


This study explores the nature of the conflict between science
and religion. It shows through a detailed examination of this
conflict as it was manifested in nineteenth-century Britain
that religion and science, properly understood, cannot
co-exist in mutual harmony. The legacy of their conflict in the
last century has been passed on to the twentieth, greatly to the
detriment of religious belief. It is the author's contention that
a return to the essentials of Kant's critical philosophy would
lay bare the profound differences between religious and
scientific approaches to the world, and the nature of the
choice to be made between them. In its effort to demarcate
the outlines of a genuine biblical theology (and to articulate
the proper procedures for producing one) the book casts
light on important questions of biblical interpretation, and
demands a radical reassessment of the meaning of science for
society.
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Preface

This book had its origin in a doctoral thesis prepared under the
supervision of the Revd Professor John Rogerson, Head of the
Biblical Studies Department in the University of Sheffield. It is a
pleasure to record my gratitude to Professor Rogerson for
generous guidance and continual encouragement freely given
over many years.

The book is, of course, entirely my own responsibility. It gives
expression to certain convictions which became clearer and
firmer as work proceeded, and to other convictions which only
emerged as I studied the evidence relevant to the thesis. Among
the latter are a sense of the reality and inevitability of the conflict
between natural science and religion, the permanent insight
enshrined in what is otherwise an outmoded conservative
approach to biblical study, and the serious deficiency of liberal
scholarship, despite the basic correctness of the critical approach
to biblical texts and a multitude of fruitful results produced by it.

The historical aspect of the argument is no accident. The child
is father of the man, and the true nature of man-come-of-age in
the twentieth century can only be grasped when recognised as the
more developed form of a troubled childhood and tempestuous
adolescence going back to conception in the later eighteenth
century.

The careful study of long-forgotten or generally neglected texts
is no mere esoteric pastime to satisfy those who enjoy reliving dis-
tant controversies while remaining safe from painful exposure to
current conflict. The Preacher's terse comment on novelty will be
found to have remarkably frequent application, and the echoes of
past controversy a disturbingly contemporary ring.

The book is a single argument, designed to be read straight
through from start to finish, as the introduction will show; but
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xii Preface

chapters can be treated as individual studies by those who have a
special interest in the topic concerned. Endnotes contain only
references to sources, and may be ignored by those who wish to
read through the main text without interruption.

Translations of German texts are my own when not otherwise
indicated.



Introduction

Religious belief has always had its critics, and outstanding among
them was the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David
Hume, whose critique of religion is perhaps unsurpassed for its
lucidity and persuasive force.

Hume's attack evoked two very different replies: one from the
Englishman William Paley, and the other from the Prussian
philosopher Immanuel Kant. In Britain Paley's reply was very
popular and influential, but it was fatally flawed. Kant's response,
on the other hand, was thoroughgoing and fundamentally
correct, but not popular in Britain, and often not properly
understood even by the few who were prepared to give it serious
consideration.

During the nineteenth century the natural sciences underwent
rapid development and provided religion's critics with massive
evidence supporting Hume's suggestion that the world might turn
out to be entirely explicable in terms of its own inherent forces,
thereby making reference to God not merely redundant, but a
positive hindrance to the proper understanding of human
existence.

At the same time, scientific discoveries contradicted certain
statements in the Bible, thus threatening the authority of sacred
literature which was generally regarded as essential to the life of
both Church and State. The mounting pressure of scientific
evidence during the nineteenth century led to a split in the ranks
of biblical scholars, into conservatives and liberals. The former
endeavoured to maintain traditional views of biblical authority
and what were supposed to be traditional or plain interpretations
of disputed texts, while the latter admitted the validity of German
critical scholarship and turned biblical studies into a humanistic
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enterprise with what might be called a scientific validity of its
own.

Neither the conservative nor the liberal responses to scientifi-
cally based scepticism was satisfactory from the point of view of
religious belief, and what was valuable in both needed to be taken
up into a wider philosophy which would provide the justification
for both.

This wider philosophy was provided by Kant, but his insights
and what was of permanent value and validity in his arguments
were not, and still are not generally recognised, either by those
who assert or by those who deny religious belief. It must be
admitted that he by no means did full justice to the content of
Christian faith, but he did lay a firm foundation for religious belief
in general human experience, and his critical philosophy is
directly relevant to the construction of a theology which is mean-
ingful and persuasive to men and women belonging to a science-
dominated culture.

Chapter i is concerned to establish the fact, against some who
have maintained otherwise, that there was a real conflict between
science and religion in the nineteenth century, and that this con-
flict was passed on into the twentieth century and still exists today.

Chapter 2 describes and evaluates Hume's criticisms of religious
belief in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, and chapter 3 the
response of William Paley in his Natural Theology.

Chapters 4-7 provide illustrations at some length of the differ-
ent kinds of response made by religious thinkers in Britain to the
threat of science, covering the first half of the nineteenth century
up to roughly i860. These thinkers are divided into three
categories, and are taken to reflect much more widespread
currents of opinion, doubt and argument, as people in general
increasingly felt the impact of scientific research and its challenge
to a traditional outlook. A careful consideration of these ideals
reveals much highly intelligent reflection, a genuine concern to
preserve what is valuable in human life and frequent insights, but
overall confusion and mere progress up an intellectual blind alley.
Similar ideas and arguments are not infrequently repeated today,
and with similar consequences.

Chapter 4 first briefly explains the fundamental weakness of
religious thought in Britain in the nineteenth century, and then
goes on to consider examples of very conservative thinkers in the
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first half of the century who tried to make an infallible Bible the
sole basis of their reply to scepticism.

Chapters 5 and 6 consider conservative thinkers in the first half
of the century who not only appealed to the authority of the Bible,
but who also depended on the kind of natural theology put for-
ward by Paley. Chapter 5 is entirely devoted to the Bridgewater
Treatises, a massive attempt to illustrate and justify Paley's natural
theology.

Chapter 7 considers the ideas of certain more liberal religious
thinkers in the first half of the century; their recognition that the
successes of scientific method could not go on being simply
denied; their consequent surrender of an infallible Bible; and
their unsuccessful attempt to make natural theology the proper
reply of religious believers to sceptical criticism.

Chapter 8 illustrates the variety and inadequacy of religious
thought in Britain after about i860. It also describes the triumph
of liberal scholarship in serious biblical study as justified in itself,
but deceptive as an attempt to escape the strictures of scientific
scepticism on religious belief.

The disarray of British religious belief confronted by a scientific
world outlook and the continuing domination of twentieth-
century thought concerning religion by nineteenth-century ideas
suggest that there might be profit for all concerned in a return to
the critical philosophy of Kant. There is good reason to believe
that where thought dependent upon a flawed natural theology
and a false view of biblical authority failed, thought based upon a
correct estimate of the powers of human reason will succeed. This
is a lesson in the history of ideas which it is not - yet - too late to
learn.

Chapter 9 therefore considers the critical philosophy of Kant,
and chapter 10 offers suggestions concerning the lines on which
biblical interpretation and other thought about religion might
develop in the light of Kant's achievement.



CHAPTER I

The general picture

There was a real conflict between science and religion throughout
the nineteenth century in Britain, and it was passed on by the
nineteenth as a legacy to the twentieth century. Religious belief
was defended by appeals to natural theology and the authority of
the Bible, but the defence failed in both respects, while at the
same time massive developments took place in the natural
sciences. While scientific methods registered one success after
another, it became increasingly evident that the popular natural
theology was invalid and the Bible fallible. Scientific statements
about the natural world were sometimes at variance with biblical
assertions, and this shattered the simple and straightforward view
of the Bible, that God had spoken to the inspired writers much as
a father addresses his children, conveying truths to them which
otherwise they could never discover but which are essential to
their health and welfare. If God had conveyed untruths to his chil-
dren then he lost face, just as a deceitful or careless earthly father
does; but with the significant difference that a fallible God is no
longer God, and the Scriptures no longer possess their unique
character and authority.

Sometimes children play games which involve setting aside a
given spot as 'safe', a kind of sanctuary where you cannot be
caught or 'tigged'. Without wishing to overstress the analogy one
could say that British biblical scholars and theologians adopted a
similar tactic in the later nineteenth century, deliberately limiting
their work to the religious-cum-moral area of life and conceding
the right of scientists to explore the natural world and come to
their own legitimate conclusions. The Bible was then defended
as a storehouse of religious and moral truth, and its mistakes
concerning the natural world ignored or dismissed; and the
same became true for all theology, which could not be caught
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out provided it was confined to the non-natural aspects of
existence.

The last assertion, however, immediately suggests the funda-
mental problem which neither religious belief nor scientific
commitment can ignore: What happens when the game stops? If
the rough boys suddenly decide to engage in activities which rule
out safe places and forbidden areas, there is nothing to prevent
them; and the question then is whether or not the analogy still
holds. Are religious beliefs and moral feelings 'safe', that is, non-
natural? They are held and felt by human beings, and it is argu-
able, to say the least, that human beings are part of the natural
world; and this includes the human beings who wrote the Bible,
and whose deeds and words are recorded in it.

To shift the analogy somewhat: to play a game at all means con-
structing rules and artificially isolating some area for legitimate
and limited conflict; but football and cricket pitches, the boxing
ring and tennis court, along with the players, do not cease to be
governed by nature's rules, and the artificiality of game situations
is often revealed by injury or the intervention of the weather.
Throughout the nineteenth century in Britain science inflicted
wounds on religious belief and interrupted the smooth flow of
religious worship, and the sharpness of these challenges lay in the
implicit or explicit assertion that religious attitudes and activities,
however happily and consistently they might operate within their
own rules, remained ultimately under the overarching govern-
ment of nature's laws.

While therefore biblical scholars and theologians were claiming
that their studies concerned an area beyond the reach of natural
science so that they could get on with their work undistracted by
scientific discovery and controversy, there was an uneasy feeling
among both believers and sceptics that the setting apart of
religion and morality was a purely artificial procedure, useful for
certain purposes but untrue to the real nature of religious and
moral claims; and also untrue to the character of the biblical
literature itself.

It was perfectly clear that much scientific work did not directly
impinge on religious and moral beliefs, and that much biblical
study and theological assertion bore no direct relation to tech-
nical questions in science; yet science overall presented a picture
of the world, including human beings, which seemed to contra-
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diet the religious outlook. Already in the eighteenth century David
Hume had suggested a view of the world in which its origin and
continuance were wholly explicable in terms of its own life and
energy, a necessity inherent in matter itself. This was the basic
principle of the natural sciences, and therefore every scientific
success was a piece of evidence strengthening the suggestion.
Such evidence was produced on a vast and ever-increasing scale in
the nineteenth century, and therefore the felt need for belief in
God as the author and preserver of this world correspondingly
decreased.

Biblical scholarship in later nineteenth-century Britain came to
be dominated by the criticial approach already long established in
Germany.1 This critical study of the Bible could itself be described
as 'scientific', and the description was sometimes offered as a com-
mendation of a methodical approach to the text which confined
itself to matters susceptible of reasonable demonstration in the
eyes of any honest and unprejudiced inquirer. A biblical scholar-
ship thus freed from ecclesiastical control and the tyranny of fore-
ordained dogmatic conclusion, free to explore vast areas of study
opened up by the interpretation of a thousand years of ancient
literature, was rightly called 'liberal'. It was a truly liberating influ-
ence on many minds and offered tremendous scope to a great
variety of talents in the attempt to establish the meaning of the
sacred books: but at the expense of discounting their sacredness.
Of course, any given scholar or student could have the utmost
veneration for the texts, but it was essential to the critical method
to treat the literature like any other. Whatever the attitude in wor-
ship and the conduct of daily life, study was expected to be critical
and objective.

By no means all biblical scholars and students were prepared to
accept the liberal critical approach. One thinker who did welcome
it nevertheless gave forceful expression to what he perceived to be
its fundamental weakness:

Inspiration, deprived of its old intelligible sense, is watered down into a
mystification. The Scriptures are, indeed, inspired; but they contain a
wholly undefined and indefinable 'human element'; and this unfor-
tunate intruder is converted into a sort of biblical whipping boy. What-
soever scientific investigation, historical or physical, proves to be
erroneous, the 'human element' bears the blame; while the divine
inspiration of such statements, as by their nature are out of reach of
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proof or disproof, is still asserted with all the vigour inspired by conscious
safety from attack.2

Thus Thomas Henry Huxley, no friend to conservative religious
thought, but expressing as clearly as any conservative could wish
the mortal danger of setting off along the broad road of liberal
biblical criticism.

