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PREFACE

THE substance of this book was delivered as Hibbert
Lectures in the autumn of 1931 at University College,
London, and at the University of Manchester. I have,
however, revised and expanded the lectures as origin-
ally given in order to render the volume a somewhat
more adequate treatment of the subjects with which
it deals. Unhappily, partly through a protracted period
of illness, and partly on account of a series of personal
calamities, unavoidable delay has been occasioned in
preparing the work for the press. I greatly regret the
delay, and can only console myself with the reflexion
that the line of thought I was following has in no wise
become obsolete by the lapse of time.

These pages are designed primarily for the ‘general
reader’; and, accordingly, I have deliberately preserved
the form of direct address appropriate in oral utter-
ances and an essentially unconventional manner of
handling the subject-matter. This has entailed that
numerous repetitions will be met with which were
almost inevitable in addresses to a popular and a
partially fluctuating audience. I must apologize for
these appearing in a printed volume, and venture to
express the hope that they will not be found obtrusive.

I have been sustained throughout by the convic-
tion that for those who have abandoned the resort of
basing their religious trust on a miraculously attested
revelation the philosophical approach to religion is
indispensable, and is becoming increasingly seen to
be so. I do not, by any means, desire to lend any
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countenance to the contention of Benedetto Croce
and his Italian followers, that, namely, religion is an
.imperfect and immature attempt to interpret reality;
and must, therefore, when once mythological notions
have been discarded, yield its place to philosophy.
On the contrary, theirs appears to me to be an entirely
mistaken view of the nature both of religion and of
philosophy. Nevertheless, whoever refuses to accept
an external warrant, such as an infallible church or
divinely inspired scriptures, has no alternative but to
turn to the method of free rational inquiry, which in
its more developed stage is the method of philosophy.
For, although philosophy can as little provide us with
a new religion as the science of ethics can provide us
with a new morality, yet a religious mind that under-
stands itself, that has reflected on the principles on
which its religion rests, is clearly an advance upon the
religious mind that has not so reflected. Without such
reflexion, insistence upon the right or duty of private
judgment is apt to result in a state of ennui and
indifference. That is a danger which, as it seems to
me, is threatening the liberal religious movement of
the present age. Its crying need is for philosophic
thinkers, not indeed to offer a substitute for religion,
but to induce their fellows to interpret the facts of
religious experience for themselves, in the light of
critical scrutiny.

In preparing these lectures, I have had, then,
specially in view the large number of persons who find
themselves unable to accept the creeds of Christendom
as they are familiarly presented, and who yet are
persuaded that the spiritual life is a reality, and that
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they largely owe their sense of its reality to the teach-
ing of Christ and the Christian Church. Obviously, to
cover in the course of a few lectures the whole province
of a philosophy of religion was out of the question.
I could but select certain themes that appeared to me
of crucial importance. In particular, I have had to
leave on one side the great subject of human immor-
vtality, and the problem of evil, more especially the
presence of physical evil in the natural world. With
the former of these topics I have, however, dealt in
‘the Essex Hall Lecture of 1934 and elsewhere; and
with the latter I may perhaps still have occasion to
deal later.

I gladly avail myself of this opportunity of giving
expression to my deep sense of manifold indebtedness
to the Hibbert Trustees. As a young man I was
privileged, through holding one of their scholarships,
to spend four most profitable years (1892—6) in the
‘University of Leipzig, studying under such distin-
guished teachers as Wundt and Heinze. Later, in
1901, the Trustees received in an extremely kind
and sympathetic manner a project I then, greatly
daring, laid before them for the institution of a
quarterly review which would be open to contri-

“butions from adherents to all schools of thought, and
which ultimately led, in the following year, to the
establishment of the Hibbert Fournal, in the conduct
of which I have since been permitted to play a humble
part. And now, finally, I have to acknowledge, with
sincere gratitude, the honour they did me in inviting
me to give the present course of lectures, and thus to
follow in the long line of eminent men who have
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preceded me as Hibbert Lecturers. And my gratitude
is enhanced by the patience and the forbearance which
the Trustees have shown during the delay in preparing
this volume for the press.

G. DAWES HICKS
Fanuary 1937
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASES
OF THEISM

RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY

1. Philosophy, an Interpretation of Experience in its entirety. 2. The term
‘Experience’ and its Meaning in this context. 3. Tawo considerations in regard
to ‘Experience’. 4. Relation of Philosophy to other departments of Knowledge.
Sense in which it deals awith ultimate problems. 5. Religious Experience and
115 influence in human kistory. 6. Need for a Philosophy of Religion.

THERE is a recorded saying of Goethe’s to the effect
that “‘the Christian religion has nothing to do with
philosophy”. The Christian religion, so Goethe went
on to affirm, “is a mighty power in itself, whereby
fallen and suffering humanity has from time to time
constantly worked its way upwards; and, in so far as
this is its outcome, it is elevated above all philosophy
and does not need its support”. In the sense in which
he clearly meant this statement to be understood,
Goethe was assuredly right. Certainly it cannot be
said to have been as a result of philosophical reflexion
that the Christian or any other religion either arose
or has succeeded in exerting influence upon human
thought. Relatively few of the religious leaders whose
names stand out prominently in the pages of history
have been philosophers, in the technical significance
of the term. Rather has it been out of the great school

of human experience that ideas such as those of the
B
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Fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of men, the
-Incarnation, and of a continuance of life beyond the
grave, have emerged; and in that school these ideas
have been tried and tested prior to any direction
upon them of logical scrutiny.

