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Following The Storming Of The Bastille, The National Constituent Assembly:0A.
Protected The Roman Catholic was a pivotal moment in the French Revolution that
shaped the country's religious landscape and political trajectory. The storming of the
Bastille on July 14, 1789, marked the beginning of a series of revolutionary upheavals,
leading to the formation of the National Constituent Assembly. This assembly played a
crucial role in redefining the relationship between the state and the Catholic Church,
aiming to balance revolutionary ideals with the preservation of religious influence. This
article explores how the National Constituent Assembly sought to protect the Roman
Catholic Church during a time of radical change, the policies enacted, and their lasting
impact.

The Context Leading to the Formation of the
National Constituent Assembly

Pre-Revolutionary France and the Role of the Catholic
Church

France in the late 18th century was characterized by widespread social inequality,
economic hardship, and political unrest. The Catholic Church, as a significant landowner
and religious authority, held immense influence over the populace and the monarchy.
However, this power was increasingly questioned due to:

- The financial burden of church tithes and taxes.

- The church's privileges and exemptions.

- The perceived interference of church authorities in political matters.

The Causes of the French Revolution

Several factors contributed to the outbreak of the revolution:

- Enlightenment ideas promoting liberty, equality, and fraternity.
- Financial crises and government debt.

- Poor harvests leading to famine.

- Widespread discontent with the monarchy and aristocracy.

- The desire for political representation and reform.

Storming of the Bastille

On July 14, 1789, Parisians stormed the Bastille prison, symbolizing the uprising against



tyranny and injustice. This event galvanized revolutionary fervor and led to the formation
of the National Assembly, which aimed to create a new constitutional order.

The Formation of the National Constituent
Assembly

Creation and Purpose

Initially convened as the Estates-General in May 1789, representing the three estates
(clergy, nobility, and commoners), the Third Estate broke away, forming the National
Assembly. Its primary goals were:

- Drafting a new constitution.

- Reshaping political authority.

- Addressing social inequalities.

Key Actions and Reforms

The National Assembly embarked on significant reforms, including:
- Abolishing feudal privileges.

- Declaring the rights of man and of the citizen.

- Reorganizing the administrative structure of France.

Protection of the Roman Catholic Church by the
National Constituent Assembly

The Initial Approach to the Church

At the outset, the Assembly aimed to protect the Catholic Church as an integral part of
French society, recognizing its influence and role in maintaining social order. The early
reforms sought to:

- Maintain church property to fund the state.

- Respect religious sentiments of the populace.

- Avoid alienating the church entirely.

Reforms and Policies Implemented to Protect the
Church

Despite revolutionary changes, the Assembly introduced measures to safeguard the
Roman Catholic Church:

1. Recognition of Religious Freedom: The Declaration of the Rights of Man emphasized
religious liberty, allowing individuals to practice their faith freely.



2. Reorganization of Church Administration: The Assembly restructured the church's
hierarchy to bring it under state control, reducing papal influence while preserving the
church's religious functions.

3. Nationalization of Church Lands: Although controversial, some church properties were
confiscated to address financial crises, but this was balanced with efforts to maintain the
church's social role.

4. Reconciliation with the Clergy: The Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790) aimed to
bring the clergy under state authority, requiring bishops and priests to swear allegiance to
the Revolution, thus integrating the church into the new political framework.

5. Protection of Religious Practices: The Assembly ensured that religious services could
continue, and church buildings remained places of worship.

Balancing Revolutionary Ideals and Religious
Preservation

The Assembly faced the challenge of reconciling revolutionary principles with the desire to
protect the Catholic faith. Key strategies included:

- Emphasizing religious tolerance.

- Maintaining some church traditions.

- Ensuring that reforms did not directly threaten religious practices.

Challenges and Conflicts in Protecting the Church

Secular vs. Religious Tensions

While the Assembly sought to safeguard the church, tensions arose:

- Some revolutionaries viewed the church as an obstacle to secularism.

- Radical factions pushed for complete suppression of religious influence.
- Counter-revolutionary sentiments emerged among devout Catholics.

Counter-Revolutionary Movements

Regions such as Vendée saw armed resistance against revolutionary policies, partly
motivated by the desire to preserve traditional religious practices and the church's
authority.

The Reign of Terror and Religious Suppression

During the Reign of Terror (1793-1794), revolutionary authorities intensified efforts to
diminish the church's power:

- Closing churches.

- Executing clergy deemed enemies of the revolution.

- Promoting de-Christianization policies.

However, these measures were later reversed or moderated as the Revolution progressed.



The Legacy of the Assembly’s Religious Policies

Long-Term Impact on the Catholic Church in France

The policies enacted by the National Constituent Assembly laid the groundwork for:
- The separation of church and state.

- The secularization of public life.

- The eventual recognition of religious freedom in France.

Re-establishment of Religious Rights

After the upheavals, subsequent governments restored some church rights:

- The Concordat of 1801 between Napoleon Bonaparte and the Pope reestablished
relations with the Catholic Church.

