing at the same time and without intending to do so, his replacement". 
 
-Then begins the height of the movement called humanism, a word that comes from 
humanitas, used by Cicero and widely commented from Petrarch on. This word in 
the XV century “symbolizes,” according to Robert F. Arnold in his book Renaissance 
culture, “the absence of any concern for the afterlife, and the pleasant inclination 
towards all human ". 

 
-With this attitude, therefore, the groundwork was gradually laid for a departure 
from the Christian faith and the ability to find answers to transcendental questions 
of human life in a source other than Christianity. D. 
 

 -In the words of another of these humanists Pietro Pomponazzi (1462-1525), almost 
verging on the sixteenth century, the pathway of the transition towards modernity is 
clearly marked. This is what it says: "Some men can be counted among the gods. 
They are those who have submitted the vegetative and sensitive soul and are 
guided only by reason “; that is the intellective soul “. 
 
-And to finish describing the spirit that guided most artists and thinkers of the  
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Renaissance time, I will read the words of Jules Michelet, a historian of the 
nineteenth century, because they are quite enlightening in this regard: "... How 
superior to all that was known did that great mother appear, the noble, serene an 
heroic Antiquity, when after centuries her venerable and charming face appeared 
once more. ... Our hearts asked Antiquity for something more than America, 
something more than science or literary charm. We asked her, above all, to set our 
souls free, to help us breathe better, to grant our breasts the sweetness of a sweeter 
and vastly more human morality, not linked to the dark formula of Byzantine 
Nicaea. We asked her not to tear down the altar, but to extend it; not to remove the 
saints but to multiply them, to open the arms of the Church to Socrates, Antonine, 
and St. Virgil. " 
 
-And finally, at the dawn of the sixteenth century, another transforming movement 
emerged forcefully, with the same desire to look back and return to antiquity for 
answers and hope for the desired renewal. 
 

-Only that in this case it was a return to the way of life and teachings of the early 
church. As you all know this movement was the Protestant Reformation which was 
consolidated and established with the publication of Luther’s 95 Theses in 1517. D. 

 
-This movement of renewal spread to many European countries and various 
overseas colonies in America and elsewhere, thus bringing a great wind of hope, 
renewal and change, which came to radically transform several European nations 
and laid the foundation for establishing the most signification nation in the 
Americas, the USA. D.  

 

-But the strong advance of Renaissance humanism continued its progress in this 
kind of rapidly moving film, and in the course of historical development other men  
appear later on, such as Galileo D. born in  1564  and later Descartes born in  1596 D. 

They are the two most prominent figures of this time. 
 
-These two towering figures therefore are the ones who finally laid the solid 
intellectual, rational and scientific foundations on which modernity stands. And 
they went on to encourage the rise of scientific and technological progress for 
centuries to come.  
 
-But there is also another thinker who is also worth mentioning in passing: He 
lived more or less around the same time, and he has also had a great influence on 
some modern scientists and thinkers such as Einstein, for example. It is Baruch 
Spinoza, who lived between 1632 -1677. Although he was Dutch he had Sephardic 
roots. Influenced by Descartes, Spinoza also begins to question the beliefs of his  
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own religion, Judaism, and although he did not stop believing in God, he professed 
the belief in an impersonal God who is nothing more than a mere pantheistic 
religion, where the entire universe becomes this God. According to him, knowing 
what exists through scientific research is therefore the best way to know God. His 
thinking is reflected in his book Ethics published just after his death and has 
exerted a great influence on the development of modern thinking. 

 
-To paraphrase some historians and also Ortega y Gasset himself: "The Renaissance 
is a time of transition that goes from Petrarch, "figurehead of the ship Modernity", to 
Descartes. 
 
-The words of Descartes in the Discourse on Method: "There can be nothing so 
remote thing that one cannot eventually reach it, or nothing so hidden that it 
cannot be discovered”; they are heralding the dawn of rationalism, after which the 
god of reason will emerge as a redeemer to offer solutions to the problems of 
humanity and to guide mankind on the inexorable road of scientific progress. This is 
the hallmark of the time called the Modern Age.  
 