1. Nevertheless, regarded from a point of view
other than that from which Goethe was here regarding
it, it would obviously be ridiculous to assert that
religion has nothing to do with philosophy, and does
not need its support. While it is a notorious fact that
countless persons for whom philosophy is a mere
name may be and are intensely religious, yet those
religious persons who have come, in whatsoever way,
to think more or less philosophically—and their
number is rapidly increasing—cannot fail to have
their outlook on the whole field of religious experience
affected thereby. A man may enter on the quest of
philosophic truth, or he may abstain from doing so;
but, if he does enter on it, and so far as he enters on
it, he should be prepared to find that it will modify,
if not radically transform, his views on all the deeper
interests of human life.r Or, looking at the matter
from the opposite side, though a religious mind
may leave philosophy alone, the philosophic inquirer
cannot leave religion alone. It is the business of
philosophy to interpret, so far as may be, the world
of human experience in its entirety; and were any

* A well-known disciple of Ritschl, W. Hermann, has, indeed, main-
tained that a man’s faith can remain impregnable whatever his philosophy
may be. Be he a materialist or an idealist in philosophy, his assurance
of the validity of his religious convictions can continue unshaken.
One can, I think, only express amazement at the naivet¢ of such a
contention.
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considerable sphere of that experience excluded from
its survey, philosophic investigation would be frus-
trated 4b initio. A man’s philosophy, if he has any,
cannot be other than all-embracing, all-penetrating.
To refuse to allow his philosophy to interfere with
his religious convictions “would signify only that he
had not thought through his conception of things, that
he had been contented with a partial glimpse, that
his strength had flagged or his spirit failed in the
heavy task of co-ordinating and systematically uniting
his interpretations of the meaning of existence”.

2. But to describe philosophy as the systematic
expression of our reflexion on the nature and connected-
ness of experience is not in itself very enlightening.
For ‘experience’ is a vague and ambiguous term, and
not seldom it is apt to be employed after the manner
of a conjuror’s cry. It will be sufficient for our present
purpose to differentiate three of the more common

.senses in which the term is used.

(4) When we say we know a thing by experience
we frequently mean that instead of learning about it
from others, instead of getting at it through words
and general notions, we have been in direct contact
with it. In actually seeing or hearing or touching it,
we should be said to be more intimately acquainted
with its being and character than we could possibly
become by following any description of it, or merely
thinking about it. Experience, so understood, is
taken to arise through contacts with the things around
us, much as a match strikes fire through friction and
lights up what was dark before. Experience, that is
to say, is regarded as the outcome of our active
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participation in the things of our environment?; and
the contrast implied is that between what we directly
apprehend, mainly, of course, through the avenue
of sense-perception, and what we know, or believe
that we know, through ordinary common-sense
reasoning and logical inference.

() Again, in a somewhat more explicit manner,
experience may be distinguished from science or
strictly reasoned knowledge. And here the contrast
chiefly turns upon the difference between knowledge
of particular things or events and knowledge of truths
or universal principles. This contrast carries us back
to the great period of Greek philosophy. All human
knowledge, so Aristotle maintained, starts with “the
particulars”; it is, in other words, at the beginning,
perception of individual objects. Then, through the
aid of memory, crude generalities come to recogni-
tion; and these render possible what Aristotle called
‘experience’ (éumepla),—that common-sense know-
ledge which is adequate to discerning any single
object as an instance or specimen of a kind or class
already named by us. It is, he held, only by induction,
which presupposes experience, that we reach the
universal principles (rd xafédov) on which scientific
knowledge (émomijpn) is based, and thus come to
an insight into the grounds or reasons of things. In
experience, conceived in this way, the knowing mind
is oblivious, so to speak, of its limitations and short-
comings.

But (¢), when we appeal to experience, we may be

r “Experience”, James Ward was fond of saying, *“‘means becoming
expert by experiment.”
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appealing to a recognition not so much of isolated
facts or occurrences as to that of a context or system
of facts or occurrences. By the term ‘experience’
there is then implied a unification of observations,
—putting them, namely, together, comparing them,
and consequently deriving a meaning out of them.
When we speak of ‘experience’ in this wide sense
we are obviously speaking of something in the forma-
tion of which the human mind has had a prominent
part; an individual’s experience, in this sense, will
largely depend upon the manner of man he is. We
shall only see, only experience, that which we bring
with us the power of seeing or experiencing. Clearly
also, when thus conceived, experience cannot be
contrasted with knowledge or émomjuy. Rather
does it embrace the latter along with much else
besides. We distinguish, for example, scientific experi-
ence, moral experience, and aesthetic experience;
or, in other words, we group what we experience
under the three great ideas,—the true, the good, and
the beautiful. And the question is at once suggested:
What is implied in our mental constitution that these
ideas should be possible for us ? How come they to play
the part they do in the experience of mature minds?