Such critical study might create the impression of bringing
biblical scholarship into closer touch with other intellectual disci-
plines through the adoption of methods generally recognised as
valid, but such an impression would be false. As long as the
biblical literature was studied like any other body of literature, it
could safely be confined to its own department, and frequently has
been. The restoration of genuine contact with other intellectual
disciplines, including the natural sciences, would depend on full
recognition of the Bible's claim to be asserting truth of funda-
mental significance for the whole human race, but the restored
contact would inevitably involve conflict; and it was from conflict
that the later nineteenth-century biblical critic wanted to escape.
It was, however, one thing to end futile attempts to make Genesis
and geology say the same thing by recognising that the Bible is a
guide to religion and not a textbook of science, but a very differ-
ent matter to ignore the wider implications of the recognition.
The liberal critical stance treated biblical texts much as would a
Shakespearean scholar who has no interest in dramatic perform-
ance, or a musicologist who never plays an instrument or attends
a concert. Their criticism can achieve much that is useful and even
necessary, but the original intentions of creative genius are
ignored. However the original intentions of particular biblical
authors might be viewed, both authors and texts had, and still do
have, an essential relationship with Judaeo-Christian traditions
and institutions, that is, the Church; and the self-conscious stance
of the Church in the world is integral to the character of the
biblical literature.

Conservative religious thinkers knew or sensed this and instinc-
tively reacted against liberalism for denying or ignoring some-
thing which they felt to be essential. With conservatives it had been
a much-reiterated principle that 'the truth is one', that God's
revelation of himself in nature and the Book of Books must be a
unity: a principle which could form the major premise in any
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argument concerning religion and science. It might lead, how-
ever, to a reductio ad absurdum rather than the hoped-for theistic
conclusion, and a confession of what ought to have been the case
if religion were true rather than what was the case because religion
was true. Conservatives in the early nineteenth century had also
approached their task of interpretation in the conviction that
astronomical, geological and developmental theories of the
world's origin could be dismissed as the offspring of overheated
human imagination impregnated by overweening human pride;
and that a correct, even if novel reading of the biblical text would
prove it to be consistent with any properly established scientific
fact. The double risk involved in this twofold conviction turned
out to be fatal, even though a dead conservatism still refuses to lie
down. The scientific picture of the physical universe became quite
irreconcilable with any picture which could be derived from the
Bible, and conservative interpreters found themselves at logger-
heads with one another over the 'correct' interpretation of crucial
texts. Liberalism was repulsed with horror as a betrayal, and
philosophy regarded as the natural ally of the enemy.

This left conservatives with no choice but the simple reiteration
rather than justification of what they sincerely believed to be true.
The dogmatic attitude was modified in varying degrees through
limited concessions to liberal critical findings, but it was also
encouraged by emphasis on the reality of the miraculous and the
inflexible refusal to face real difficulties posed for conservatism by
the text. The suspicion of reason which had always characterised
conservatism became in effect an article of the Creed.

It has been maintained that there was no real conflict between
science and religion in the nineteenth century. Owen Chadwick
states:

Churches are institutions concerned with truth . . . When a theory could
be shown to be well founded, they hesitated and cast regretful glances
backward, but they accepted it because it was true and soon were again
serene. Let us not confuse secularization with the perpetual task of
adjusting religious understanding of the world to any new knowledge
about the world.3

Some moralists . . . seized upon Vogt, who by denying free will, and assert-
ing that thoughts are only a response to a physical condition, removed all
moral responsibility. Of course, many moralists were aware of the real
state of affairs; and most scientists were aware of the real state of affairs -
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that the advances of science could hardly touch God. Huxley knew it -
no enquiry in the realm of the physical could produce results in the
realm of the spiritual.4

Does the entity Science say, down with Religion? Nowhere. The entity
Science did not say, down with Religion. But a few scientists said that
Science said, down with Religion.5

This gives the impression of whistling in the dark to keep up
courage. Chadwick himself tells us that Vogt, Professor of Geology
in Geneva, translated the notorious Vestiges of the Natural History of
Creation into German, and was 'a hater of clergymen and fierce
advocate of a materialist philosophy'.6 Bernard M. G. Reardon
much more truly says in speaking of the growth of the scientific
outlook that

for multitudes today [it] renders traditional Christian belief not merely
unacceptable - for the great majority have never seriously examined it -
but irrelevant. This is the hard fact which the teacher of religion must
now face and it should not be obscured by a complacent assumption that
the 'Victorian' conflict between religion and science is happily at an end.
The psychological impact of science continues to make itself felt, with
results no more favourable to religious valuations than formerly.7

It is a pity that elsewhere Reardon adopts a much more dis-
missive attitude to those involved in the science/religion conflicts
of the early and mid nineteenth century. With reference to
Genesis and geology: T h e details of these disputes are both amus-
ing and lamentable, but it would be pointless to dwell on them.'
'British Protestantism was inveterately biblicist and took it as a
matter of course that statements of holy writ could not be false.'8

It is important to note that the impact of science was not merely
psychological. If a completely scientific explanation of the uni-
verse is possible, at least in principle, then morality and religion
are illusions; and this was clearly perceived by many in nineteenth-
century Britain.

James R. Moore, in a volume which contains much material of
permanent value for a study of the subject, argues against the use
of the war analogy in describing the relationship between religion
and science, or religious believers and scientists, in the period of
the post-Darwinian controversies.9 According to Moore, Prot-
estant responses to Darwin showed their affinities with metaphys-
ical and theological traditions from which Darwinism and post-
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Darwinian evolutionary thought derived. By offering a non-violent
interpretation of the post-Darwinian controversies Moore aims to
support the revisionist thesis that Christian theology has been
congenial, or, one may add, even essential to the development of
modern science. He argues that

Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection could be accepted in
substance only by those whose theology was distinctly orthodox; that this
was so because the theory itself presupposed a cosmology and a causality,
which, owing much to orthodox doctrines of creation and providence,
could be made consonant a priori with orthodox theistic beliefs.10

The war analogy obscures the metaphysical origins of the
theory of evolution, and the reconciliation between science and
religion which can be effected by a return to these metaphysical
origins in the shape of traditional Christian theology. The actual
arguments which have taken place are simply the result of mis-
understanding. The real conflict which took place concerned
matters which are no part of specifically Christian belief: first, that
a scientific theory, to be established, must achieve full certainty
through inductive inference: a demand impossible for Darwin's
theory to fulfil. Second, that all forms of life have been fixed by
divine will.11

Suspicions regarding this thesis are aroused by the amount of
evidence produced by Moore himself that really fierce controversy
did take place. In so far as the well-known use of the war analogy
by writers like J. W. Draper and A. D. White suggests a clear-cut
division between two sides, each with clearly defined and clearly
incompatible views, Moore has made an overwhelming case
against it; but this is more in the nature of a refinement of the
picture than the substitution of one picture for another. Moore's
own description of the fate of St George Mivart fits the war
analogy remarkably well despite Moore's opinion to the contrary.
Mivart apparently suffered precisely the treatment to be expected
from both sides in a war of one who tried, no matter how sincerely,
to compromise both. The impression created by Moore's descrip-
tion is that Mivart was regarded by both the Church and Darwin-
ists as a traitor. 'Mivart was haunted by the hostility . . . of the small
circle which had surrounded Darwin';12 while Cardinal Vaughan
demanded 'his unconditional surrender'.^

Moore's attempt to depict Darwin as a kind of neo-Paleyan
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despite himself is not convincing, to put it mildly. The fact that
Darwin was much impressed by Paley's Natural Theology in his
student days does not mean that this was an effective basis for his
work as a naturalist, which would have taken place even if he had
never heard of Paley. Nor does it alter the fact that this early
influence had to be decisively rejected as observations grew and
theoretical interpretation developed.

Moore refers to T. H. Huxley's 'An Apologetic Irenicon' as
containing a 'frank admission of the theological affinities of his
scientific faith'.H The doctrines quoted from page 569 of the
article are in fact referred to by Huxley as 'faulty', and are merely
used in order to emphasise his rejection of '"liberal" popular
illusions that babies are all born good'. The whole article reaffirms
Huxley's agnosticism and is a clearly rhetorical rejection of the
views and criticisms of a Mr Harrison, and it would be very unwise
to read anything more positive into it. The doctrine of Providence
means for Huxley 'the total exclusion of chance from a place even
in the most insignificant corner of Nature . . . the strong con-
viction that the cosmic process is rational; and the faith that,
throughout all duration, unbroken order has reigned in the uni-
verse'.^ For Huxley there can be no such thing as the 'ethics of
evolution', although morals can have a very limited meaning as
applied to certain rules of conduct 'essential to the maintenance
of social existence'.16 Otherwise Huxley can discover only 'a
stream of tendency towards the consummation of the cosmic pro-
cess, chiefly by means of the struggle for existence, which is no
more righteous or unrighteous than the operation of any other
mechanism'.^

Huxley gave expression to precisely those beliefs, based on
scientific research, which horrified religious believers, and with
very good reason.

The more fundamental criticism of Moore must be that the
revisionist thesis is far from proved, and is perhaps unprovable;
and that even if it is true as an account of historical change, it does
not remove the real conflict between science and religion. The
child does not necessarily inherit the parent's philosophy of life.
Or, to put the matter another way, the Church could have gener-
ated its own Trojan Horse.

The appeal to Calvinistic theology raises considerable problems
of its own and can scarcely be accepted as simply a return to
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traditional orthodox theology. Furthermore, we may in principle
see divine sovereignty and predestination as including the evol-
utionary process, so that this process becomes for us the inevitable
and irresistible unfolding of God's will; but we are not obliged
to see evolution in this light, and scientific explanations like
Darwin's confine attention to the natural process itself and delib-
erately exclude the supernatural. A recent example is Richard
Dawkins' The Blind Watchmaker. Moore leans on a selection of
theologians to support his thesis, but states their views rather than
examining them.18 His closing remarks are significant:

the Christian Darwinians were never more than a tiny minority, their
writing never more than marginally effective against the rising tide of
evolutionary naturalism and evolutionary liberalism and the strong
undercurrent of popular anti-evolutionary beliefs. They failed to per-
suade the greatest minds of their generation; they failed to impress the
least. . . The struggle to come to terms with Darwin has not yet ceased.^

This is only too true.
Dr Tess Cosslett has produced a useful collection of selections

from literature illustrating the conflict of science and religion in
the nineteenth century, and some helpful comment;20 but her
overall view of their relationship is seriously misleading. In com-
menting on Paley's Natural Theology she states:

Thus neither empiricism nor mechanism were seen as threats to religion
- instead, both were used to strengthen religious belief . . . The nine-
teenth century begins with science and religion not just in harmony, but
mutually interdependent. Not only did theologians use scientific evi-
dence, but scientists investigated Nature with a religious reverence for
the wonders of Divine design. Science was thus seen as a religious pur-
suit, providing ever more evidence for God's existence.21

According to Cosslett, it was natural selection which inflicted a
devastating blow against 'the widely accepted relationship
between science and religion'. 'What had been a prop of religion
was now turned against it.'22 With reference to John Tyndall's
presidential address before the British Association in Belfast in
1874, Cosslett accuses Tyndall of completely ignoring 'the huge
debt that nineteenth century science owed to natural theology'.23
Tyndall is quoted as saying of science, 'Single-handed . . . by
inward force, it has built at least one great wing of the many-
mansioned house which man in his totality demands.'24 On which
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Cosslett comments: 'This is a serious misrepresentation of the con-
tribution of theology to scientific advance. It is a myth created by
scientific naturalists like Tyndall, who want to detach science from
its traditional association with religion.'25 Huxley is represented as
playing a similar villainous part:

Huxley's image of a necessary conflict between two deadly enemies
became the received account of the relations between science and
religion in the nineteenth century.