-Ortega states: "The so-called Renaissance is thus the effort to get rid of the 
traditional culture that, formed during the Middle Ages, had stagnated and was 
stifling the spontaneity of man. The essence of the Renaissance change is therefore 
the transition of Christianity towards rationalism". 
 

-In 1606 Galileo, based on the experiences of other scientists from Central Europe, 
invented the most powerful telescope ever known, and in 1637 Descartes published 
his Discourse on Method. In Ortega's words again: "A great human drama begins 
in 1400 and ends in 1650, (When Descartes dies), a drama of given birth that will 
bring a new man to planet Earth: modern man.” D. 

 
2- The Enlightenment: 

-And so, finally, with this foundation having been laid, and this legacy that will be 
picked up by ever more determined and forceful men, we reach the eighteenth 
century, called the century of Enlightenment, which is when, as already mentioned, 
we can start to talk about the post-Christian era. D. 

 
-The eighteenth century is a turning point in which there was a convergence of 
disenchantment with the corrupt Church, the feeling of futility when faced with the 
dramatic situations of death caused by diseases such as the pandemic that we have 
mentioned; or the terrible and devastating Lisbon earthquake of 1755 that practically 
destroyed the entire city.  

-And finally, the disenchantment of the bourgeoisie, the new social class that had  
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emerged in previous centuries and was now consolidated and established, against 
absolutist power of kings, many of whom were despots and corrupt, as was the 
Church itself. 
 
-On the other hand, sadly and unfortunately for those of us who are believers, the 
fresh breath of air that arose from the remotest evangelical roots of the early 
church, that is, the Protestant Reformation; this new renovating momentum of a 
fossilized church corroded by corruption, stagnation and superstition ... 
 
- ... A hopeful movement that flooded several European countries and travelled 
beyond the seas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, also began to weaken 
and lose its footing in the late eighteenth century under the influence of rationalist 
humanism.  JS Semler  (1725-1791), a German theologian, published his work (Institutio 
ad doctrinam Christianam liberaliter discendam) in which he laid the foundation for 
what later became known as liberal theology.  
 

-The heirs of this fresh New Testament air that Wycliffe, John Huss, Savonarola, 
Luther, Swinglio, Calvin and other reformers brought, was becoming increasingly 
dogmatic and what scholars have called the Protestant scholasticism emerged. 
Comparing it to the rigid scholastic system that stagnated theology in the Middle 
Ages. 
 
-Besides, we must remember one of the saddest and most devastating episodes of 
Christianity was the Thirty Year’s War (1618-1648). This war was nothing other 
than a war of religion, Christian against Christian, Protestants against Catholics. It 
was, like all wars, bloody and devastating and left a deep mark on a substantial 
part of the European continent. 
 
-This was the bloodiest war that Europe had known before the First World War. It 
is said that 5 million German civilians died, although they were not the only ones, 
there were also fatalities among the Swedes, Danes, Bohemians, French, Spanish, 
etc. The terrible slaughter of Magdeburg in which, apparently, around 70 percent of 
the population was killed, as well as raping, looting, etc., is a paradigmatic 
example of this devastating war. 
 
-At around the same time,  (1642  -  1651  ), civil war took place in the UK where the 
monarchy was confronted by some members of parliament who saw the need for 
political change, and ended with the triumph of the Puritan Oliver Cromwell and 
the murder of the monarch Charles I.  
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-All these facts seem to come together and help foster a strange feeling of scepticism 
towards the Christian religion, someone even said at the time, "Now we know that 
Christianity is like Islam, a religion of war." 
 
-So also the Christian religion begins to be seen as a source of devastating conflicts. 
In the words of one historian: The Peace of Westphalia treaty that was signed to 
end the Thirty Year's War in 1648, did not come from a better understanding of the 
principles of Christian charity, but rather from a growing indifference to religious 
issues that had occurred in the European spirit, as a result of these conflicts".  
 
