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3a: The late 18th and early19th centuries


Student Resource 5: Joseph Priestley (1733-1804)
[image: image2..pict]Joseph Priestley (1733 - 1804), best known as the discoverer of oxygen, was a Unitarian minister, educator, theologian, historian, and political radical, as well as a proponent of the New Science.

Like many of natural philosophy's champions in eighteenth-century Britain, Priestley rejected the divinity of Christ and division of God into three persons, but he went one step further by denying the existence of an immaterial, immortal soul in addition to the Trinity. In his polemical treastise, Disquisitions on Matter and Spirit (1777) Priestley denies the immortality of the soul on both scientific and Biblical grounds. […] Priestley argued that the functions in the body that had been assigned to an immaterial soul (perception and thought) are linked to material structures in the brain and therefore will not outlive the cerebral tissue that produced them. From a Scriptural standpoint, Priestley believed that if the soul were immaterial and therefore immortal, the concept of the resurrection of the body would have no meaning since a person's essence would remain intact with or without his body. Hence, he concluded, though confirmation or rejection of spirit was impossible on the basis of observation, in all likelihood, man was an entirely material being. […]

Priestley's political beliefs made him unpopular with the British government. Church leaders were also concerned with the religious views expressed by Priestley in books such as The History of the Corruptions of Christianity (1782) and History of Early Opinions Concerning Jesus Christ (1786). The books developed Priestley's ideas on Unitarianism. They also included attacks on such doctrines as the virgin birth and the Holy Trinity. Many people, including King George III, became convinced that Priestley was now an atheist. 

Hostility towards Joseph Priestley increased in 1791 when he wrote a pamphlet defending the French Revolution. Priestley argued that he believed the events in France increased the chance of "universal peace and goodwill among all nations" as it made possible an "empire of reason". […] Priestley now obtained the nickname 'Gunpowder' after he expressed the view that it should be placed "under the old building of error and superstition".

[…]

Priestley experienced a great deal of hostility in London for his political and religious beliefs and in 1774 he decided to emigrate to America. He settled in Pennsylvania and over the next few years he wrote several books on Unitarianism. Priestley also established the first Unitarian Church in America. Joseph Priestley died on 6th February, 1804. 

Unitarians believe in the unity of God, rather than in the doctrine of the Trinity as found in the historic creeds of the Christian church. In addition, the term Unitarians extends to religious groups dating from the 1500's to the present who not only rejected the doctrine of the Trinity, but also rejected creeds as the basis for religious authority. […] William Ellery Channing (1780-1842)…believed in Christianity as a divinely inspired religion proved by the miracles of Jesus. Younger Unitarian ministers soon began to argue that religious truth should be based on universal religious experiences, rather than on the record of historical events. In addition, these ministers believed that religious truth and inspiration could be found in traditions other than Christianity. Such ideas were expressed by Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882). […] This view was called transcendentalism because it stated that people may have an experience of reality that transcends (goes beyond) the experience of the senses.  […] 
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