It is needful to note further that psychologists
rightly lay stress upon the difference between the
way in which an object is experienced and the way
in which a mode of consciousness is experienced.
We ‘live through’ (erleben) the latter, whereas the
former is apprehended as standing over against us
(as a Gegenstand). We may have experience of a
delightful locality; but we cannot experience it as
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we experience a pleasurable or painful emotion. We
may have experience of the affection of a friend; but
we cannot experience it after the manner in which
we experience the affection we ourselves feel towards
our friend.

The difference just indicated, which has been
likened to the sort of difference drawn by grammarians
between the objective and the cognate accusative,
or, as has also been aptly suggested to the difference
between jumping a ditch and jumping a _]ump, is
one which, as we shall see, is of considerable impor-
tance as bearing upon some of the issues that will
call to be discussed. But, meanwhile, I would lay
stress upon the fact that in the actual life of a human
being these two modes of experiencing never occur
in isolation; awareness of self and awareness of what
is other than self are strictly correlative, and, so far
as our knowledge extends, we are justified in saying
that the one would be impossible apart from the
other. Our experience implies, therefore, what has
been described as the duality in unity of subject and
object. It is invariably experience of something; it is
not, that is to say, a self-subsisting entity, consisting
merely of specific contents. It presupposes, on the
one hand, an experiencing mind, capable of discrimi-
nating and recognizing both its own subjective modes
of activity and features in the objective realm; and, on
the other hand, a world of concrete facts, let us for the
moment name it, the features of which are discernible
and possessed of significance. Now, when philosophy
is said to be “just the systematic expression of our
reflexion on the nature and connectedness of experi-
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ence”, it is, of course, human experience in the
widest sense that is thereby intended,—the experience
of what is external no less than of what is internal,
the experience of moral ideals no less than of the
aspiration to ‘realize’ them, the experience commonly
called ‘spiritual’ no less than that which pertains to
sense. Whilst not ignoring the experience of primitive
minds, it is essentially with the experience of man’s
maturity that philosophy has to do. And this experience
is throughout suffused with the thoughts and ideas,
the hopes and endeavours, the joys and griefs, of
untold generations of human beings. Embedded in
it, so to speak, are the concepts of natural science,
the revelations of artistic genius, the assurances and
trusts of religion.

3. It will be well to emphasize here certain other
considerations respecting the nature of experience.

In the first place, it is to be observed that even
the sense-experience of ordinary individuals is, as a
matter of fact, saturated with thoughts and meanings,
which are not, of course, themselves offered through
the avenue of the senses. It has become customary
to distinguish roughly, in the perception of an external
thing, two sets of factors, falling under the heads of
the ‘given’ and the interpretation which is put upon
what is ‘given’. The interpretation consists largely,
in all cases, of notions or concepts that connect the
‘given’ with something previously apprehended, or
taken to be identical in character with it. When a new
object comes before us, it is at once interpreted in
accordance with some relation in which we think it
stands to what has been already cognized by us.
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Careful inspection of the situation will, however,
make manifest the excessive difficulty, if not the
impossibility, of fixing upon any portion of the per-
ceived whole as that which is immediately ‘given’,
in contrast to the rest which is suggested or inferred.
I hear, for example, a sound, and I at once recognize
that it is the strike of the clock on the mantelpiece
of my room. Or, I see through the window a green
patch, and I at once perceive the tennis-court on the
other side of the road. The so-called sense-data of
every such perceptual situation are, that is to say,
so indissolubly blended with meanings and interpre-
tations that the attempt to separate them out and to
view them as alone the elements which are directly
‘given’ and intuitively grasped evinces itself as a
hopeless undertaking. I am not, for a moment, im-
plying that the interpretations are mere phantasies
woven by the mind and thrown out as a kind of ghostly
clothing over the sensuous data. On the contrary,
I should affirm that what I hear is the striking of the
clock, that what I see is the tennis-court. But the point
is that in thus hearing and seeing, I am not merely
receptive of what is supposed to be immediately
‘given’; I am all the while thinking, judging, inter-
preting; and, in doing so, am obtaining an incom-
parably more adequate knowledge of my actual sur-
roundings than purely given sense-qualities could
conceivably yield. Even assuming that bare sense-data
are, so to speak, nature’s first offerings to us, it is
very evident that nature does not thereby disclose
to us her real character, or, indeed, supply us with
elements that in themselves could build up an
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experience of any kind. And, certainly, it is only for
a thinking, rational mind that there is possible not
alone a scientific view of the world, but such a view of
it as an ordinary, common-sense intelligence possesses.

