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Conflict between Church and State


Social contracts, as theorized by Hobbes and Locke, remove humanity from a state of perpetual fear, known as the state of nature. From these contracts emerged two of the most important and thriving institutions still in existence today: the political State and the Church. Politics and religion were established to achieve different ends, the former for the body and the latter for the soul, but Hobbes and Locke disagree on the best relationship between these institutions. In Leviathan, Hobbes argues that religion is prevalent only in human nature because of our fear for the unknown (Hobbes xxi, 1). Fear for bodily security necessitated the formation of the State. Similarly, religion was necessary to keep the mind from its own perpetual fear—a mental state of nature. In order to secure both the body and the mind in a single institution, Hobbes argues that the State should utilize religion for political purposes. Locke argues on the contrary. In A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke proposes a separation between Church and State. At first glance, Locke takes this position in order to protect the State from conflicting religious sects. Yet when read thoroughly, Locke also makes the case to protect religious institutions from a coercive State. Given the first understanding of Locke, the authors unanimously agree that the State should hold more power than the Church. However, the second perspective creates a conflict in how the Church should interact with the State; should they be separate or united? Regardless of the purpose for religion, Hobbes and Locke conclude that the Church must be subordinate to the State for the sake of the people.

Religion According to Hobbes


 “Perpetual fear,” Hobbes says, is “always accompanying mankind in the ignorance of causes,” unless explained by something known (Hobbes xii, 6). Thus we form religion as an explanation for causes in which no visible cause exists. Even when fear is alleviated by an explanation, a second type of fear must be enforced. So, not only does fear bring us into covenants, it keeps us honorable to them. Hobbes explains: “there must be some coercive power to compel men equally to the performance of their covenants, by the terror of some punishment greater than the benefit they expect by the breach of their covenant” (Hobbes xv, 3). Concerning religion, God acts as the invisible coercive power. Fear of the unknown forces people into religion, and fear of God keeps them there.

In discussing the State, Hobbes outlines the laws of nature, which act as the rules for performing covenants. Although the laws of nature may aid people in keeping their covenants, there is no power enforcing the laws themselves. As Hobbes also believes, laws without the sword are merely words and there must either be fear for breaking contracts or praise for keeping them (Hobbes xvii, 2; xiv, 31). Consequently, God must be the one who both punishes and praises for the laws of nature since worldly punishment is sometimes not enough. As seen, Hobbes equates the function of religion to two things: providing an answer for the unknown and creating consequences for injustices, seeing as Hobbes defines injustice as the breaching of contracts (Hobbes xv, 2). 

If Hobbes believes the Church and State already function with similar and equal purposes (the coercions of obedience), then why must the church be utilized by the State? Hobbes argues that covenants made with God are impossible unless mediated by a representative of God, who can be no one after Jesus. Anyone who claims to have made a covenant with God is clearly lying (Hobbes xiv, 23; xvii, 3). Any individual can see this, and due to man’s inquisitive and untrusting nature, religion could not have caught on without the aid of the State. Hobbes concludes that all religion, by too close an examination, is false, but must be believed; any man that does not fear God will not believe in justice or injustice. The only way religion could have gained its strength was through the magistrate. Not only does the magistrate have the most influence over culture and the law, he has the power to enforce obedience. Religious obedience cannot be enforced without authority (Hobbes xxxii, 4). Notice that Hobbes does not stress belief so much as he does obedience. Because religion deals with the unknown, subjects may want to believe something alternative to the beliefs of the magistrate. But because of the unknown, subjects may be threatened by an even greater fear that they are wrong. As a result there would be little effort in revolting against a State religion.

By first utilizing the power of the State to enforce a religion, magistrates may then utilize the religion to strengthen the State. As Hobbes writes, “some of those that have observed [the seed of religion] have been inclined to nourish, dress, and form it into laws, and to add to it, of their own invention, any opinion of the causes of future events by which they thought they should best be able to govern others, and make unto themselves the greatest use of their power” (Hobbes xi, 27). Otherwise stated, not only is the magistrate able to strengthen a religion through coercion, he may alter the laws of the religion and make them the laws of the land. There are, however, two criteria for a magistrate to do this. First, there can be only one religion—no matter the doctrine—under the power of the State; conflicting views to the State religion will also cause conflicting views to the State itself. Second, the solitary religion must be completely subordinate and loyal to the government of the people. By this Hobbes means that any customs in religion that contradict customs of the State must be dissolved. 
Religion According to Locke
Locke provides a different account of religious institutions. Locke aims to protect the State from invasive religious beliefs by promoting tolerance of religion rather than administration of it. He finds it most important that the State deals only with the laws and actions that concern the body, while the Church deals only with the laws and actions that affect the soul. The State may aid in “the procuring, preserving, and advancing [of] civil interests,” but the soul is an internal matter which can only be changed in the mind (Locke 218). Similarly, the Church may have the power to influence beliefs and internal matters, but it has no concept of bodily concerns. According to Locke, the Church should not have the power of the sword since it will too often sacrifice the body to save the soul. Likewise, Locke defines the Church as a “voluntary society of men, joining themselves together of their own accord in order to the public worshipping of God…and effectual to the salvation of their souls” (Locke 220). If the Church is given coercive power, or the magistrate is given the power to enforce religion, the Church will no longer be a voluntary society. 