-This is, therefore, when thinkers like the Englishman John Locke (1632) and some 
of his compatriots, who influenced Frenchmen such as Montesquieu (1689) and 
Voltaire (1694), and who at the same time would be very influential in later 
generations of scientists and thinkers who deliberately and decisively adopted a 
stance of rejection towards what was then known as the Ancien Regime, including 
the church, and who would directly attack Christianity in many of their works. D. 

 
-Encyclopaedists and intellectuals such as Rousseau, Diderot, D'Alembert, but also 
Kant, who states in his essay What is Enlightenment?, "The need for the release of 
human reason from the tutelage of religion”. Sapere aude, dare to know, was the 
motto of this enlightenment movement. Everything, of course, in order to bring 
man to the highest level of development and progress, both intellectual and 
cultural, scientific, technical and moral. 
 

-As we have just seen, in general terms the Middle Ages can be defined by faith in 
the other world, the Renaissance can be defined by faith in this world, and the Modern 
Age by faith in reason.  
 
-But not only that, Ortega says that the spirit of modern man gestated by 
humanism in the Renaissance, is none other than the revolutionary spirit. There is 
nothing that they do not believe can be changed and transformed. This word, 
revolutionary, should be taken into account, because from now on it will be what 
marks the majority, if not all of the changes and political transformations that take 
place in the modern era. 
 
-The best and most striking illustration of this spirit are the events that will take 
place in France from 1789 and which are recorded in the words of one of the 
leading thinkers, the French encyclopaedist, Denis Diderot: "Man can only be free 
when the last king is hanged with the guts of the last priest." 

 

-So, with the storming of the Bastille in 1789, and the overthrow of the authorities of  
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both the Church and the monarchy, Louis XVI was executed in 1793 and the way is 
paved for the enthronement of the reign of reason which the Renaissance had 
already announced.  
 
- D This takes place symbolically in Paris on 10 November 1793. As recorded by 
Charles-Louis Müller on his canvas the “Goddess Reason," represented here by Marie 
Thérèse Davous, apparently a loose-living dancer who was is carried in a procession 
and enthroned on the high altar of Notre-Dame cathedral. This, we should point out, 
takes place at the height of what was called the Reign of Terror. 
 

-And finally, to finish and make the birth of this new paradigm, this new order of 
things, perfectly sanctioned, on June 8, 1794, a ceremony was held D in honour of 
the Supreme being in the Champ de Mars in Paris with Robespierre, head of the 
government at that time, as officiant. 
 

-These were named civic festivals whereas actually they had a pseudo- religious 
character, heavily influenced by the Masonic ideology of people such as Voltaire, 
Rousseau, Robespierre and many of the leaders of the Revolution. 
 
-The Civil Constitution of the Clergy had been instituted in 1790 whereby the priests 
who performed the civic oath of revolutionary principles became servants of the 
State; and those who refused, they would be called refractory and they were hunted 
down and decapitated. So, with this we could almost say that the Christian era had 
come to an end and the foundation for the new religion of anthropocentrism had 
been laid. Everything depends on man and what he can achieve by his own efforts. 
 
-We're not going to say more about this issue because in the next session we'll talk 
a little more about it, so we will continue on... With the passing of time other 
thinkers emerged, such as Hegel (1770-1831) and Schopenhaur (1788- 1860), who 
were Germans like Kant (1724-1804), and therefore heirs of the Protestant 
Reformation, but with strength and conviction chose to side with those who are 
against everything that represented the old regime that included the Church and 
the Monarchy, as already mentioned. D. 