In the second place, experience, whether it be that
of the individual or of the community—what James
Ward named ‘universal experience’,—is perpetually
undergoing change and development; and the develop-
ment, while in some respects analogous to evolution
in the animal kingdom, is, in other respects, unique
in character. It resembles biological evolution in
being a mode of advance which involves both differ-
entiation and integration,—that is to say, while it is
a movement towards increasing multiplicity and
complexity, it remains, at the same time, a unity
which holds its elements together even in their
extremest diversity. But the terms ‘complex’ and
‘simple’ are seldom free from ambiguity; and what
they mean in any particular context can scarcely be
discovered otherwise than by considering the context
itself. In the present case, it is certainly erroneous to
suppose, as the older psychologists did, that those
phases of experience which are the less developed,
and which, on that account, may be described as the
more simple, exhibit a simplicity of ultimate elements
which, as development proceeds, enter merely into
more and more complicated combinations. What, on
the contrary, does characterize the earlier stages of
experience is specially want of definiteness, want of
precision, in the apprehension of relations among the
contents discriminated. And these contents themselves
appear as relatively vague and obscure, lacking sharp-
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ness of outline and loosely connected with one another.
“The steel-worker sees half a dozen tints where others
see only a uniform glow.” Advancing experience is,
so to speak, like a pattern gradually coming out; and,
in its later phases, as contrasted with the earlier, the
contents experienced are characterized by the con-
stantly increasing number of the points of difference
which the experiencing subject recognizes, by an
increase of closeness in the relations whereby the
several features are grouped together, and by a change
in the character of the relations through which they
are connected. Yet there is no violent break between
one such phase and another; at every stage of tran-
sition, there is a certain whole of experience which
is one and continuous, and advance comes about not
by the abrupt introduction of what is altogether new,
but by a partial modification of what has preceded.
Moreover, so far as the experiencing subject is con-
cerned, development means not the emergence of
new psychical powers or faculties. Speaking generally,
in the more developed stages of conscious activity
there is nothing which is not generically akin to that
which enters into the simpler forms.

4. These, then, are characteristic features of ex-
perience in that sense of the term in which philosophy
may be said to be an attempt to explicate, and to
render intelligible, experience as a whole. But the
function of philosophy may be contemplated from
various points of view; and I wish now to glance
briefly at two ways of regarding it which have been
prominent in the history of thought.

Philosophy, so many of its greatest devotees have
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held, has for its subject-matter the nature of wltimate
reality. In Platonism, for example, the conception of
philosophy turned essentially upon a profound differ-
ence, amounting almost to a decided opposition,
between the things of ordinary experience and entities
or essences (i8éa: or eZ8n) which were thought to possess
a superior kind of being. The things of ordinary
experience bore the marks of an inferior or deficient
grade of reality, in that they are always changing,
transient and perishable, and hence had no definite,
specific nature; the eternal essences, on the other
hand, bore the countermarks of fixity and permanence.
And, as regards the knowledge we may obtain of these
two contrasted realms of being, it too must obviously
display difference of a corresponding kind. Of the
variable and the fleeting there could be no knowledge
in the strict sense (émworijun); there could, at the
most, be knowledge merely of that inferior grade
designated belief or opinion (8¢¢a). Only in respect
of what is fixed and permanent could knowledge
attain its full dimensions, and possess the character
of necessary and eternal truth. Furthermore, all those
branches of research which we are now in the habit
of describing as the natural sciences, seeing that they
have to do with the variable and the changing, must
clearly, on this view, be looked upon as falling with-
in the sphere of belief or opinion. Consequently, a
difference of kind called to be recognized as subsisting
between ordinary experience, with its outcome the
natural sciences, and philosophical thinking; the
objects thought about were different, the kinds of
thinking in the two cases were different.



23 THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASES OF THEISM

Now, a sharp and rigid separation of this sort
between two portions of our experience cannot but
prove fatal to the possibility of reaching any coherent
view of the system of things. Such a separation may
doubtless be looked upon as an exaggeration of a
distinction among the elements of experience that
does call for recognition; but in philosophy no error
is more common than that of taking a half-truth to
be the whole truth. When, in the modern period, the
special sciences had attained a measure of indepen-
dence, another (which may, perhaps, be designated
the Cartesian) way of contemplating the function of
philosophy became prevalent. This would appear,
on the surface, at least, to steer clear of that ‘bifur-
cation’ of experience to which I have been alluding,
and to draw no hard and fast line of demarcation
between philosophical thinking and scientific thinking.
According to it, philosophic thinking may be said to
be the culminating, the ultimate, stage of advance on
ordinary or common-sense thinking. The last men-
tioned, the lowest grade, is first of all transcended by
the special sciences, in each of which general prin-
ciples are formulated that to a certain extent explain
vast numbers of individual facts. The attempt to
proceed further in the same direction, the attempt to
elucidate and to justify these principles employed in
the special sciences, leads to philosophy. Philosophy
would, therefore, be said to be distinguished from the
special sciences, on the one hand, by the greater
generality of its fundamental concepts, and, on the
other hand, by the ultimate character of its problems
and of the solution it furnishes of those problems.
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It has thus become customary to represent philosophy
as the effort to obtain a conception of the complete
or absolute nature of reality.