Yet:

Up to about i860, most scientists and clergymen in England assumed that
natural theology guaranteed a productive harmony between science and
religion. The discoveries of the scientists provided religion with ever-
more complex demonstrations of the design and order of God's uni-
verse; in this light, science was a religious pursuit.26

Darwin's natural selection destroyed all this. The triumph of a
Value-free' science in the modern world 'explains why we have
been so ready to accept the science-versus-religion myth of its
partisans, such as Huxley'. Tt has been pointed out that if there
was a "conflict" between science and religion after the publication
of the Origin of Species, it was scientists like Huxley and Tyndall,
rather than theologians, who were the aggressors.'27

In reply to Dr Cosslett we must first recognise that early
nineteenth-century writers on natural theology attempted to put a
religious interpretation on scientific discovery, and endeavoured
to use the facts it had uncovered to support the design argument,
precisely because they knew the evidence was capable of very dif-
ferent interpretation. Lengthy argument was made out by men
like Paley and the Bridgewater authors because they saw in
natural science a serious potential threat to religion.

The same fear of science lies behind the bitter controversies
over geology and frequent references to the nebular hypothesis. It
lies behind the uproar over Vestiges and the frantic denunciations
of it made by Sedgwick (see pp. 155-61 below). Nor is it good
enough to explain the attitude of Huxley and Tyndall as the result
of their being educated outside the usual English system, with a
consequent natural opposition to an establishment dominated by
the clergy.28 If science had been seen as a prop to religion, if it was
in fact a religious pursuit, young scientists like Huxley and Tyndall
would have developed in an atmosphere where their endeavours
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were welcomed and the clergy would have been their warmest
allies. In fact, they entered upon a scene of already prolonged and
bitter conflict, and, like Draper and White, wanted scientific
research freed from the dead hand of ecclesiastical control, how-
ever indirect.

The real position is made perfectly clear in Tyndall's Belfast
address:

Cardinal Cullen, I am told, is also actively engaged in erecting spiritual
barriers against the intrusion of 'Infidelity' into Ireland. His Eminence,
I believe, has reason to suspect that the Catholic youth around him are
not proof to seductions of science. The youth of Ireland will imbibe
science . . . And to its inward modifying power . . . I look for the abate-
ment of various incongruities.^

The Cardinal's view should be compared with that of another
Cardinal-to-be a little earlier in the century with reference to the
mechanics' institutes, and * those classes which, external to
Ireland, are the problem and perplexity of patriotic statesmen,
and the natural opponents of the teachers of every kind of
religion'.3°

Cosslett's interpretation of the evidence implies that without
religious belief and natural theology, science would have been
seriously impeded in its development, or not developed at all:
scientists would not have pursued their investigations without reli-
gious motivation, or would have suppressed personal observation,
theorising and classification unless they felt that this was fulfilling
some religious purpose. In fact, men followed naturalistic and
scientific pursuits because they had a strong desire to do so,
whether this was the dominant influence in their lives or more of
a sideline. To claim that such motivation was combined with
religious ideas and beliefs is one thing, and was in many cases true;
but to claim that the latter were the moving force in scientific
investigation is a very different matter and is not true.

Natural theology was also a comfort to those who were not
scientifically inclined but who were alarmed at the implications of
scientific discovery. We must also bear in mind the fact that
natural theology dependent on the design argument was invalid;
that there were widely varying estimates of the precise religious
conclusions to be drawn from it; and that it was opposed by a sub-
stantial number of religious believers who regarded revealed truth
as the sole hope of salvation. Natural theology was far more of a
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prop to religious faith than to scientific endeavour, and a very
poor one at that, wholly inadequate to its purpose. It is little
wonder that theologians in the latter part of the century were
defensive rather than aggressive. Scientific knowledge had
become much too specialised for plausible and persuasive criti-
cism of its contents from lay sources, while at the same time no
generally agreed philosophy was available for the inspection of its
wider implications.

It is, then, true that men like Draper and White, Huxley and
Tyndall were perfectly happy to leave the Church to its own
religious sphere on the understanding that scientists were left free
from interference on religious grounds. It is also true that many
individuals combined in their own persons sincere religious belief
and scientific interest and accomplishment. Yet the case for
scientific freedom was argued aggressively by men who felt with
unshakeable confidence that history, up to the very moment of
presenting their case, was wholly on their side. They were men on
the offensive, certain of victory over what they regarded as
obscurantism; and concessions to religion were not based upon a
clearly grasped appreciation of any real contribution theology
could make to our understanding of the world, but were the
impatient gestures of those who want to get on with the real work
unimpeded by the irrelevant. Peace bought for religion on the
terms offered meant intellectual suicide and the reduction of faith
to a forlorn hope. Tyndall, for example, makes room for religion
in his overall view of the world by assigning it to the realm of feel-
ing and sentiment, with science firmly ruling over the realm of
knowledge: precisely the view which so horrified John Henry
Newman, and which he rightly saw as utterly incompatible with the
proper claims of religion and theology.

Religious belief put into propositions about nature, man and
God was somehow incompatible with propositions about nature
and man, along with the deliberate exclusion of propositions
about God, made by science. The incompatibility was a fact and
remained so regardless of any given individual's reaction to it. It
might be recognised and it could be stressed; or it might be
ignored, or the illusion might be maintained that it had been
explained away; but particular attitudes could only be related to
the fact; they could not remove it. Science was not merely a
collection of experiments, hypotheses and generalisations about
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natural phenomena, but the exhibition on a large scale of rational
inquiry which set no limits to the areas of life which it might inves-
tigate, and which refused to compromise its demand for evidence,
reasonable demonstration and proof. Any department of life
which closed its gates firmly in the face of reason was suspected of
having something to hide. Claims which resisted investigation
must be fraudulent, and this reflected badly on the institutions
which made them.

Hence the historical approach of Draper and White, who
believed that they could demonstrate by reference to actual
examples the utter foolishness of using religion as a barricade to
stop scientific entry into some new area of investigation and
inquiry. Scientific progress and the benefits it could bring were
impeded and religion was discredited because the barricade was
invariably smashed. The clear implication was that religion should
keep to its own sphere and give up the pretence of setting bounds
to rational, scientific inquiry; but the question was not properly
addressed as to how religion could establish its own legitimate
sphere of influence without setting purely artificial bounds to
rationalism. According to what criteria could such frontiers be
drawn? Who or what would be the impartial boundary-maker
independent of both religion and science but with authority
recognised by both? Was not this judge reason itself, the only
faculty we have for making judgments? Any claimant to the
position of arbiter would have to submit credentials for examin-
ation at the bar of reason, which implied that reason was itself the
inescapable final authority.

If religious believers proposed God as the rival candidate, then
either his revelations would themselves have to be received and
grasped by reason, as Locke had pointed out long before^1 or else
reason would have to be overruled by the miraculous. In the latter
case Church leaders ran the grave risk of attempting the imposs-
ible, since they would have to show that the occurrence of miracles
which defied all rational explanation was self-evident, while at the
same time they would have to explain why the Bible itself bore
ample witness to the failure of miracle as an instrument of per-
suasion. On the other hand, the surrender of religion to the
supreme rule of reason was what the arbitration procedure had
been supposed to avoid.

The mention of scepticism suggests that it would be more
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accurate to speak of the war between religion and scepticism than
religion and science. T. H. Huxley, on one of those occasions
when he was in the mood to play down the atheistic implications
of scientific study, rightly asserted that Kant's three problems of
God, free will and immortality existed long before physical
science and would remain if it ceased to exist; but he made a
considerable understatement when he went on to say, 'All that
physical science has done has been to make, as it were, visible and
tangible some difficulties that formerly were more hard of
apprehension.'32 The quoted statement cannot be accepted as it
stands. Natural science was a body of knowledge which grew by
feeding on itself, which developed under the powerful influence
of an internal drive, limitless energy within nature and the uni-
verse, within humanity, rendering the supernatural superfluous
and demonstrating in concrete achievements what reason could
accomplish when freed from the bonds of superstition.

If all the particular items of knowledge which comprised
science were added up, the encyclopaedic result did not in itself
deny God, but it did ignore God and prove itself an altogether
more useful volume than the Bible. It was only too easy for the
sceptic to point to the natural sciences as the gods which were
already delivering a captive people from the land of oppressive
ignorance. Any given scientist might object to this use of his or her
technical studies, just as certain scientists objected to the use of
their research work to produce the atom bomb; but just as the
bomb was a perfectly valid conclusion in the realm of applied
military technology, insisted on by those who had the will, the aim
and the power to make that particular use of experiment and
discovery, so also the sceptic could legitimately make his own par-
ticular use of the picture of the universe ruled by secondary
causes. And those who think that this picture is now outdated
should ask themselves to what extent this is really the case, and if
the replacement of necessity by the rule of uncertainty and stat-
istical probability really offers greater comfort to religion.

At the same time, the correctness of Huxley's assertion about
Kant's three problems and their existence independently of the
sciences must be given full recognition. There is no evading the
crucial role of scientific witness in any discussion of religion's
claims to truth, but the problems calling for an answer are
philosophical. The conflict of science was and is a real one
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because it is part of a larger battle between religion and scepticism
in which science appears all too readily as scepticism's natural ally.
It was Hume's devastating critique of religious belief which
required an answer, and that answer could only be provided by a
reconstructed theology, that is, metaphysics, which fully recog-
nised and accepted what was true in the sceptic's case, including
the ever-developing picture of the universe presented by the
natural sciences. If theology could not accomplish this task then
the believer could give no account of his faith to the challenge of
inquiry, or to the questions and doubts which must inevitably arise
in his own mind and feelings. Religion and morality might well
remain as the disposition of individuals, but claims to truth would
be inadmissible. Assertions of religious belief could not reasonably
be supposed to have any objective reference.

It would be an absurd mistake to suppose that the conflict of
science and religion was the only one to occupy the minds of
thoughtful people in nineteenth-century Britain. It is an easier
mistake, but more profound, not to see in that conflict a particu-
larly striking example of a far more widespread awareness of the
tension between religious faith and unfettered reason, liberalism.
For example, the science/religion conflict and the Oxford Move-
ment would occupy different chapters in a textbook of Church
history, and for practical teaching purposes this is necessary. Yet
the Movement's hostility to liberalism sprang from a deep-seated
realisation that reason let loose was a threat to faith, the destruc-
tive tendencies of which were limitless. When members of the
Oxford Movement attacked liberalism, they had in mind rational
reflection set free from dogmatic control in theology and biblical
criticism; but when the same kind of rational inquiry took the
whole of nature for its subject, with first the hint and later the
more explicit assertion of mankind's inclusion, it threatened the
ecclesiastical issues with total loss of significance.

Ironically, it would be those who sought truth by objective
scientific methods who would emerge into the light of day, while
those whose minds were still ruled by inherited dogmatic tradition
would remain in cave-like obscurity, absorbed in fierce or fasci-
nating argument concerning shadows bearing no relation to
reality. There was no more rational movement in history than the
Tractarian, but it was reason within the limits of religion alone.
When church thinkers were eventually compelled to take note of
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the scepticism inherent in natural science, they were at a loss how
to cope with it, since the framework of religion was itself being
smashed.

Newman had to argue for the place of theology in a university
education, and he felt obliged to relate such theological study to
the world as seen by the natural scientist. His attempt was a failure,
despite some penetrating insights of permanent value. In his
Apologia Newman tells us that as a man in his thirties he viewed the
angels 'as the real causes of motion, light, and life, and of those
elementary principles of the physical universe, which, when
offered in their developments to our senses, suggest to us the
notion of cause and effect, and of what are called the laws of
nature'.33john Keble in a well-known hymn could speak with clear
conviction of heaven revealed in nature to those who gazed upon
it with eyes purified by Christian virtue. In these two cases the
temper displayed and the mode of approach to the natural world
are poles apart from the ideal purity of science, which is freedom
from any kind of prejudice, above all the religious, and dedication
to the objectively demonstrable.34 Seen in the light of the latter,
the former could only appear as some kind of fairy tale.

The Tractarians were also very much alive to what they per-
ceived as threats posed by Whigs, radicals and all those imbued
with the spirit of the French Revolution. At the same time, many
of those who felt the need for change found a natural ally in the
sciences. This is not to say that reformers made frequent explicit
appeals to science or that scientists naturally gravitated to the
political left: but it would be equally mistaken to ignore the
attempt to educate working men in the principles and achieve-
ments of science, the obvious benefits in terms of health and
wealth brought by science in its train, the link between self-help,
useful knowledge and political and economic freedom, and the
demand that authority should give account of itself to the reason
and sense possessed by all men. If there were appalling conditions
and injustices to be remedied, the will might be provided by the
politically motivated, but the techniques necessary to improve-
ment were provided by scientific method. Humanitarian aims
might or might not be allied to religious commitment, but
religion too often appeared as the protector of privilege and
preserver of the status quo. When men had within their own grasp
the means to positive achievement there was no point in deferring
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to a transcendent deity who was, perhaps, merely the grandiose
reflection of man himself. The story that Marx sought to dedicate
the second volume of Capital to Charles Darwin may be a legend,
but if so it is an even more telling symbol of nineteenth-century
ideological connections than an isolated historical detail could
be.35

The presence of the burgeoning natural sciences in nineteenth-
century Britain affected the whole ethos and conduct of society,
much as the arrival of the first baby transforms a hitherto childless
household. Scepticism was in the air, and the sciences fed it. The
multitude of volumes and articles on the conflict of science and
religion produced in the nineteenth century are not likely to have
been merely the fruit of some simple misunderstanding.

