
Comments on Jean Meslier by Voltaire

Living soberly at the seminary, [Jean Meslier]… [was morally] irreproachable, and he often gave 
alms… He was a firm partisan of justice, and at times pushed his zeal too far. The lord of his 
village, named Sieur de Touilly, had mistreated some peasants, and he didn’t want to 
recommend him to the priesthood. M. de Mailly, Archbishop of Reims, before whom the 
contestation was brought, condemned him. But the Sunday following this decision the priest 
rose to the pulpit and complained of the cardinal’s sentence. “This,” he said, “is the ordinary lot 
of a poor country priest. Archbishops, who are great lords, hold them in contempt and don’t 
listen to them. Let us then recommend the lord of this place. We will pray to God for Antoine de 
Touilly, that He convert him and that he be gracious enough to not mistreat the poor and to 
cheat orphans.”

Being present at this mortifying recommendation, the lord brought new complaints before the 
same Archbishop, who made Sieur Meslier come to Donchery, where he was harshly rebuked…

This priest worked in secret all his life attacking all opinions he believed to be false.
He died in 1733 at the age of 55. It was believed that, disgusted with life, he expressly refused 
the necessary aliments, since he wanted to take nothing, not even a glass of wine.

In his will he gave all he possessed, which was little, to his parishioners, and he asked that he 
be buried in his garden.

“The Atheist’s Sermon” by Jean Meslier

I would always rather have openly shown the contempt I had [for politics and religion], if it had 
been permitted to me to speak according to my inclination and sentiments.

And so, although I was easily led in my youth to the ecclesiastical state to please my parents… 
nevertheless I can truthfully say that the… prospects of the fat payments of the ministry never 
brought me to love the duty of a profession so full of errors and impostures… I hated even more 
the mocking and clownish attitude of those other gentlemen who only think of having a good 
time with the large incomes of their good benefices and who among themselves cheerfully mock 
the mysteries, maxims, and the vain and deceitful ceremonies of their religion, and who even 
mock the simplicity of those who believe… Just look at the popes (Julius III, Leo X) who 
themselves mocked their dignity and the other (Boniface VIII) who said, joking with his friends, 
“Ah! How rich we are from this fable of Christ!”

…I do not believe, my dear friends, that I have ever given you reason to think that I shared 
these sentiments. On the contrary, you could have noticed several times that I was completely 
opposed to them and I was extremely sensitive to your pains. You could have noticed that I was 
not very attached to that pious lucre of the payments of the ministry, since I often neglected and 
abandoned it when I could have profited from it…

And with respect to the false and fabulous mysteries of your religion… you could have easily 
noticed that I hardly devoted myself to the bigotry and I hardly thought much about maintaining 
you in it or of advising you to practice it… I have had the displeasure of seeing myself in this 
annoying obligation of acting and speaking entirely against my own sentiments; I have had the 



displeasure of keeping you in the stupid errors, the vain superstitions, and the idolatries that I 
hated, condemned, and detested to the core.

But I declare to you that I was never without pain and extreme loathing for what I was doing. 
That is also why I totally hated all the vain functions of my ministry, and particularly all the 
idolatrous and superstitious celebrations of masses, and the vain and ridiculous administrations 
of sacraments that I had to do for you. I cursed them thousands of times to the core when I had 
to do them, and particularly when I had to do them with a little more attention and solemnity than 
normal when I saw you come to your churches… to hear with a little more devotion what they 
make you believe to be the word of God…

But as [I must] keep silent at present, I will at least, in a way, speak to you after my death