The terms ‘ultimate’ and ‘absolute’y, even when
safeguarded, have, however, their dangers. If under-
stood in one way, they are liable to reinstate the
antithesis which proved to be the impasse before
which Platonism was brought to a stand. The ‘Abso-
lute’ will be pictured as that which is somehow quite
other than, quite remote from, the relative and the
particular. Nevertheless, 1 believe that there is ground
for attributing an ultimate character, if understood
in another way, to the problems of philosophy. But
the ultimate character which does belong to them is
due, it seems to me, to the circumstance that in what
we call philosophical reflexion all the parts of what
we take to be reality, be they many or be they few,
are contemplated as having a common relation. They
are contemplated, namely, in their relation to the
thoughts and interests of the human conscious subject.
There is, that is to say, no one group of entities which
is specifically the subject-matter of philosophy, nor
is there one type of explanation which is specifically
the philosophical type of explanation. Any part or
the whole of experience may be handled philosophically
if treated from the point of view of its relation to the
human thinking subject. So, again, it will be apparent
that philosophy, when so regarded, may be said to
have, in one sense, a subject-matter of its own, a
subject-matter which is not dealt with by any of the
natural sciences, because each of these necessarily
leaves out of account the unique relation just referred
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to.r And, once more, it will likewise be apparent
that philosophical reflexion, although not a different
kind of thinking from scientific thinking, has its
own peculiar nature in virtue of the special end to
which it is directed and the special relation on which
it turns. In short, philosophy has one main compre-
hensive question addressed to it: What light can it
throw on the relation in which the human mind
stands to the surrounding reality? What must the
character of reality be, if it admits of being known,
and what must be the nature of the intelligence that
is capable of knowing it?

The subordinate branches of philosophical inquiry
will be obviously determined by the main differences
that can broadly be distinguished in the relation which
subsists between the human mind and the surrounding
reality. Long ago, Aristotle classified these differences
under three heads,—namely, the relation involved
in knowledge, the relation involved in practical
conduct, and the relation involved in artistic produc-
tion.2 It requires, however, but little consideration to
see that of these three types of relation the first is
by far the more fundamental. Whilst practical activity
and artistic activity are certainly distinguishable from
cognitive activity, yet they both imply the latter as
the very condition of their possibility. It has not
seldom been contended that individual experience

t It may be objected that psychology furnishes an exception to this
statement. But I should contend that, in tracing the history of the mental
life and in determining the conditions on which it depends, psychology is
essentially a branch of philosophy.

2 To these, had he been living some centuries later, Aristotle would
probably have added the relation involved in religious experience.
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is primarily conative in character, and gradually
becomes cognitive because knowing proves sub-
servient to action. But, unless conative activity were
based on some degree of knowledge, it could not
occur at all; the most that could happen would be
particular automatic movements of which the conscious
subject would be unaware. And it is not merely that
in conative activity we first know and then act;
the knowing goes on throughout the act. In fact,
it may be asserted unreservedly that the human
mind depends for its very being upon its capacity
of knowing; it is only in and through the process
of knowing that it has a place in the scheme of
existence.

“Experience”’, James Ward was fond of insisting,
“is wider than knowledge.” Yes; but it is no less
true that there can be no experience without know-
ledge.r Experience is not, as we have seen, a self-
subsisting entity; it is only in virtue of knowing
minds, which are also centres of feeling and striving,
being face to face, so to speak, with a natural environ-
ment that experience comes into being. So far, then,
from conscious minds being owned, as F. H. Bradley
conceived, by experience, the fact rather is that
experience is owned by conscious minds, if, indeed,
it is permissible in this context to talk of ‘ownership’
at all. And, on the other hand, it has to be remembered
that a mind is not a mere abstraction, that it exists
only in and through its concrete modes of expression,

* The term “knowing” is, it need hardly be said, equivocal. But one
may be allowed here to use the term in its widest sense, as equivalent,
namely, to cognizing generally.
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through participating, that is to say, in the reality of
what is other than itself.

Enough has been said to indicate the kind of
inquiries which the philosophic investigator has
before him in dealing with experience. In the first
place, since knowing, as distinguished from what is
known, is obviously a subjective process, there is
always the possibility that this subjective process may
fail to reach what would seem to be its natural end,
the attainment, namely, of truth. In the second place,
since experience—whether individual experience or
common experience—is gradually acquired, clearly it
cannot at all stages of its history be equally accurate,
let alone exhaustive, experience of the real world.
I have, indeed, maintained that the development of
experience does not involve that the experiencing
mind becomes, at certain junctures in its progress,
endowed with absolutely new powers or faculties,
but that, on the contrary, the higher operations of
intelligence are not, in essential characteristics, distinct
from the lower. While, then, experience of the cruder
sort is relatively circumscribed and defective, it is not
necessarily, on that account, thoroughly deceptive
and illusory. Though Nature could not touch the
heart of Peter Bell—

“By lovely forms, and silent weather,
And tender sounds, yet you might see
At once, that Peter Bell and she
Had often been together.”