However, if the conflict was, and is, real, this implies that
religion must be something more than superstition and comfort-
ing illusion. The Church has not simply disappeared before the
advance of science, and the large majority in Britain outside
regular church membership have not thereby placed themselves
beyond religious thought and sentiment. The persistent, wide-
spread and varied expression of religious belief, however we
evaluate particular instances of it, suggests some deep-seated need
or assurance in human nature which only faith in the supernatu-
ral can satisfy. The universality of spontaneous moral judgment
and genuineness of moral feeling, however chaotic and incon-
sistent the overall picture may be, can only have real significance
in the context of wider metaphysical truth. The naive belief in
progress to be found in nineteenth-century thought has found
ample and even astonishing fulfilment in twentieth-century scien-
tific and technological achievement; but that very achievement,
far from bringing solutions to the serious problems which have
their roots in defects of personality and character, has seriously
aggravated them.

Nevertheless the question remains, Is religion true? The affirm-
ative answers often given to that question in the nineteenth
century and passed on into the twentieth generally lacked proper
or full justification. No coherent system was agreed among the
churches; there was no commonly recognised foothold whereon
the Church could stand and move the world. David Hume had
done his work thoroughly, and an equally thoroughgoing reply
was needed. Although that reply was provided, religious thought



The general picture 21

in Britain was dominated by a wholly inadequate response, while
the true answer was ignored and has yet to make its proper impact
on British thought.

First, however, we must appreciate the considerable strength,
and also the weakness, of Humean scepticism.



CHAPTER 2

David Hume

David Hume, the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher,
published in 1739-40 his Treatise of Human Nature, Hume's main
interest was in morals, politics and the passions and inclinations
which move human beings; but as a preliminary to the study of
human nature in its moral and political aspects he carried out a
critique of reason. His aim was to show that self-conscious human
reasoning does not have the significance in human thinking and
experience which it is generally assumed to have, and that its con-
tribution to knowledge is and must be much more limited than
has often been supposed. The most famous illustration of this con-
tention given by Hume concerns the causal connection, axiomatic
alike for common sense and natural science.

It is important to recognise that Hume did not deny the
necessity whereby one event or set of circumstances gives rise to
another, or that an event or thing is the effect of some antecedent
cause. What he denied was that reason can give any explanation or
justification for our acceptance of necessary causal connection.
We accept it, indeed assume it because we are so constituted as to
have no choice in the matter. Belief in necessary causal connec-
tion is alike unavoidable and inexplicable.1

Hume by temperament had a strong antipathy to the dogmatic
religious outlook and the intolerance and zeal or enthusiasm that
went with it. He was subjected to frequent criticism by both
Presbyterians and Anglicans, and was branded as an infidel before
the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. His application
in 1744 for the Chair of Ethics and Pneumatic Philosophy at
Edinburgh University was rejected because of suspicion about his
moral and religious views. It is therefore not surprising that when
he turned to the congenial task of subjecting reasoned religious
belief to sceptical analysis the result of his endeavours was not
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published during his lifetime. This work, Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion, appeared in 1779, three years after his death and
tacitly excludes revealed, biblical religion as a subject for investi-
gation. In this imaginary discussion between three men, Demea
represents dogmatic belief founded on what is claimed to be
infallible a priori argument; Cleanthes represents religious belief
founded on rational reflection on human experience of the
world; and Philo is a sceptic whose aim throughout is to demon-
strate the incapacity of reason to bear the weight put on it by
Demea and Cleanthes.

Hume explains that he uses the dialogue form, first to avoid
tediousness in emphasising important points which at the same
time are obvious; and second, because it is best suited to dealing
with a matter in which human reason can reach no certain con-
clusion. The second point is of fundamental importance in under-
standing the Dialogues. Hume is asserting from the very beginning
that being reasonable means acknowledging that neither the
assertion of Christian theism nor its denial can be proved on the
basis of our observation and knowledge of the natural world,
although any given individual will feel that the evidence supports
one view rather than the other. Such belief is a matter of opinion,
however well informed and carefully worked out that opinion may
be. Recognition of this fact leads to tolerance, a cardinal virtue in
the eyes of Hume.

It also leads to a certain tension in his philosophy. He obviously
resented what he regarded as lack of tolerance on the part of
religious dogmatists and he therefore emphasised the strength of
sceptical criticism in opposition to them. This strictly rational
criticism receives no convincing answer and suggests that com-
plete agnosticism is the only reasonable attitude we can adopt. On
the other hand, all three participants in the discussion assert the
importance of religion, and the conclusion of the Dialogues is that
Cleanthes has put forward the most convincing argument of all. In
Part XII Philo makes a sharp distinction between popular religion
or superstition on the one hand, and a thoughtful religious belief
on the other, and he makes what is in the context of the whole
argument a surprising return to the argument from design. Philo
now qualifies his earlier severe criticism of this argument, excus-
ing himself on the ground of his strong opposition to bigotry and
the 'vulgar superstition' on which it is based. He is now prepared
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to allow that there is a vast number of pieces of evidence to sup-
port the view that an intelligence something like our own has
brought the world into existence. 'In many views of the universe
and of its parts . . . the beauty and fitness of final causes strike us
with such irresistible force that all objections appear (what I
believe they really are) mere cavils and sophisms; nor can we then
imagine how it was ever possible for us to repose any weight on
them.' Natural theology can really be summed up in the prop-
osition 'That the cause or causes of order in the universe probably
bear some remote analogy to human intelligence'.2 Theists
emphasise the analogy, the possibility of comparison between the
human creature and the divine creator. Sceptics emphasise the
remoteness of the one from the other: but reasonable theists and
sceptics will recognise how much they have in common and will
see their differences as really only differences of emphasis.
Indeed, any genuine religious believer will welcome scepticism as
a confession of the weakness of human reason, and this will com-
pel those who really want to know the truth to turn to revelation
for it.3

We may compare with all this a statement in the Treatise. 'The
order of the universe proves an omnipotent mind . . . Nothing
more is requisite to give a foundation to all the articles of religion;
nor is it necessary we should form a distinct idea of the force and
energy of the Supreme Being.'4 Similar assertions are made
throughout The Natural History of Religion, although no attempt is
made to defend this view.5

If Hume himself really believed this, we must suppose that he
genuinely respected a thoughtful and tolerant religious philos-
ophy, and hoped that his own would provide common ground
upon which believers and sceptics could meet to their mutual
advantage. This interpretation of the Dialogues fits well into the
general context of Hume's philosophy and his rejection of
extreme scepticism. In that case we must see the forceful presen-
tation of Philo's sceptical outlook as the consequence of his dislike
of religious dogmatism.

The difficulty with this interpretation lies in the simple fact that
Philo's arguments not only challenge Demea's dogmatic a priori
defence of theistic belief, but destroy Cleanthes' argument from
design; and this is also in keeping with Hume's overall philo-
sophical outlook. Reason can no more demonstrate the truth of



David Hume 25

God's existence by reflection upon the natural world than it can
prove the existence of necessary causal connection. We accept
necessary causal connection nevertheless because it is natural for
us to do so, and in any case we really do not have any choice in the
matter. If Hume's arguments are meant to effect a reconciliation
between religious belief and scepticism, then the same must be
true for the existence of God. We should all be by nature believers
in God and only capable of regarding the world as the manifes-
tation of divine benevolence and purpose. Unfortunately for the
cause of tolerance, this proposition is untrue. As Philo himself
says, 'A man's natural inclination works incessantly upon him; it is
for ever present to the mind, and mingles itself with every view and
consideration; whereas religious motives, where they act at all,
operate only by starts and bounds, and it is scarcely possible for
them to become altogether habitual.'6

Furthermore, such a mere inclination would be wholly
inadequate as a justification of theistic belief. We might as well
believe in fairies or the Olympic pantheon. For Christian and
Jewish belief, naturalistic explanation is merely explaining away.

One is left wondering how much irony there is in Philo's ulti-
mate concessions to religious belief, or possibly the desire to
soften the animosity of religious leaders when the Dialogues were
finally published. It is interesting and perhaps instructive to com-
pare a closing remark of the Dialogues with a more notorious one
at the end of the essay on miracles:

A person, seasoned with a just sense of the imperfections of natural
reason, will fly to revealed truth with the greatest avidity... To be a philo-
sophical sceptic is, in a man of letters, the first and most essential step
towards being a sound, believing Christian.

So that upon the whole we may conclude, that the Christian Religion not
only was at first attended with miracles, but even at this day cannot be
believed by any reasonable person without one. Mere reason is insuf-
ficient to convince us of its veracity. And whoever is moved by faith to
assent to it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person, which
subverts all the principles of his understanding, and gives him a deter-
mination to believe what is most contrary to custom and experience.7

The savage sarcasm of the latter statement could scarcely have
been applied to the necessity linking cause and effect. Hume's
scepticism with respect to the causal connection demonstrates the
weakness of reason. The tendency of his scepticism regarding
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religious belief is to destroy the notion that it has any rational
basis.

Whatever may have been Hume's own beliefs, it is Philo in the
Dialogues whose arguments are the most impressive. After some
brief pleasantries Demea opens the discussion with remarks on
the limits of human reason, especially in religious matters, and
Philo picks up the point and emphasises it. Cleanthes objects that
sceptics are not really as sceptical as they make out. In his reply
Philo agrees that in ordinary daily affairs sceptics act, and must act,
like other men.

But when we look beyond human affairs and the properties of the sur-
rounding bodies; when we carry our speculations into the two eternities,
before and after the present state of things: into the creation and forma-
tion of the universe, the existence and properties of spirits, the powers
and operations of one universal Spirit existing without beginning and
without end, omnipotent, omniscient, immutable, infinite, and incom-
prehensible - we must be far removed from the smallest tendency to
scepticism not to be apprehensive that we have here got quite beyond the
reach of our faculties.8

A little later Demea once more gives Philo an opening by insist-
ing that the nature of God is * altogether incomprehensible and
unknown to us', a point which Philo is very happy to stress. 'Our
ideas reach no farther than our experience. We have no experi-
ence of divine attributes and operations': and the reader is left to
draw the obvious conclusion.9

Cleanthes replies with the argument from design, likening the
world to a great machine, divided up into a vast number of smaller
machines, all with parts beautifully adjusted to one another to
accomplish given ends. This adaptation of means to ends can only
be the result of deliberate intention and intelligence, similar in
the case of the world and all its parts to human artefacts, but so
much the greater as the world and all it contains is so much
greater and more refined than any man-made machine.

Philo demolishes this argument by making four points: first, an
argument from analogy depends on the closeness of the analogy
for its persuasiveness. The comparison between human artefacts
and the universe is too remote to be persuasive. Second, matter
may have an inherent tendency towards order. This is not true for
things made by man, but we cannot apply to the whole universe
what is true of some of its parts. Third, thought is a little agitation
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of the human brain, and we have no right to select this one small
part of the universe and make it the ruling principle of the whole.
Fourth, even if human intelligence were now vastly more influ-
ential in the universe, it would not follow that it was so in the
beginning.

Philo concludes by pointing out that men like Copernicus and
Galileo, to whom Cleanthes has appealed to show the power of
reason, differed from Cleanthes precisely in this, that they
reasoned on the basis of analogies between things which fall
within our experience and really are similar. Cleanthes, on the
other hand, speaks as if he had witnessed the origin of worlds and
the first arrangement of the elements, which is utterly impossible.