 
-Now in the nineteenth century, we see the appearance of men who are evidently 
revolutionaries such as Darwin, Marx and Nietzsche, who not only question 
everything, but are men of action who want to change everything. D. Darwin 
publishes The Origin of the Species and The Descent of Man, a name that reveals what 
would come next. 
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-Marx published the Socialist Manifesto in which there are phrases such as 
"Everything sacred is profane" and probably the strongest of all: "All that is solid melts 
into air". A clear and defining image of what the Enlightenment and the modern 
age truly represented, as we shall see in the following sessions. 

 
2- Conclusion: 

-To sum up, I want to mention a devastating phrase that Nietzsche liked to use, 
“philosophizing with a hammer”. D.  Indeed, it is a phrase that sums up the 
devastating momentum of the types of thought that come after him. The purpose 
of these new ways of thinking that will emerge in the twentieth century is precisely 
to destroy everything, like lashing out with a hammer. 
 
-As you know it was Nietzsche who proclaimed the idea of the death of God in the 
Parable of the Madman, an idea that appears in the The Gay Science and in Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra and some of his other works. Once the demolition of the values of 
Christian culture of the West had been carried out, against which he would fight, 
Nietzsche himself sees the need for the creation of other secular values that can fill 
the void that is now apparent, since he was convinced that it was impossible to live 
without values. 
 
-So, he writes works such as Superman, the Antichrist, of the Revaluation of values, 
attributing to himself the role of moralizer in this post-Christian society that has, by 
now, to face life alone, without God. As you know Nietzsche dies in 1900. 
 
- Here are some of the words of Nietzsche: In know my destiny. I know that one day my name 
will be associated with the memory of something tremendous. A crisis like no other on earth, a profound 
shock of consciousness, evoked against everything he had believed, demanded and hallowed so far. " 

 

-And in the Parable of the Madman: God is dead. God is still dead. And we have killed him. 
How can we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? The holiest and mightiest that the world 
has possessed has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood from us? What  water will 
cleanse us?  What sacrificial rite,  what sacred games should we invent? Is not the greatness of this fact too 
big for us? Should we appear worthy of it? 
Nietzsche, The Gay Science, section 125. 

-Here the clearest and most forceful proclamation of post-Christianity, which it is 
nothing more than a time of apostasy. And as we move forward on this journey in 
the coming sessions we will see how far this new paradigm shift in today's society 
has led us. 
 

-But just for now, to give you an idea in advance: This way of thinking has led in 
recent years with the emergence of populism, to the anti-system movements, gender  

https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expiación_(religión)
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expiación_(religión)
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expiación_(religión)


9 
 

 

 

ideology, animalism, etc. to the individual, the plebs those plebs who Nietzsche both 
disdained and despised, declaring himself to be the Übermensch, that Superman 
who now not only disdains and rejects all authority over him, but aims to affirm 
and impose on others his own. 
 
-To paraphrase of Nietzsche´s followers, "he lacked strength and determination to 
carry out the complete demolition intended, for he himself succumbs first to the 
labyrinth of madness and then to death itself." Nietzsche did not live to see the 
collapse of all Western values, since he died relatively young at 55, but others who 
would come after him would certainly carry it out. 
 
-Actually, Bertrand Russell, another renowned atheist philosopher of the twentieth 
century, said that Nietzsche did not exert a great influence on professional 
philosophers, but rather on the artists and intellectuals dedicated to culture. And 
these are, of course, those who exert the most influence when it comes to spreading 
ideas and promoting them to society in general. 
 
-And we will see how these principles are accomplished in a clear and forceful 
manner in Western society from the very beginning of twentieth century and are 
finally definitively established by the middle of the century, driven forward by 
different thinkers, some who are Marxists and others who are not, but who seek the 
same ends. Those of the Vienna Circle, the New Left, the Frankfurt School, the 
structuralists and the so-called Postmodern thinkers.  
 
-And in this meteoric and very schematic way we reach the end of what the 
development of the rational foundation meant, on which modernity was based. In 
the next session we will see some of the practical consequences of this new way of 
thinking and paradigm shift. 
 
Now we will open the debate, questions, contributions and discussion. 
 

 
 
 