Nevertheless, there is manifestly a tremendous differ-
ence between the extent to which the earlier phases
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of experience correspond to actual fact and the extent
to which the later phases do. And these two con-
siderations—(a) that the subjective process of cognizing
or experiencing is liable to fall into error, and (4) that
what we call knowledge or experience is, in the course
of its history, continually undergoing correction,
expansion, and deepening, indicate at once the
necessity of determining the conditions to which
thought or thinking,—instrumental, as it is, in the
building up of experience,—must conform, if we are
to be reasonably assured that what we are thereby
attaining is true, holds good, that is, for every intelli-
gence, or, otherwise expressed, is objectively valid.
And this critical examination of experience leads
inevitably to what may be designated the culminating
aim of philosophical or metaphysical inquiry, to reach,
namely, such a conception of the world of reality as
will render intelligible the attainment of truth by
human thinking, as also the conjoined operation of
mental and physical processes in nature. The ultimate
task of philosophy must always be to frame a coherent
representation of reality as a whole, a representation
which will enable us to connect together consistently
and harmoniously the several parts and aspects of our
total experience.

5. On the far-reaching influence of religious
thought and sentiment in human experience, as we
have been viewing it, I need not dwell. Religion is
from the first, so Hegel once remarked, the bearer
(Triger) of human culture. What, then, does this
comprehensive term, religion, really signify? An

exhaustive answer could only be obtained from an
C
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adequate survey of the manifold modes of manifes-
tation of that which is so named in the course of the
history of mankind. To attempt to reach a verbal
definition, which should set forth the characteristic
common to all types of religious belief, is for the
purpose of a philosophical treatment, at any rate,
a perfectly futile undertaking. In the first place, it
is more than doubtful whether any such common
characteristic is to be found. At all events, the various
and conflicting formulations of it which have from
time to time been framed are, to say the least, sufficient
to restrain further endeavours in that direction. In
the second place, such a common characteristic, even
if it could be detected, would be of so vague and so
colourless a nature as to be virtually destitute of any
real significance. What can be made, for instance,
of so general and abstract an assertion as that “religion
is man’s total response to his entire realized universe” ?
And, in the third place, such a common characteristic
would have to be sought in religions of the most
primitive and superstitious kinds; by thus reducing
religion to its lowest terms, we should be losing its
essence and grasping its wrappings. When, for
example, Sir James Frazer defines religion as *a
propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to
man which are believed to direct and control the
course of nature and of human life”’,* one is at a loss
to understand how, according to such a definition,
Christianity can be supposed to be a religion at all.
The fact is that a procedure of this sort is, as Edward
Caird and others have convincingly shown, utterly

t The Golden Bough, 3rd ed., vol. i, p. 222.
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out of place in dealing with anything which, like
religion, has been, down the ages, undergoing con-
tinuous evolution. With respect to whatsoever grows
and develops, it is the higher stages that help us to
understand and to gauge aright that which is evinced
in the lower. No examination, be it ever so minute,
of the seed or embryo would enable us to predict
what it will in the course of time become, unless we
were already familiar with the distinctive lineaments
of the full-grown plant or animal. Then, doubtless,
when we trace back the mature organism to the germ
from which it sprang, a study of the process of genesis
throws a flood of light upon the nature of that which
has ultimately emerged. But the point is that “in the
first instance, at least, we must read development
backward and not forward, we must find the key to
the meaning of the first stage in the last”. What,
therefore, we have to look for is not a characteristic
common to every type of religion, but rather “a
germinative principle”, as it has been called, under-
lying all types, “a motive power, working in the
human mind, and essentially bound up with its
structure”. It is in their relation to this underlying
principle, and not in any doctrines or external features
which they possess in common, that religions have
their basis of agreement. To a large extent the history
of religious beliefs is, indeed, the exhibition of the
constant conflict between the imperfections of the
concrete imagery which the human mind calls to its
aid in representing what it takes to be divine reality
and the demands of the fundamental principle which
that imagery obscurely embodies, a conflict in and
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through which the full significance of the principle
itself gradually comes to recognition. The history of
religions may, then, be said to be just religion pro-
gressively defining itself; and a clear discernment of its
essence will be obtained, not by “peering into its cradle
and seeking oracles in its infant cries”’, but by contem-
plating it in the more mature forms to which it has
attained as the outcome of the entire process of its
development. And no one, I take it, would seriously
dispute the statement that the whole trend of the
evolution in question has been towards a belief in
God as one and not as many, manifesting Himself
both in nature and to the mind of man, yet revealing
Himself most completely to souls of large spiritual
compass and of strenuous moral power.

I am not, it need hardly be said, intending to
suggest that in the history of religions we invariably
encounter continuous, uninterrupted progress. Far
from it. Such a contention would notoriously be
contrary to fact. Repeatedly, in a period of great
spiritual vitality and fervour, a large expansive
religious movement has carried all before it; and then
gradually the spiritual activities seem to wane and
lose their power, and a period of stagnation to super-
vene. The life of that movement may not, it is true,
have fled; it may only for a while be lying dormant,
ready at a later time and under favourable conditions
to issue forth in new forms of growth. Or, it may be
that it proves itself to be incapable of further develop-
ment in keeping with the developing life of mankind.
Perchance, under the influence of stereotyped forms
of creed and ritual, it has become rigid and mechanical,
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and hence resists the internal reconstruction that
would bring it into harmony with the advancing
thought and aspirations of the age. Its life then ebbs
away, and decadence ensues. But, even so, it does
not follow that what once was living and good therein
will be lost to posterity. St. Paul told the Athenians
that what they had been worshipping in ignorance,
this he was setting forth unto them; and certain is
it that had Christianity not been able to appropriate,
transmute, and so to preserve much at least that was
valuable in Greek and Roman religion it would not
be the power it is in the world to-day.