- The state retained control over church property but acknowledged religious freedom.

Modern Perspectives

Today, the relationship between France and the Catholic Church continues to evolve,
reflecting a balance between secularism and religious heritage.

Conclusion

Following the storming of the Bastille, the National Constituent Assembly took significant
steps to protect the Roman Catholic Church amidst revolutionary upheaval. While initially
aiming to preserve religious influence and integrate the church into a new political order,
the Assembly also navigated complex tensions between revolutionary ideals and religious
traditions. Its policies, including the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and the recognition of
religious freedom, played a crucial role in shaping modern France's approach to religion
and secular governance. The legacy of these reforms continues to influence France's
societal and political landscape, illustrating the enduring importance of balancing
tradition with progress in times of profound change.
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Frequently Asked Questions



What role did the National Constituent Assembly play
immediately after the Storming of the Bastille?

Following the Storming of the Bastille, the National Constituent Assembly was formed to
draft a new constitution and address the revolutionary demands, acting as the governing
body representing the people's will.

How did the National Constituent Assembly approach
the protection of the Roman Catholic Church?

The Assembly initially aimed to protect the Roman Catholic Church's rights while also
implementing reforms, balancing respect for religious traditions with the need to reduce
church privileges and influence.

What specific measures did the National Constituent
Assembly take to protect the Roman Catholic Church?

They passed laws acknowledging the Church's legal status, allowed clergy to remain loyal
to the state, and sought to maintain church property while reducing its political power.

Why was the protection of the Roman Catholic Church a
contentious issue during the Revolution?

Because many revolutionary leaders wanted to limit the Church's influence and confiscate
its property, leading to tension between secular ideals and religious traditions.

Did the protection of the Catholic Church by the
Assembly satisfy all factions within France?

No, it was a compromise that pleased some who wanted to preserve religious tradition but
angered revolutionaries who sought greater secularization and reduction of church
privileges.

How did the relationship between the state and the
Catholic Church evolve during the early years of the
Revolution?

Initially, there was an attempt to reform and protect the Church, but over time, conflicts
increased, leading to measures like the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which aimed to
bring the Church under state control.

What impact did the protection of the Roman Catholic
Church have on the broader goals of the Revolution?

It created a tension between revolutionary ideals of equality and secularism and the desire
to preserve cultural and religious traditions, influencing the trajectory of revolutionary



reforms.

How did the events following the Bastille influence the
policies of the National Constituent Assembly regarding
religion?

The events galvanized the revolution, prompting the Assembly to attempt balancing
reform with religious protection, but increasing radicalization led to more confrontations
with the Church later on.

Additional Resources
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The storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, marked a pivotal turning point in the French
Revolution, symbolizing the uprising against tyranny and the beginning of profound
political and social upheaval. As the revolution unfolded, one of its notable facets was the
complex relationship between revolutionary ideals and the longstanding influence of the
Roman Catholic Church. The National Constituent Assembly (NCA), formed in the wake of
the Bastille's fall, played a central role in attempting to redefine France’s religious
landscape, balancing revolutionary change with the protection of Catholic interests. This
piece explores how the NCA navigated this delicate terrain, safeguarding the Roman
Catholic Church amid revolutionary transformations.

The Context of Religious Tensions in Pre-
Revolutionary France

Before delving into the actions of the National Constituent Assembly, understanding the
historical context of church-state relations in France is essential.

Historical Dominance of the Roman Catholic Church

- The Catholic Church was deeply intertwined with the fabric of French society, politics,
and culture.

- It held vast land holdings, collected tithes, and wielded significant influence over the
populace.

- The clergy was divided into three orders:

- The First Estate: The clergy

- The Second Estate: The nobility

- The Third Estate: Commoners, including the secular and religious laity



Sources of Discontent

- Financial strain on the state due to church land holdings and exemptions

- Corruption and privileges enjoyed by the clergy

- Enlightenment ideas promoting secularism, rationalism, and individual rights

- The rise of anticlerical sentiments among the bourgeoisie and revolutionary thinkers

The Formation of the National Constituent
Assembly and Its Religious Agenda

Following the collapse of royal authority and the dissolution of the Estates-General, the
Third Estate proclaimed itself the National Assembly on June 17, 1789. Recognizing the
importance of religious stability for the nascent revolution, the NCA adopted policies
aimed at redefining the role of the Catholic Church in France.

Goals of the NCA Regarding Religion

- To protect religious freedom for all citizens
- To diminish the Church’s political and economic power
- To establish a more secular state while maintaining some protections for Catholicism

Key Early Actions

- The August Decree of 1789: Abolished feudal privileges, including some church
immunities

- The Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790): A landmark law that restructured the Church
and redefined its relationship with the state

The Civil Constitution of the Clergy: A Paradigm
Shift

One of the most significant measures taken by the NCA was the enactment of the Civil
Constitution of the Clergy on July 12, 1790. This law aimed to bring the Church under
state control, fundamentally altering its traditional autonomy.