What Philo's case implies, not only here but taken as a whole
throughout the Dialogues, is that the argument from analogy
can never demonstrate the truth of a proposition because the
assertion that there is an analogy assumes what it is meant to
demonstrate. As Philo states later in Part vn,

To say that all this order in animals and vegetables proceeds ultimately
from design is begging the question; nor can that great point be ascer-
tained otherwise than by providing, a priori, both that order is, from its
nature, inseparably attached to thought and that it can never of itself or
from original unknown principles belong to matter.10

We may add that the natural sciences strengthened Hume's
supposition concerning matter on a grand scale, not least the
science of chemistry, which began to come into its own not long
after his death. This also means with reference to the second point
above, that things made by man not only lack an inherent
tendency towards order, but actually require such order in matter.
If raw materials lacked stability, artefacts as we know them would
be an impossibility.

Philo's reply to Cleanthes' design argument is what we might
call the hard core of Hume's scepticism, and no theistic philos-
ophy can be established which fails to take into account its
correctness. Philo, however, has by no means finished his work of
demolition.

He goes on to point out that positing a divine intelligence and
ideal world as the origin of this one only lands us in an infinite
regress, since the origin of this ideal world also demands expla-
nation. What makes matters worse is that the ideal world is also
purely imaginary:
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It were better, therefore, never to look beyond the present material
World. By supposing it to contain the principle of its order within itself,
we really assert it to be God, and the sooner we arrive at that divine being,
the better. When you go one step beyond the mundane system, you only
excite an imaginative humour which it is impossible ever to satisfy.11

Philo then considers what conclusions we may draw from
Cleanthes' analogical argument if we waive the insuperable objec-
tions to it and pretend that it is true. He asserts that a collection of
imperfect deities is at least as likely a conclusion as a single perfect
deity. If we look at a beautiful ship we are struck with admiration
for the carpenter who designed and made it: but it might turn out
to be nothing more than a copy made by 'a stupid mechanic', and
the excellent ship itself the ultimate product of long years of trial
and error involving innumerable workmen. Similarly,

Marty worlds might have been botched and bungled, throughout an
eternity, ere this system was struck out; much labour lost, many fruitless
trials made, and a slow but continued improvement carried on during
infinite ages in the art of world-making. In such subjects, who can deter-
mine where the truth, nay, who can conjecture where the probability lies,
amidst a great number of hypotheses which may be proposed, and a still
greater which may be imagined?12

Furthermore, the world much more resembles an organism
than a machine, and may have come into being by some process
of natural growth. Judging by our limited and imperfect experi-
ence, generation has some privileges above reason; for we see
every day the latter arise from the former, never the former from
the latter.'^

If we combine Hume's two ideas of the organic, and develop-
ment over long periods of time, we have an evolutionary hypoth-
esis, and once again the natural sciences went on to produce the
evidence which turned Hume's speculative possibilities into what
looks very much like the truth. In the words of Richard Dawkins,
Reader in Zoology in the University of Oxford, 'But what Hume
did was criticize the logic of using apparent design in nature as
positive evidence for the existence of a God. He did not offer any
alternative explanation for apparent design, but left the question
open.' Dawkins goes on to say, 'Darwin made it possible to be an
intellectually fulfilled atheist.' It must be admitted that one does
not get the impression from Darwin himself that there was
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anything intellectually fulfilling about atheism, but Dawkins is
right to make the connection between the philosopher and the
scientist. !4

Demea has all along found Cleanthes' approach unsatisfactory.
He now repeats his opinion that the only dependable kind of argu-
ment for the existence of God is a priori, and he offers what he
regards as the common one: everything must have a cause outside
itself, and this cause in turn must have a cause, and so on. Either
the succession of causes and effects goes back to infinity; or else it
had its beginning in a necessarily existent cause, a being who must
necessarily exist. If we accept the first alternative then we have an
infinite chain of causes and effects, the existence of which itself
demands some explanation. Simply to accept an infinite regress is
an absurdity, and we must therefore accept the second alternative;
and the necessarily existent being who constitutes the First Cause
is God.

Cleanthes rejects Demea's argument on the ground that it is
impossible to demonstrate a matter of fact a priori. For such a
demonstration to be possible, the opposite of what is asserted
must be a contradiction. No denial of an assertion of fact can
involve a contradiction, and this is the essential difference
between the a priori propositions of mathematics and statements
of fact; therefore the phrase 'necessarily existent being' is non-
sense. This is because, according to Cleanthes' line of argument,
it involves a contradiction: an existent being is a fact; but we can
conceive that there is no such fact without contradicting ourselves;
and therefore its existence is not necessary.

However, Cleanthes and Philo then go on to consider 'this
pretended explication of necessity' in relation to matter. Hume
here simply returns to a point he has already made and proceeds
to emphasise it. They suggest that if we understood the nature of
matter fully, we might be compelled to recognise that the denial
of facts as they are does involve a contradiction: it might be that
things are as they are by a kind of mathematical necessity. Matter
'may contain some qualities which . . . would make its non-
existence appear as great a contradiction as that twice two is five'.
Philo speaks of the possibility that the whole economy of the
universe is conducted by algebraic necessity.^ Cleanthes also
asserts that it is meaningless to ask about the first cause of an
infinite chain of causes and effects. If we can speak of a First
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Cause, the chain is not infinite. If we ask about the cause of the
chain as a whole, we are playing with words. The idea of the chain
as a whole is one which we can form in our minds for our own
convenience in thought and discussion, and it does not corre-
spond to some sort of extra thing, over and above the constituent
parts of the chain, which requires explanation.

It is in this Part ix of the Dialogues that the weakness of Hume's
scepticism begins to show. Cleanthes' assertion that it is meaning-
less to speak of the First Cause of an infinite chain of causes and
effects is scarcely a criticism of Demea, who has posited a First
Cause precisely because he regards an infinite regress of causes
and effects as an absurdity. Although the ontological argument is
not referred to by name, its validity would be assumed by the kind
of thinker whom Demea represents, and it is implicit in his refer-
ence to God as necessarily existent. It receives no refutation from
Cleanthes or Philo, since the claim that no assertion of a matter of
fact can involve a contradiction is precisely what is in question
when considering the ontological argument. The denial of the
assertion that God exists is the one case, according to the argu-
ment, which does involve a contradiction. God is that than which
no greater can be conceived; but to exist is greater than not to
exist: therefore if we think of God as not existing, we are not think-
ing of that than which no greater can be conceived: that is, we are
not thinking of God.

This may seem to be a logic-chopping exercise and not worth
Hume's attention considering the overall strength of his sceptical
arguments against the powers of human reason; but a proper
attempt to understand and refute the ontological argument might
have compelled Hume to face the question what we believe to be
the ultimate reality, than which no greater can be conceived.
Anselm, who gave classic expression to this argument, based it on
an appeal to experience, the unique nature of God and the
adequacy of a very limited knowledge of God for its valid appli-
cation to human reasoning. If we mean by mentally conceiving not
merely conjuring up any image or idea which an extravagant
imagination can produce, but sensible thinking about what can be
proved to exist or reasonably be believed to exist, we shall find our-
selves concerned with the nature of that ultimate power which
alone is adequate to account for the world as we know it. Anselm
quite clearly insisted that the ontological argument was based
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upon experience, that it was the expression of a deeply held faith,
and could only be intelligible in that context.

When Hume can first dismiss the phrase 'necessarily existent
being' as nonsense, and then argue for its possible application to
matter, he is enjoying the luxury of playing the purely negative
critic. As Hume himself fully appreciated, we have inescapable
beliefs and assumptions related to everyday events and behaviour.
If we try to see their implications and offer some positive justifi-
cation for them, we must make up our minds whether necessity
operates in the universe or not. Regardless of the limitations of
human reasoning, we must acknowledge that the complete rejec-
tion of necessity involves acceptance of the totally random. If the
latter is rejected in theory as it is in practice, we must then try to
determine with whatever degree of probability we can just what
the nature of this necessity is. The difference between Hume on
the one hand, and Anselm and the thinkers represented by
Demea on the other, is not that the latter thought in some con-
fused and invalid way about God as a necessarily existent being
whereas Hume did not because he had spotted the logical flaw in
the expression; but that Hume wanted to apply the phrase to
matter, the physical world, whereas the latter believed that it could
be applied legitimately only to the transcendent being known to
theists as God.

Hume emphasises the possibility of a necessity inherent in
matter, and this idea received considerable support from the wide-
ranging successes of the natural sciences. The assumed necessity
of causal connections may or may not be demonstrable, but the
evidence of common sense has been supplemented on avast scale
by scientific investigation. This makes such an assertion as
'Halley's comet appeared in 1984' a contradiction. If a comet
appeared in 1984, it not only was not Halley's comet; it could not
have been Halley's comet, and no doubt Patrick Moore would
insist on this way of putting it. It is part of the definition of Halley's
comet that it should appear in 1985 and not 1984. Synthetic prop-
ositions are thus ultimately reducible to analytic, and Philo's
contemplation of an algebraic universe is shown to be a fact by the
significance of mathematics in the accepted system of laws of
nature. Our preferred distinction between analytic and synthetic,
a priori and a posteriori, merely reflects our ignorance of the real
nature of events.
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This line of reasoning, allied with rigorous rejection of an
anthropomorphic-type theism, leads directly into Spinozistic
monism. The world is here because it is here and it could not be
otherwise, and we may call it 'God' or 'nature'. Hume was dis-
missive of Spinoza, whom he used a stick wherewith to beat the
theologians;16 but this belonged to his role as the negative sceptic.
Once we step outside the charmed circle of scepticism and try to
give a positive account of experience along the lines laid down by
Hume in the Dialogues, our ultimate destination is Spinozistic
monism, and this is as good as admitted in the words of Philo in
which he refers to the world as an organism containing the prin-
ciple of its order within itself and thereby really asserts it to be
God.

Hume might reply that necessary existence in God and in
matter are equally unknowable and that we are not entitled to go
beyond an ad hominem argument the sole intention of which was
to shake theological complacency and dogmatism. The fact
remains, however, that devastating arguments against theism are
produced by Hume and never answered, whereas for Hume the
acknowledgement of necessary causal connection remains an
unavoidable element in everyday experience as well as being the
foundation principle of all scientific investigation. There can be
no doubt that if we try to draw a positive view out of the discussion
in the Dialogues, it must either be plain atheism, or atheism in the
thin disguise of pantheism.

In Parts x and xi we come to a lengthy consideration of the
problem of evil. The evil of the world is its widespread misery and
wickedness, and Philo suggests that if someone who did not yet
know the world were told beforehand that it had been created by
a very wise, powerful and benevolent deity, even if this deity were
not the infinitely powerful, wise and good God of orthodox
theology, he would expect to find something very different from
the world as it is. If we were shown a building which caused its
inhabitants as much proportionate suffering and inconvenience,
we should form no high opinion of the architect, and if we follow
the method of reasoning found in natural theology, we shall be
driven to a similar low opinion of the deity. Even those aspects of
nature which seem to reveal purpose and design, some systematic
and coherent plan, nevertheless also reveal what can only be
called slipshod divine workmanship. Winds, rain and heat, for
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example, are often excessive, causing immense damage and
suffering which a little alteration on the part of divine power could
easily avoid. A survey of the world in no way enables us to infer
morality in the deity in any sense that we can give to the term.

Look round this universe. What an immense profusion of beings, ani-
mated and organized, sensible and active! You admire this prodigious
variety and fecundity. But inspect a little more narrowly these living
existences, the only beings worth regarding. How hostile and destructive
to each other! How insufficient all of them for their own happiness! How
contemptible or odious to the spectator! The whole presents nothing but
the idea of a blind nature, impregnated by a great vivifying principle, and
pouring forth from her lap, without discernment or parental care, her
maimed and abortive children!^

Hume immediately goes on to mention, only in order to dismiss
it, the idea that the mixture of good and evil in the world implies
the existence of a malevolent as well as a benevolent deity, both at
war with each other. T h e true conclusion is that the original
Source of all things is entirely indifferent to all these principles,
and has no more regard to good above ill than to heat above cold,
or to drought above moisture, or to light above heavy.'18

The main points in Hume's scepticism are therefore as follows:

(1) We cannot by reasoning alone demonstrate the truth of any assertion
of fact.
(2) The subject-matter for all reasoning concerning matters of fact is
drawn from experience.
(3) When reasoning shakes itself loose from the bond of experience it
may display validity in the connection of ideas, but the demonstration of
truth regarding matters of fact is in this case an absolute impossibility.
(4) Dogmatic assertions about God can therefore find no foundation in
mere reasoning.
(5) If we then try to use experience as the foundation for metaphysical
claims, we find that no analogy is adequate to the task; that a variety of
religious views of the origin of the universe is possible, but none demon-
strable; that matter may itself contain innate tendencies to change, such
as could have produced the world we know; that metaphysical as well as
physical explanation of the world's origin leads us into infinite regress;
that mind could well have its origin in matter.
(6) The problem of evil lays bare the fatal weaknesses in both a priori and
empirical attempts to demonstrate the existence of God.