Without assuming, then, a continuous linear pro-
gress from the lowest to the highest, or attempting
to trace, after the manner of Hegel, a necessary
dialectical movement in the temporal development
of religious systems, it can unhesitatingly be asserted
that an impartial survey of the historical data leads
unmistakably to the conclusion that advance on the
whole there unquestionably has been to ever purer
and loftier conceptions of God and of God’s relation
to the world. Moreover, although, of course, the con-
sensus gemtium is no guarantee of validity, although
an Athanasius contra mundum may veritably be in
possession of a discernment to which the Millionen
cannot attain, yet an impressive fact certainly it is,
and a fact not lightly to be discounted, that in every
known period of history some kind of religious beliefs
and religious observances have been in evidence, in
tribes and nationalities the most unlike in other
respects, too remote from one another to allow the
possibility of mutual influence, and pursuing the
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most divergent lines of practical activity. This fact
would seem to be, at any rate, sufficient to justify
the assumption that religion is native to man, not a
product of arbitrary or capricious surmisings, but a
normal and universal expression of human nature.
There are, it is true, some writers at the present
day who look upon the religious ideas of the modern
world as mere superstitions or survivals of ancient
beliefs, which arose originally in pre-historic times,
and which through various causes have been perpetu-
ated, in modified and refined form, to our age of
scientific enlightenment. That would appear to be
the view taken, for example, by a well-known
philosophic thinker, in a work published only a few
years ago.! He connects primitive animism in various
ways with magic; and, regarding them both as being
very much on the same level, sets himself the task
of explaining how it comes about that the human
mind is everywhere befogged with beliefs of this
sort, whilst the anthropoids seem not to be troubled
by them, but to live by common-sense. And his
account of the matter is that these beliefs, baseless
though they be and due entirely as they are to the
sway of imagination unchecked by reflexion, are yet
apt to become, in virtue of their utility, inextricably
blended with common-sense, skill, and intelligence.
These illusory notions have been useful; they have
served to give elders and rulers enough prestige to
preserve order and cohesion when otherwise they
would have been lacking in authority. And, thus,

t Carveth Read, Tke Origin of Man and of his Superstitions, Cambridge :
University Press, 1920.
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“perverse as it may seem, imaginations utterly false
have had their share in promoting ‘progress’; co-
operating with agriculture and trade, they have, by
supporting government and civil order, helped in
accommodating us, and even in some measure
adapting us, to ‘our present condition, such as it is’.”’t

But, even supposing that the whole trend of religious
thought and feeling has been in the wrong direction,
and that reliance on a Divine Being is destined some day
to become extinct, this mode of explaining the facts
can scarcely be pronounced plausible. ‘Natural selec-
tion’ must not, it is true, in such a context, be thought
of as purposive; but why ‘our present condition,
such as it is’, should be the outcome of ‘natural selec-
tion’ up to date, or why ‘utility’ should weight the
scales in favour of fictitious fancies and illusions, it
is hard to divine. I suppose that even those who take
the view we are considering would admit that, so far
as the evolution of human intelligence is concerned,
a mode of thought which is in accordance with fact
is more likely to survive than one which totally mis-
represents it. If, then, religious belief owed its origin
solely to the working of irrational phantasy, should
we not naturally expect it to be local and partial in
its operation, and the bias towards it in one region
to be counteracted by the bias against it in another?
Should we not naturally expect, also, to observe a
tendency in human history to throw off so extraneous
and so needless a load? Yet, so far from witnessing
anything of the kind, what we actually 4o find is
persistent and unabated effort on the part of many of

2 Cf. Sir James Frazer’s interesting volume, Psyche’s Task.
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our foremost intellects to frame worthier conceptions
of that which is taken to be divine, and unwearied
search for more adequate ways of expressing those
conceptions. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that
the finest products of human creativeness owe their
very being and inspiration to religion. What would
be left of the art of the last twenty centuries and more
if all that were abstracted which symbolizes religious
ideas and emotions? Pheidias helped to spiritualize
the religion of Greece no less than Raphael the religion
of Italy. From religion, too, literature has derived its
sublimest themes, and the soul which makes it living.
Take away from the minds of a Plato, a Dante, a
Milton, a Goethe, a Wordsworth, or a Browning,
their religious trust, and what would remain of their
thought and genius? There must, then, surely be
something strangely odd and perverse about the
intelligence of man if its greatest achievements only
come to fruition through means of crude superstitions
and baseless dreams.!

A complaint not seldom to be heard in these days
comes, however, from another quarter. Despite external
appearances to the contrary, it is frequently urged,
genuine faith in a living God is far less widespread
now than it used to be in times gone by. Too often

* Furthermore, any theory which is compelled to fall back upon such
vague generalities as ‘natural selection’, ‘utility’, ‘imagination’, and the
like, in order to explain what would otherwise be for it utterly inexplicable,
at once awakens suspicion. I, for one, am convinced that occult agencies
such as these, which even in this scientific age are being perpetually
summoned from the vasty deep, will come by posterity to be regarded
very much as we now regard the magical potencies of pre-scientific ages.

