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The French Revolution and Its Impact 
on Religion and the Catholic Church 
The French Revolution, a period of radical 

political and social upheaval that lasted 

from 1789 to 1799, had profound effects on 

various aspects of French society, 

including religion and the Catholic 

Church. In this passage, we will explore how the French Revolution transformed 

the relationship between the state, religion, and the Catholic Church. 

The Church's Role Before the Revolution 

Before the French Revolution, the Catholic Church played a central role in the 

lives of the French people. It held immense wealth and power, owning land, 

collecting tithes, and enjoying privileges. The Church was deeply intertwined with 

the monarchy and aristocracy. 

Secularization and Anti-Clericalism 

The revolutionaries aimed to establish a secular state that separated church and 

state. They viewed the Catholic Church as a symbol of the old regime's authority 

and inequality. As a result, they pursued anti-clerical policies. 

Civil Constitution of the Clergy 

In 1790, the National Assembly passed the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which 

aimed to reform the Catholic Church in France. It led to the nationalization of 

church property and required clergy to take an oath of loyalty to the state. This 

measure deeply divided the clergy, with some supporting it and others opposing 

it. 
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Religious Tensions and Persecutions 

The Civil Constitution of the Clergy and other anti-religious measures created 

tensions within French society. Many clergy who refused to take the oath faced 

persecution and were branded as counter-revolutionaries. Religious practices 

underwent significant changes, with some churches being repurposed as 

"Temples of Reason" and traditional religious celebrations being replaced. 

Reign of Terror and De-Christianization 

During the Reign of Terror (1793-1794), a radical phase of the revolution, efforts 

were made to de-Christianize French society. The Cult of the Supreme Being was 

promoted as a secular alternative to traditional religion. Churches were closed, 

and religious symbols were removed. 

Napoleon and the Concordat 

The religious landscape in France began to stabilize with the rise of Napoleon 

Bonaparte. In 1801, he signed the Concordat with the Catholic Church, 

reestablishing relations between the state and the Church. This agreement 

recognized Catholicism as the majority religion in France and allowed the Church 

to regain some of its properties. 

Legacy and Continued Secularization 

The French Revolution left a lasting legacy of secularization in France. While the 

Catholic Church regained some of its influence, it never fully recovered its former 

power. French society became more secular, with a separation of church and 

state that endures to this day. 

 

 

 

 