It is impossible to assess precisely Hume's direct influence on
British thought in general, but he gave very clear and forceful
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expression to those doubts which most, if not all, individuals feel
concerning the claims of religion. It is likely that his influence on
thinking people gradually became strong, directly or indirectly,
with the passage of time.^ Norman Kemp Smith states, 'If the
problems of Divine Existence are now seldom approached in the
manner favoured in the eighteenth century and so conservatively
held to also in the nineteenth century, this is traceable in no small
degree to the influence of Hume, as conveyed through many
channels, most notably through Kant.'20 Gerald R. Cragg asserts of
Hume's scepticism that it reduced natural religion 'to a tenuous
shadow of its former self; although he also correctly remarks of
Hume that his position as a neutral observer was also his greatest
weakness.21

Nevertheless, despite the neutral stance or pose, there is no
denying the powerful sceptical thrust of Hume's thought, and it is
only too easy to derive from it a positively atheistic or pantheistic
outlook. As we must now see, William Paley felt it necessary to give
a full and systematic reply to Hume.



CHAPTER 3

William Paley

William Paley exercised a strong influence on religious thought in
nineteenth-century Britain, to which even his detractors bear wit-
ness. Shelley's comment is well known: Tor my part, I had rather
be damned with Plato and Lord Bacon, than go to heaven with
Paley and Malthus.'1 To which we may add Mary Shelley's remark,
'Shelley loved to idealize the real - to gift the mechanism of the
material universe with a soul and a voice', which readily explains
his antipathy to arguments based on the machine analogy.2 Hazlitt
made scathing comment on Paley's moral philosophy and refers
to his 'loose casuistry, which is his strong-hold and chief attrac-
tion', but even that derived from Abraham Tucker.3 In describing
a conversation with Coleridge, Hazlitt tells us that 'He mentioned
Paley, praised the naturalness and clearness of his style, but con-
demned his sentiments, thought him a time-serving casuist, and
said that "the fact of his work on Moral and Political Philosophy
being made a text-book in our Universities was a disgrace to the
national character".'4 Coleridge described the Natural Theology as
'the utter rejection of all present and living communion with the
universal Spirit' ;5 and among several references to Paley in his Aids
to Reflection there occur the following:
Hence, I more than fear, the prevailing taste for books of Natural
Theology, PhysicoTheology, Demonstrations of God from Nature,
Evidences of Christianity, and the like. Evidences of Christianity! I am
weary of the word. Make a man feel the want of it; rouse him, if you can,
to the self-knowledge of his need of it; and you may safely trust it to its own
Evidence . . .

I have, I am aware, in this present work furnished occasion for a charge
of having expressed myself with slight and irreverence of celebrated
Names, especially of the late Dr Paley. O, if I were fond and ambitious of
literary honour, of public applause, how well content should I be to
excite but one third of the admiration which, in my inmost being, I feel
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for the head and heart of Paley! And how gladly would I surrender all
hope of contemporary praise, could I even approach to the incompar-
able grace, propriety, and persuasive facility of his writings! But on this
very account I believe myself bound in conscience to throw the whole
force of my intellect in the way of this triumphal car, on which the
tutelary genius of modern Idolatry is borne, even at the risk of being
crushed under the wheels!6

F. D. Maurice makes reference to Paley's influence in
Cambridge, a demoralising one according to Maurice, who says in
a letter to Charles Kingsley, 'I have been fighting against him all
my days.'7 In the University of Durham, Paley's Evidences of
Christianity was a set text for first-year Arts students from at least
1837 to 1841 and then for the final year of the pass degree and for
honours in classics from 1842. The Natural Theology, with the excep-
tion of a few chapters, became a set text in 1871.8 Paley's promi-
nence as a lecturer at Cambridge was attested by William Frend.
4Paley "shone as a lecturer at a place where the art of lecturing is
better understood than in any other part of the world".'9 The con-
tinuing influence of Paley through his writings was clearly attested
by Charles Darwin:

In order to pass the B.A. examination, it was also necessary to get up
Paley's Evidences of Christianity, and his Moral Philosophy. This was done in
a thorough manner, and I am convinced that I could have written out the
whole of the Evidences with perfect correctness . . . The logic of the book
and, as I may add, of his Natural Theology, gave me as much delight as did
Euclid. The careful study of these works . . . was the only part of the
academical course which, as I then felt, and as I still believe, was of the
least use to me in the education of my mind. I did not at that time
trouble myself about Paley's premises; and taking these on trust, I was
charmed and convinced by the long line of argumentation.10

F. le Gros Clarke, FRS, published a revised edition of Paley's
Natural Theology in 1875, referring in the Preface to 'this standard
work', and stating that while scientific references had been
brought up to date, 'Yet care has been exercised not in any way to
interfere with the general plan and argument of Paley'; and refer-
ence is made to 'the high and just estimation in which it continues
to be held'.11 The hymn-writer W. H. Turton, in a volume first
published in 1895, and which I consulted in the seventh edition of
1908, makes explicit appeal to Paley's watch argument and, like
Clarke, regards evolution as illustrating, not contradicting it.12
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Lord Kelvin confessed in 1903 that he was still persuaded by the
argument of the Natural Theology, 'that excellent old book';!3 and
even in 1986, Richard Dawkins can entitle his advocacy of natural
selection as the sufficient explanation for the appearance of life as
we know it The Blind Watchmaker, in conscious acknowledgement
of Paley's significance, if not his correctness in attributing the
appearance of design in nature to the supernatural deity. *4 The
readings of Dawkins' book which were given on BBC Radio 3 in
October 1986 included his explicit references to and refutation of
Paley. Long before, in the nineteenth century, J. S. Mill, George
Romanes and Benjamin Jowett had correctly rejected Paley's argu-
ment, but they could not ignore him. Jowett demolished the argu-
ment from final causes and denounced Paley and Butler as false
props to Christianity in an 'Essay on Natural Theology', the sec-
ond edition of which was published in 1859, and which reappeared
in a collection of Jowett's essays in 1906.X5

D. H. LeMahieu refers to the 'numerous editions of Paley pub-
lished in the nineteenth century'; and M. L. Clarke states, 'Apart
from the collected editions of Paley's works, Natural Theology was
reprinted many times.'16 It is therefore certain that Paley was a
figure in British thought to be reckoned with, whether for good or
ill; but it is also clear that we must take account of him not merely
for historical reasons, but because he gave particularly forceful
and persuasive expression to a mode of thought which persists and
spontaneously governs much human thinking, not least that of
biologists consciously committed to an evolutionary theory utterly
destructive of Paley's point of view. We shall be specifically con-
cerned with his Natural Theology.

It is necessary to emphasise that this work, published in 1802,
was a deliberate reply to Hume's Dialogues. It has been supposed
that Paley wrote in ignorance of Hume's book, not realising that
his arguments had already been destroyed. John Hick regarded it
as 'a lamentable instance of the lack of communication between
the philosophical and theological worlds that Paley was apparently
unaware that his arguments had been devastatingly criticised by
Hume twenty-three years earlier'; and A. N. Whitehead expressed
a similar view.J7 Anthony Quinton accuses Paley of not taking
Hume into account and clearly implies that Paley was not one of
those philosophers who answered Hume or had any dominating
influence in the first half of the nineteenth century. In a later
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volume of the same work, Elmer Sprague comments on the
Natural Theology, I t is to be regretted that Paley does not meet
Hume's argument head-on.'18 B. M. G. Reardon in his Religious
Thought in the Nineteenth Century makes no mention of Paley, and in
his later volume, From Coleridge to Gore: A Century of Religious
Thought in Britain, dismisses Paley's natural theology as not the
work of a philosopher and asserts that as far as the archdeacon was
concerned, Hume's writings might never have seen the light of
day.J9 Leslie Stephen expressed admiration for the Natural
Theology as 'a marvel of skilful statement', but also accused Paley of
'a complete unconsciousness of the metaphysical difficulties
which might be suggested', and wrongly asserted, 'To Hume's
arguments on the same topic he makes no allusion.'20 As a matter
of fact, towards the end of his Natural Theology Paley explicitly
refers to an assertion concerning idleness by 'Mr Hume, in his
posthumous dialogues', an assertion which occurs in a lengthy
statement by Philo in Part xi.21

Furthermore, the famous watch analogy which opens Paley's
argument reads like a blow-by-blow refutation of Hume; and we
must remember that the Evidences of Christianity was an explicit
reply to Hume's essay on miracles. If in the Natural Theology Paley
does not make explicit reference to criticisms of theism as coming
from Hume, we have to remember Hume's use of the dialogue
form to express such criticism, the guarded admission of respect
for the argument from design given in the Dialogues, and his own
confession of belief in it elsewhere in his writings. In his essay 'Of
a Particular Providence and a Future State', Hume puts in a nut-
shell the scepticism of the Dialogues, and clearly implies the
invalidity of the design argument; but even this essay is a conver-
sation, and it opens with reference to sceptical paradoxes and
curious principles of which the author 'can by no means
approve'.22

In view of the safeguards with which Hume had surrounded
himself, Paley could not openly accuse him of actually accepting
the devastating critique of natural theology which he had
expressed through the mouths of fictitious characters; and in any
case Paley was concerned with the critique itself and not the pre-
cise state of Hume's mind, much as is the case with the modern
reader. Nevertheless Paley does meet Hume head-on with what
must be recognised as a classic restatement of the argument from
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design, astute and lucid and with a powerful appeal to the imagin-
ation. To move immediately from Hume to Paley is to become
aware of a perennial conflict between two standpoints which, far
from being settled once and for all by the unquestionable victory
of Hume, is continually being refought in every generation; and
while Paley loses battle after battle, he somehow never loses the
war.

A second point which requires emphasis is that Paley presented
his argument in the Natural Theology as a demonstrative proof of
God's existence which would persuade any unprejudiced person.
It is necessary to insist on this, because it can be maintained that
the argument from design is presented by any given thinker as
simply a clearly articulated expression of his antecedent belief in
God. In this case the aim is to confirm the belief of the faithful
rather than to persuade the sceptical, and criticisms which treat
the * argument' as claiming the force of demonstration or proof
will therefore be wide of the mark.

D. L. LeMahieu has asserted that the arguments of natural
religion were an expression of deeply held Christian faith, and
that some preferred to express their faith in this rational form
because they disliked the emotionalism of religious enthusiasm.
According to LeMahieu natural theologians, including William
Paley, never supposed that their arguments would persuade non-
believers or atheists. The arguments of natural religion were the
rational form in which Christians expressed their beliefs among
themselves; and therefore Hume's merely rational objections were
doomed to failure from the start since he was setting out from a
different standpoint and not touching the foundation upon which
such arguments as that from design were based.23 LeMahieu states
concerning the Natural Theology, Evidences and Horae Paulinae that
'the purpose of these works . . . was not to persuade the unbeliever,
but to subject God and the Bible to the same kind of dispassionate
analysis employed by a scientist when studying, say, the flight of
birds or the movement of tides'.24

However, LeMahieu presents a confused and misleading
picture in this respect. He acknowledges that the arguments of
natural religion were put forward as proofs and were either
accepted or rejected as such.25 Along with his assertion that Paley
intended to strengthen faith rather than answer unbelief, there
is also the claim that 'the teleological argument assured the
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Enlightenment Christian that his religious faith was not founded
solely on the treacherous sands of the human emotions. Religion
was based on fact as well as feeling. As an arbiter of conduct and
of belief, it could be justified before the stern tribunal of logic and
science.'26 And after rightly pointing out that Paley looked on
natural theology as leading to revelation, LeMahieu says 'Yet,
revelation itself could not be inviolate from the scrutiny of reason;
it also should submit to the rigorous examination of objective
analysis.'27 Also, The object of natural theology was, of course, to
demonstrate rationally the existence of God and to establish by
inductive reasoning his attributes.'28

It must surely be conceded that a natural theology which could
meet such demands ought to persuade any honest thinker regard-
less of his original standpoint; and if, as LeMahieu indicates,
Hume and Kant proved that the argument from design had no
logical foundation, then it would equally persuade no one, again
regardless of belief or unbelief. It would neither convert the
sceptic nor strengthen the faithful.