As evident, the State inherently has more power than the Church because it has the sword. For this reason Locke adopts a second argument. He changes his argument from protecting the state to protecting the Church. He believes that there is a greater threat the Church will be “influenced by the court than the court by the church” (Locke 231). Locke says that certain practices in the worship of God are only justifiable in the fact that everyone performing the ceremonies believes in them. If the State were to force nonbelievers to practice, the ceremonies would no longer be justified. In which case, neither the State nor the Church benefit from coercion. Members of the Church benefit, however, when religions are independent of the State. Anyone who finds himself indifferent to the beliefs of the Church may leave the Church but can remain a member of that political society. Locke says that anything indifferent to the commonwealth cannot be established into law (Locke 233). If the relationship between Church and State, as proposed by Hobbes, were to become a reality, anyone choosing to leave the Church would also leave the State because they would be breaking the law. Such a conundrum would invoke rebellion of both institutions. From Locke’s perspective, if the State is more apt to tolerate a variety of religious sects, more citizens will be willing to tolerate the State. 

Locke additionally promotes the protection of religion because people are logical creatures and will notice discrepancies in the laws. He writes, “Whatsoever is permitted unto any of [the magistrate’s] subjects for their ordinary use, neither can nor ought to be forbidden by him to any sect of people for their religious uses” (Locke 236). When an action is permitted by the State in civil activity, those same actions should be permitted in religious practice, despite their intentions. If any practice were to be prohibited by the State, it must be prohibited for all people, for all causes. If not, the State is discriminating against its own people, without justification. Here it appears that Locke’s underlying argument is the protection of citizens and all their self-interests, with religion being one of them and the State being the other. Locke claims that “civil government relates only to the men’s civil interests, is confined to the care of the things of this world, and hath nothing to do with the world to come” (Locke 220). Although religion is the only institution that deals with the “world to come,” the institution itself is a “thing of this world” as well as a “civil interests.” For the reason that religious institutions are able to fall both inside and outside the responsibilities of the State, all religions must be permitted, but cannot be enforced.

Subordination to the State

Although Locke argues thoroughly in favor of religious toleration and the protection of all religious beliefs, nothing in his argument calls for a Church more powerful than the State. He already recognizes that by the power of the sword the State is inherently stronger, yet he takes no strives to alleviate or redistribute this power into the Church. For example, Locke declares that the Church does not have power over non-members (Locke 224) for the simple reason that those who do not believe will not abide by their guidelines. This restricts the power of the Church only to its practicing members. Locke also restricts the Church by direct subordination to the State. Although Locke does declare that anything allowed in civil practice must be permitted by the State in religious practice, he also says that anything against the law of the State must be prohibited in the Church (Locke 236). In direct relation to our problem between politics and religion, Locke essentially is saying that the Church must be equal to the State whenever permissible, but may never above it.

Locke also subordinates religion when he says no religions that “deliver themselves up to the protection and service of another price” (Locke 245) should be tolerated by the State. Some forms of heresy fall into this category of religion. That is to say, any religion that assembles in order to overthrow the State is not a true religion. True religion is established for the purpose of pleasing God and being rewarded with a peaceful afterlife, whereas heresy assembled to overthrow a prince is merely a form of civil State. In the context of atheism, Locke writes: “Promises, covenants, and oaths, which are the bonds of human society, can have no hold upon an atheist. The taking away of God, though but even in thought, dissolves all” (Locke 246). Locke therefore argues against the Hobbesian relation between Church and State for two reasons. First because, if the State is able to utilize religion as Hobbes proposes, the religion is not true; and second because Hobbes endorses religion only in the sense that people have something to fear, not because they have something to believe (remember that Hobbes stresses obedience more than belief). 

As has been proven, Hobbes addresses politics and religion as a co-evolving, inseparable union which must be able to utilize one another to keep the body and the mind secure in a single institution. Locke argues on the contrary because granting either institution invasive power will cause more conflict than compromise among the people. Nonetheless, as scarcely that Hobbes and Locke agree upon in the relation of politics and religion, there is an obvious consensus that the Church must remain subordinate to the State for the benefit of the citizens. 