Key Provisions of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy

- Reorganization of the French Church into dioceses aligned with the civil administrative
boundaries



- Election of bishops and parish priests by local citizens, establishing a democratic process
- State salaries for clergy, effectively making them civil servants

- Obligation for clergy to swear an oath of allegiance ("the Civil Oath") to the Revolution
and the state

Implications for the Church and Society

- The law created a deep divide within the clergy:

- Constitutional Clergy: Clergy who took the oath, loyal to the Revolution

- Non-Juring Clergy: Those who refused, loyal to the Pope and traditional Church authority
- The oath ignited widespread resistance among devout Catholics and traditionalists

- The law diminished the Church’s spiritual authority and independence, fostering tension
and conflict

Protection of the Roman Catholic Faith and
Church Interests

While revolutionary leaders aimed to curtail the Church’s political power, they also
understood the importance of protecting the core religious beliefs of the populace,
especially amid widespread unrest.

Measures to Safeguard Religious Practice

- Despite the confiscation of church lands, the NCA proclaimed the freedom of worship for
Catholics

- The assembly sought to preserve the essential rituals and sacraments of Catholicism to
maintain social cohesion

- Efforts were made to prevent outright persecution of devout Catholics, recognizing the
importance of religion in daily life

Balancing Revolutionary Ideals with Religious
Sentiments

- The NCA aimed to establish a “civil religion” to replace traditional religious authority
- The Cult of Reason and later the Cult of the Supreme Being were promoted as
revolutionary alternatives to Catholicism

- These new "religions" aimed to foster patriotism and secular morality, but faced
resistance from devout Catholics

Protection Under the Law
- The Law of 1790 explicitly protected the rights of Catholics to practice their faith



- However, the revolutionary government’s increasing secular stance led to ongoing
conflicts with the Church
- The Law of 1791 further emphasized religious freedom, but tensions persisted

The Impact of Revolutionary Policies on the
Catholic Church

The revolutionary government’s measures had profound and lasting effects on the Catholic
Church’s structure, influence, and relationship with the state.

Reduced Political Power

- Church lands were nationalized and sold off to raise revenue

- Clerical privileges and immunities were abolished

- The papal authority was challenged by the revolutionary government’s sovereignty
assertions

Clergy Reactions and Resistance

- Many clergy refused to take the Civil Oath, leading to a schism
- The refractory priests, loyal to Rome, faced persecution, imprisonment, or exile
- The non-juring clergy became symbols of resistance among traditional Catholics

Public Sentiment and Civil Unrest

- Deep divisions emerged between revolutionaries favoring secularism and devout
Catholics

- Religious festivals, processions, and traditions were suppressed or altered

- The de-Christianization movement gained momentum during the Reign of Terror, further
persecuting the Church

The De-Christianization Campaign and Its Effects

As revolutionary fervor intensified, especially during the Reign of Terror (1793-1794),
policies aimed at systematically eradicating the influence of Catholicism gained
prominence.



Major Aspects of De-Christianization

- Closure of churches and monasteries

- Destruction of religious symbols, statues, and relics

- Replacing Christian calendars with revolutionary ones

- Renaming of places named after saints or religious figures

Protection of Religious Heritage and Faith

- Despite aggressive policies, many citizens and clergy remained devout privately

- Some leaders sought to protect religious sites as cultural or historical monuments

- After the fall of Robespierre, more moderate policies sought to reconcile revolutionary
ideals with religious traditions

Legacy and Long-term Impact

The NCA'’s efforts to protect the Roman Catholic Church, despite revolutionary reforms,
left a complex legacy.

Enduring Religious Divisions

- The schism between the constitutional and refractory clergy persisted
- Many Catholics remained loyal to traditional Church authority, influencing political
conflicts

Foundation for Future Church-State Relations

- The revolutionary experience set the stage for subsequent conflicts over religious
authority

- The Concordat of 1801, negotiated by Napoleon Bonaparte, sought to reconcile the state
with the Catholic Church, recognizing its role in French society

Historical Reflection

- The revolutionary period exemplifies the tension between secularization and religious
preservation

- The efforts of the NCA to protect Catholicism reflect a nuanced approach—reforming and
reducing church power while maintaining core religious practices



Conclusion

Following the storming of the Bastille, the National Constituent Assembly faced the
formidable challenge of transforming France’s political landscape while managing the
deeply rooted influence of the Roman Catholic Church. Through legislation like the Civil
Constitution of the Clergy and the policies of de-Christianization, the NCA sought to
redefine the relationship between church and state—reducing ecclesiastical power and
promoting secular ideals. Yet, these measures also aimed to safeguard religious practices
and beliefs, recognizing their importance to societal stability and cultural identity. The
complex balancing act of reform and protection during this turbulent period underscores
the profound impact of revolutionary change on France’s religious fabric—an impact that
continues to resonate in the country's historical consciousness.
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