This double aspect to LeMahieu's interpretation of Paley's work
leads him into a certain ambiguity when he is considering Paley's
relationship to Hume. If Paley was deliberately replying to Hume,
then he must have believed that his arguments had the validity
and force of rational demonstration, and such validity and force
would inhere in the argument regardless of a thinker's already-
held beliefs. On the other hand, if Paley deployed his argument
simply as the clear expression of a faith held on grounds other
than the mere contemplation of nature, then he was not making
a direct reply to Hume. Caught on the horns of this dilemma,
LeMahieu refers to Paley's 'rebuttal of Hume's Dialogues'] and he
refers to Philo's argument that the acceptance of universal caus-
ation within the universe does not mean that the universe itself
had a cause, and claims that Paley countered this argument 'with-
out mentioning Hume by name'. Yet he also claims that the
Natural Theology 'repeated virtually every one of Cleanthes' argu-
ments . . . In essence, Paley utterly ignored Hume's objections.'29

There can be no doubt that Paley and many of the thinkers who
agreed with him believed that they were putting forward a con-
clusive argument which if not sufficient of itself to make someone
a Christian would lead any honest thinker to revelation and ulti-
mate commitment to the Christian faith. From beginning to end



William Paley 41

the Natural Theology is dominated by the feeling that those who fail
to draw the proper conclusion are being wilfully blind. The
closing words of chapter 11 equate 'absurdity' and 'atheism', while
the concluding chapter xxvn is clearly the work of an author who
feels that he has offered his readers unassailable proof which now
leaves them free to open their minds to revealed truths beyond the
reach of reason. Paley's explanation and apology, indeed, is to
those who already believe in case they should feel that they are
being offered unwanted and pointless proofs, and his sentiments
are echoed in full by an early editor of his complete works.3° For
this editor, those who can believe in God without demonstration
are fortunate:

Others are constitutionally doubters . . . and the far greater portion of
mankind are troubled by difficulties that appear in this most important
of inquiries. Moreover feveryone . . . meets with those who impugn the
grounds of his belief; to such persons it is important to have an
unrefutable reply; important, for the sake of the objector, important for
the mental quietude of the believer.31

This is not to deny that there were some who saw such argument
in a different light, but there can be no doubt that the quoted
opinion represents the view of Paley and many who were influ-
enced by him. It also well expresses the supposedly self-evident
nature of the argument as presented by Paley, which is nothing if
not a cast-iron demonstration guaranteed to win the approval of
unprejudiced reflection.

THE ARGUMENT OF PALEY S NATURAL THEOLOGY

If, says Paley, we come across a stone when walking across a heath,
we think nothing of it. For all we know it could always have been
there. If, on the other hand, we come across a watch, we wonder
how it got there, and we do so for one sufficient reason: the watch
is made up of parts which function together to produce an effect.
Unlike a stone, the watch gives evidence of contrivance, design,
and we therefore deduce the existence of a contriver, a designer
who made the watch.

Paley goes on to point out that our conclusion is not weakened
if we have never seen a watch made; or if the watch sometimes goes
wrong; or if there are some parts whose function we cannot under-
stand; and if the watch had the capacity to produce other watches,
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this would only increase our admiration for the original maker. To
suppose that watch-producing watches could in themselves
account for the whole process is merely absurd, and applied to the
world at large, atheism. 'It is the same with any and every suc-
cession of these machines; a succession of ten, of a hundred, of a
thousand; with one series as with another; a series which is finite,
as with a series which is infinite. In what other respects they may
differ, in this they do not. In all equally, contrivance and design
are unaccounted for.'32

Dr Cosslett speaks of Paley's analogies between the natural and
the man-made as strange and grotesquely charming, as, for
example, in the case of the watch which is imagined capable of
reproducing itself;33 but this is to treat the analogies as merely
subtle imagery developed for its own sake. They appear in an
altogether different light when it is recognised that they are
integral to Paley's direct reply to Hume, taking up the sceptic's
points one by one and judging them by the canons of common
sense.

Paley continues that we should not be impressed if someone
asserted that an object must have a particular structure and the
watch just happened to have this one; or if it were claimed that the
watch was the product of innate tendencies in matter or the laws
of nature. Finally, ignorance about the making of watches in no
way shakes confidence in the conclusion: 'He knows enough for
his argument: he knows the utility of the end: he knows the
subserviency and adaptation of the means to the end . . . The
consciousness of knowing little need not beget a distrust of that
which he does know.'34

The watch symbolises the natural world whose contriver and
designer must be God, and the remainder of the book is very
largely taken up with concrete illustrations of mechanisms in
nature which demonstrate the existence of the divine maker.

In chapter in, after some illustrations of contrivance in nature
by reference to the eye, Paley raises the question why God should
not have made it possible for the creature to be immediately aware
of what is presented to the sight without the elaborate means
referred to. Contrivance implies limitation of divine power.
Paley's answer is that God deliberately limited himself, creating
according to what we call the laws of nature in order to provide
mankind with evidences of his existence, power and wisdom:
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It is only by the display of contrivance, that the existence, the agency, the
wisdom of the Deity, couldbe testified to his rational creatures. This is the
scale by which we ascend to all the knowledge of our Creator which we
possess, so far as it depends upon the phenomena, or the works of
nature.35

The imperfections of nature do not destroy the argument from
design, nor does the existence of apparently useless organs. The
overwhelming evidence supports the existence of a creator, and it
is with God's existence we are concerned. If such imperfections be
taken to reflect imperfection in God, the vast evidence of 'skill,
power, and benevolence' should lead us to see in them rather a
reflection of our own ignorance.36

For Paley, just one example, such as the eye, is sufficient to
prove the existence of a creator, just as only one watch or other
machine in the world would indicate a maker; and no amount of
confusion in the world can disprove this conclusion. With refer-
ence to a ligament in the thigh bone Paley states,

It is an instance upon which I lay my hand. One single fact, weighed by
a mind in earnest, leaves oftentimes the deepest impression. For the
purpose of addressing different understandings and different appre-
hensions, - for the purpose of sentiment, for the purpose of exciting
admiration of the Creator's works, we diversify our views, we multiply our
examples; but for the purpose of strict argument, one clear instance is
sufficient; and not only sufficient, but capable perhaps of generating a
firmer assurance than what can arise from a divided attention.37

Paley goes into some detail concerning muscles, joints, the
action of the heart, veins and arteries, the digestive system, etc., to
give concrete illustrations of evidence for design, and this detail is
impressive. With reference to bones, muscles and vessels Paley
states, 'The wisdom of the Creator is seen, not in their separate but
their collective action . . . in their contributing togetherto one effect
and one use. It has been said, that a man cannot lift his hand to his
head, without finding enough to convince him of the existence of
a God.'38

Paley is quite explicit that the only possible explanation of
natural facts is in terms of final causes. The claws of the chicken
automatically close when its legs are bent, giving it security in
perching even when asleep; human teeth are not covered with the
same substance as other bones, but with an enamel of ivory which
exactly suits the purpose for which they are used; the brain had a
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thick bony protection just suited to its nature, although other
similar organs have a soft protective covering. Various animals
have precisely the kinds of coat or clothing, the kinds of eye,
mouth or beak which enable them to get food or evade capture.
Paley is insistent that such adaptations could not have simply
appeared through habit and usage, the 'blind conatus of nature':39

Suppose we had never seen an animal move upon the ground without
feet, and that the problem was; Muscular action, i.e. reciprocal contrac-
tion and relaxation being given, to describe how such an animal might
be constructed, capable of voluntarily changing place. Something, per-
haps, like the organisation of reptiles, might have been hit upon by the
ingenuity of an artist: or might have been exhibited in an automaton, by
the combination of springs, spiral wires, and ringlets: but to the solution
of the problem would not be denied, surely, the praise of invention and
of successful thought: least of all could it ever be questioned, whether
intelligence had been employed about it, or not.4°

With respect to the structure of our organs and the properties
of our atmosphere, it is evident that they were made for each
other; and 'the mandate of the Deity' is alone sufficient to account
for such facts.41 God cannot be perceived, but we know of his
existence because that which is contrived cannot have contrived
itself; it must have a contriver independent of and prior to itself.
The universe therefore cannot have existed externally but must
have come into existence after God who designed it. It is the essen-
tial distinction of the deity that he alone is self-sufficient; he does
not require the prior existence of some other being. ' "Self-
existence" is another negative idea, viz. the negation of a pre-
ceding cause, as of a progenitor, a maker, an author, a creator.
"Necessary existence" means demonstrable existence.' And the
uniformity of nature demonstrates that there is but one God.42

According to Paley the natural attributes of the deity are
omnipotence, omniscience (infinite power, infinite knowledge),
omnipresence, eternity, self-existence, necessary existence and
spirituality. For Paley they not only have a positive aspect in so far
as they attribute intelligible properties to the deity, but also a
negative aspect in so far as they implicitly acknowledge our
ignorance of God's true nature. If God is 'infinite' this is simply an
acknowledgement by ourselves that we are in no position to assign
any limits to him. And we may deduce these attributes as part of
natural religion without recourse to revelation. 'Upon the whole;
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after all the schemes and struggles of a reluctant philosophy, the
necessary resort is to a Deity. The marks of design are too strong to
be gotten over. Design must have had a designer. That designer
must have been a person. That person is God.'43

Thus Paley, to his own satisfaction, established his large and
significant conclusion by irrefutable argument; an argument not
only presented in words but revealed in myriad concrete examples
surrounding and a very part of every human being. Only the most
wilful scepticism could reject the manifold clear illustrations of
such unanswerable argument.

THE FATAL FLAW

As a proof of the existence of God the argument from design is
invalid; but it is essential for religious belief that the invalidity and
the reason for it should be quite clearly understood. It is possible
to dismiss the argument as invalid and yet still be influenced by it.
This is because there are countless items in the natural world
which may very readily be seen as exhibiting design, and the whole
realm of nature may be so viewed. No one knew better than Paley
how to deploy the argument, and when his watch analogy has been
rejected, the concrete zoological illustrations he offers neverthe-
less retain their force. Furthermore, many religious believers
would find it incredible that the hand of God should not be seen
in the obvious and numerous examples of order and harmony in
the life of nature, and the feeling remains that while the argument
may be formally invalid, it nevertheless gives legitimate expression
to a fundamental truth.

Whether or not we may truly see divine purpose exhibited in
nature is, however, a very different question from whether or not
design and purpose are exhibited in nature in such a way as both
to be undeniable and to entail acknowledgement of a supremely
powerful being of whom we may think in personal terms, a
designer or contriver fulfilling deliberate intentions. The distinc-
tion is the essential one between truth and falsity on the one hand,
and validity and invalidity on the other. Even if it is true that the
world is created, this truth cannot stand as the valid conclusion of
the design argument.

The reason for this is that the conclusion is already contained in
the minor premise: All watches are made by someone; the world is
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like a watch; therefore the world was made by someone. The
second premise unfortunately asserts precisely that which is in
question. Is the world like a watch? The fatal flaw in Paley's classic
statement of a classic argument is that he assumes just that which
he is attempting to demonstrate; and this is the hinge upon which
all turns. It is perfectly true that if we approach the natural world,
including our own bodies, and ask if the various parts can be
described as if they were machines, the answer is yes. We can bring
the machine analogy to our observation of the natural world, and
often do, and it is very useful to think of parts functioning together
to accomplish some end. What we observe then becomes intelli-
gible to us. Nevertheless we have no right to assume or deduce
that what is convenient or even almost unavoidable in human ways
of thinking about the natural world is a characteristic of that world
in itself. It must also be added that some parts do not answer to the
ideas of design, and the contemplation of the ultimate observable
end of all plants and creatures, and the highly probable end of our
planet itself, suggest rather that denial of purpose to which
Macbeth gave such eloquent expression, and which is by no means
unknown in the biblical literature.

The contrast between a stone and a watch was a useful one for
Paley, but the presence of the stone in the argument harbours a
question of crucial importance. The watch obviously has parts
functioning together for a purpose, while the stone equally
obviously does not display parts or purpose. The stone is therefore
a nice contrast to a watch. By the same token, however, the stone
and countless millions of others like it could not figure among
Paley's illustrations of mechanism in nature. For Paley this was no
problem: plenty of natural objects do seem to display mechanical
design, and if others do not, this is presumably because God did
not wish or need to mould them in this fashion. They are, as it
were, part of the debris left over from the work of creation.