Superstitious survivals are constantly to be met with even in those circles
that are most intent upon exorcizing them.
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such faith has become little more than a tradition
which it is respectable to acknowledge, but about
which it is superfluous to be serious. As voicing this
desponding thought, Dr. Martineau once wrote:
“If to-morrow atheism were somehow to prove true,
it would make a difference, like the explosion of a
geologic theory, in our conception of the origin of
worlds; but Llondon and Paris would not feel it as
they would the death of a statesman or a president.
The future would lose a hope, the past a sacredness;
but no passion of the hour would be changed, no
instant sense of bereavement lay the city low.”r That
Dr. Martineau intended himself to endorse that
judgment is, I think, unlikely?; but, in any case, one
may venture to doubt whether the prediction here
recorded is really warranted. London and Paris are,
of course, thickly populated areas; and it is certainly
the case that large numbers of their inhabitants,
caught up as they are in the whirl of aimless pleasure-
seeking, vegetate through life instead of humanly
living it. And of such as these, it is doubtless true that
reflexion is not a characteristic trait,—reflexion on the
spiritual aspects of reality least of all. Nevertheless,
a change of the kind indicated might well affect
them far more closely than at first sight seems prob-

¥ Hours of Thought, vol. ii, pp. 220-21.

3 “It is”, Dr. Martineau writes elsewhere, “‘a pathetic thing to see how
hard it is for a human soul to let its religion go; to watch how those who,
from loss of the infinite Father, find themselves in an orphaned universe,
would fain attempt compensation by worshipping either each other, or
even, while its sacred look yet lingers, the mere scene where he was, and
persuade themselves that it is still the same piety, though they stand alone

and no one reads their heart or hears their orisons” (Study of Religion,
vol. i, p. 11).
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able. In a civilized community even shallow and
insipid minds rely instinctively, as it were, for their
security upon the thought and aspiration of others;
the assurances of the devout form a sort of subcon-
scious background of their inner being. They breathe
and move in an atmosphere of theism; and, although
they would themselves be the last to suspect it,
transportation into an atmosphere of demonstrated
atheism would mean, even for them, a privation hard
to gauge. The miller who has become habituated to
the sound of his wheel sleeps through the night
undisturbed so long as the rhythmic sound continues,
but no sooner does the wheel come suddenly to a
stand than he is awakened by an undefined sense of
void or feeling of uneasiness. The simile is not
altogether inappropriate. When wiser souls were
conscious of a desolate stillness in the realm of spiritual
being, even moth-like devotees of frivolity would be
turned, well-nigh unconsciously, into fellow mourners;
and from the gloom into which humanity would then
be plunged even they would find no means of escape.
The contingency hinted at in the passage I have
cited need, however, occasion no forebodings. Huxley
once observed that, of all the senseless babble he
had ever come across, the arguments of those who
undertake to tell us all about the nature of God would
be the worst, if they were not surpassed by the still
greater absurdities of those who try to prove that
there is no God. And should the human race continue
on this earth throughout the future ages during which
astronomers anticipate it will be capable of sustain-
ing life, a validly demonstrated atheism will not, it
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is safe to predict, be one of mankind’s ultimate
achievements.

From the point of view of history, little support
can, then, be found for the view that the religion of
modern civilization is but a superstitious and illusory
form of consciousness, destined to be cast aside with
the increase of scientific enlightenment. Rather, in
that wonderful little tract of his, published in 1780,
a year before his death, did Lessing gather up the
main lessons to be gleaned from a survey of the
historical development. Lessing’s essay was extremely
brief; and it was restricted almost entirely to a con-
sideration of the relation between Judaism and Chris-
tianity. But it opened out great vistas of ‘intellectual
space’, and it was replete with deep and penetrating
thoughts, clothed in simple and persuasive language.
Its central theme,—that of Revelation, not as ready-
made and final truth, authoritative for all time and
all people, but as a continuous process, advancing
through successive steps, according to the progressive
capacity of the human mind, and comparable to the
process of education in the case of an individual
personality,—was strikingly at variance with the
principles both of the orthodox and rationalistic
writers of the period, yet it proved to be fruitful
beyond measure for those who, early in the nineteenth
century, first mapped out the field of a philosophy
of religion, in the sense in which that term is now
understood. The suggestiveness of Lessing’s treatment
was principally due to the circumstance that it broke
down the artificial barrier which had been erected
between reason and revelation; and, by giving a wider



44 THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASES OF THEISM

scope to reason and a more rational meaning to
revelation, made clear that any revelation of a Divine
Being must be sought in the whole course of nature
and of human history, as well as in the richest intel-
lectual and spiritual experiences of individual souls.

6. In the period following that of Lessing, no less
than now, the question has been pressed: Assuming
revelation to be of the character indicated, what need
is there for a philosophy of religion? If it be granted
that the evidence for what the religious man takes to
be indubitable truths is furnished in nature and
human history, and above all in actual personal
experience, then, surely, we have the same kind of
warrant for them as we have for the existence of
objects and persons in our immediate vic