Nevertheless, if the same natural forces which produce stones
also produce plants and animals, why should not the natural
forces which are a sufficient explanation for the appearance of
stones be a sufficient explanation for the appearance of plants and
animals? If the reply is that the latter display design while the
former do not, we are once more begging the question. Interest-
ingly, both William Buckland in his Bridgewater Treatise and Lord
Brougham in his edition of the Natural Theology recognised the
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artificiality of distinguishing the stone from other natural objects,
but without grasping the full significance of the point.

If we go walking on the moors and choose a flower instead of a
stone to compare with our watch we shall have a natural object in
which parts function together, but not for any purpose. It may so
happen that the flower gives pleasure to someone or occupation
to a passing bee, but we are not entitled to deduce that this is its
purpose. All we observe is an organism which has parts function-
ing together in such a way as to develop and sustain it. The mere
fact of possessing parts which function together does not indicate
purpose. Paley's question about the stone is therefore deceptive.
The stone just happens to be there, the result in both its existence
and its position in time and space of the play of natural forces.
Exactly the same is true of the flower. It is not so obvious that the
stone has parts, nor can we so easily trace the forces which have
placed it at just that spot at that moment, but flower and stone are
essentially the same.

We may even reverse Paley's argument. If there really is an
analogy between artefacts and natural objects, we may interpret
the former in terms of the latter. Suppose we were out walking
with Paley and we came across a watch lying beside the path across
the moor. We should immediately conclude that someone had
dropped it there by accident. Let us suppose, however, that
another companion pointed out that there were also flowers grow-
ing beside the path and that therefore the watch might have
appeared like them in quite natural fashion. He could argue that
the flowers have parts which function together in an intricate way,
that they play their part in the whole economy of nature and that
they serve a useful purpose among human beings in that they
create happiness. That is, there is an essential similarity between
the flowers and the watch, and we must therefore conclude that
the watch has an origin similar to that of the flowers.

The absurdity of the conclusion reflects the flaw in Paley's
premises. We simply know from experience that watches are made
and that flowers grow and that there is an essential difference
between them. This prevents us arguing from the origin of flowers
to the origin of watches, but if the essential difference prevents
argument from the natural to the artificial, it also prevents argu-
ment from the artificial to the natural. When we look at the watch
and the flower we are confronted not by an answer but by a
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question: Are the flower and all else in nature ultimately the
products of a divine maker? Or is the human constitution, sym-
bolised in its workmanship, simply an integral part of nature, itself
the flowering of physical forces not susceptible of further expla-
nation? Admiring surveys of the natural world cannot of them-
selves provide the answer, but merely reiterate the question.

When G. J. Romanes considered Paley's illustration, he
imagined a man finding a watch on a heath and then going on to
observe the adaptation of means to ends illustrated on the sea
shore. In both he would see design: 'But there is this great differ-
ence between the two cases. Whereas by subsequent inquiry he
could ascertain as a matter of fact that the watch was due to
intelligent contrivance, he could make no such discovery with
reference to the marine bay.'44

It would, of course, be a grave mistake to suppose that Paley
made this error because he was naive or unintelligent, and the
mistake would be grave, not merely because of the wholly unjusti-
fied slander on Paley, but because it would divert attention from a
conspicuous feature of the natural world and the instinctive
manner in which the human mind apprehends it. Paley would
reply to the allegation of a fatal flaw in his argument by returning
to his illustrations of the fact that in organic nature parts function
together and achieve effects; and Paley's mind, like the human
mind in general, was irresistibly drawn to replace 'function
together and' by 'function together to\ The manufacture of
machines and the observation of design in nature both illustrate
the essential constitution of the human mind as something which
tends to envisage ends, to devise means and to seek explanations
in terms of purpose; but this raises rather than answers Hume's
question whether or not we are entitled to explain the origin of
the universe according to the tendency of our peculiar mental
constitution.

Paley was insistent that adaptation to environment could not
simply have appeared through habit and usage, and without the
vast and systematised knowledge of a Darwin or a Wallace and the
crucial capacity they possessed for giving positive credence to a
radically different approach to the biological facts, Paley's argu-
ment was not merely highly plausible but appeared as no more
than a clear objective description of what any honest observer
could see for himself. As Cleanthes puts the matter to Philo, 'Are
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you not aware . . . that it is by no means necessary that theists
should prove the similarity of the works of nature to those of art
because this similarity is self-evident and undeniable?'45 We may
compare with this the difficulty Copernicus and his disciples
had in persuading the world that it is the earth which moves.
* Copernicus was a dedicated specialist. . . To anyone who did not
share his specialty Copernicus' view of the universe was narrow
and his sense of values distorted. '46

Nevertheless the flaw in the Paleyan argument remains, and it
means that the existence of God can never be the valid inference
from mere observation of the natural order.

OF THE GOODNESS OF THE DEITY

This is the title of the penultimate chapter of the Natural Theology.
In it Paley argues from the general condition of creatures in the
natural world to the benevolence of God, and then seeks to
demonstrate the consistency of belief in divine benevolence with
the general human condition, and with the existence of chance
amidst the multifarious evidences of design.

Paley believed by this stage in the argument that he had estab-
lished beyond doubt the existence of a creator of the world. The
character of this creator is for Paley established beyond reasonable
doubt by the beneficial nature * of the vast plurality of instances in
which contrivance is perceived',47 and by the vast extent of
pleasure and happiness among the creatures, which are by no
means necessary for their ongoing life. To a mind already thus
persuaded it was obvious not only that such a world could not be
the product of malicious intent but also that it could not be the
accidental product of indifference. Finally, viewed from this stand-
point much that is advantageous but taken for granted could be
brought to self-conscious recognition, and much that appears as
needless suffering shown to be unwarranted distortion or exag-
geration of situations revealed as beneficial to a more careful
observation.48

Leaving aside for the moment reference to mankind, it is clear
that Paley's assertions, no matter how true with respect to his
selected facts of natural history, are incapable of bearing the
weight put upon them. One weakness is that the claims of an indif-
ferent deity to recognition are more powerful than Paley realised,
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or perhaps could have realised. The beneficial contrivance is the
necessary means to existence. Under the dominion of an indif-
ferent evolutionary process 'nature' is the collective name at
any given moment for the sum total of successful candidates for
existence, and in the never-ceasing competition, today's beneficial
contrivance may become tomorrow's fatal handicap. Nor is the
beneficial contrivance even a guarantee of survival.

Furthermore this is not merely a fact but an essential character-
istic of nature, with vast numbers in many populations doomed to
early extinction before ever they are born. In the words of Charles
Darwin:
Natural selection will never produce in a being anything injurious to
itself... No organ will be formed, as Paley has remarked, for the purpose
of causing pain or for doing an injury to its possessor . . . After the lapse
of time, under changing conditions of life, if any part comes to be
injurious, it will be modified; or if it be not so, the being will become
extinct, as myriads have become extinct.49

Nor may we gloss over the actual suffering of the natural
world. If insects, birds, fishes and animals are capable of the
enjoyment of life which Paley attributes to them, they are capable
of corresponding suffering when deprived, preyed upon and
killed.

This brings us to the second and more fundamental weakness in
Paley's argument. Assuming the beneficence and power
attributed to the creator by Paley, why should there be any suffer-
ing among creatures at all? Even one instance of needless pain
frustrates this creator's will, but such frustration contradicts the
very conception of the creator whom we now find either will not
or cannot prevent it. In this part of his argument Paley had been
drawn on to Hume's ground, where a decision concerning the
character of this world's origin was to be made by reference to
happiness. Hume chose his ground well, and Paley's rearguard
action merely postponed inevitable defeat.

Quite early in his book Paley discusses the concept of 'chance',
and also returns to it later.5° It is a word and concept which
appears frequently in the literature concerning religion and
science, and Paley himself well illustrates the problems which
could arise from failure to appreciate its proper meaning in any
given context. He defines chance as 'the operation of causes with-
out design', and in that sense is prepared to see the appearance of
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'a wen, a mole, a pimple . . . a clod, a pebble, a liquid drop' as
products of chance: 'but never an eye'. Likewise, 'never was a
watch, a telescope, an organised body of any kind, answering a
valuable purpose by a complicated mechanism, the effect of
chance'. According to this definition, however, the assertion is
either a tautology or a begging of the question, since the word
'design' is ambiguous. It may mean either 'plan, scheme, pattern';
or 'purpose, intent'; or both these ideas together. The statement
that the eye is the product of design therefore means either 'This
purposefully constructed mechanism was purposefully con-
structed'; or 'The pattern displayed in this organism was purpose-
fully produced.' The first is a tautology, the second simply an
example of the question-begging central to the argument from
design. The ambiguity of 'design' gives Paley's assertions all the
logical, undeniable force of the tautology, while at the same time
presenting us with a substantial but unjustified assertion about
natural phenomena.

Paley himself was not happy with the bare assertion that 'the
stone' is what it is just by chance, but this is not followed up. Stones
do not obviously display design and therefore for Paley do not
enter into the argument; but what would he have said about the
designs made by frost on a window, or displayed in countless
crystalline structures which appear spontaneously in nature? Or
the fossil in a stone suggested by Buckland? As Buckland himself
commented, such a fossil would as much exhibit contrivance and
design, on Paley's principles, as 'a watch or steam engine'.

Paley even considers the theory of evolution, the idea that this
present world presents 'only so many out of the possible varieties
and combinations of being which the lapse of infinite ages has
brought into existence . . . millions of other bodily forms and
other species having perished, being, by the defect of their consti-
tution, incapable of preservation, or of continuance by gener-
ation'. He rejects this idea as groundless since there is no evidence
that such a process is actually going on, and because a similar
hypothesis applied to a collection of machines would be absurd
and immediately recognised as such, since no one in their right
mind could attribute the appearance of machines to 'chance'. As
we have seen, Paley could hardly have been expected to come to
any other conclusion than he did; nor is his analogy with machines
simply to be dismissed as fantastic. Richard Dawkins in a television
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programme referred to and illustrated what is known in Germany
as Evolutionstechnik, the application of the principles of natural
selection to computer programming in attempts to solve
engineering design problems. By a strange irony the hypothesis
which Paley dismissed itself illustrates the dangerous ease with
which analogies can operate between the natural and the artificial
and the care which has to be exercised in distinguishing those
which are legitimate from those which are not. The structures to
be found in nature may teach us much to our advantage in
matters of design, but it does not follow that they were themselves
designed, and there is much in nature which occurs in a manner
far removed from that energy-conserving efficiency which is the
aim of the human technician.

Paley's later explanation of chance is that it indicates human
ignorance, and that this can be seen in the most ordinary affairs of
life; as, for example, when two people set out on separate journeys
but meet 'by chance'.^1 Both journeys exhibit purpose, and
granted such purposes and their fulfilment the meeting is
inevitable; but because this cannot be realised beforehand,
'chance' enters into our description of the situation. The fall of a
die is a matter of chance, not in the sense that physical laws are not
at work but in the sense that we cannot possibly be properly
acquainted with their working in such a case. If this is so in such
commonplace affairs of daily life, how much more when we are
viewing all the works of God!

What Paley says here is true as far as it goes, but the inadequacy
of his remarks is revealed in the illustration of throwing dice.
Chance is revealed as compatible not with ends purposefully
achieved, but with the play of forces which exclude such achieve-
ment. I may intend to throw a double six, but even if this end is
accomplished it is 'by chance', indicating not merely ignorance of
the forces producing such a result, but inability to control them.
The acknowledgement of chance is therefore compatible with
both the purposeful and the purposeless, either the mighty
designs of God which stretch far beyond our comprehension, or
the mindless interplay of physical forces which does likewise. Paley
rightly argued for the first possibility but gave no attention to the
second. 'The question in its whole compass lies beyond our reach.'
For Paley the existence of a benevolent deity was already firmly
established and he was solely interested in demonstrating the
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compatibility of chance as a concept legitimately applied to cer-
tain circumstances with his theistic conclusion.

Brougham in his notes on Paley correctly speaks of * chance'
being used when ignorance of causes is meant, and correctly
recognises that this is compatible with the existence of purpose;
but he incorrectly refuses to recognise that it is equally compatible
with complete absence of purpose and that it can sensibly be main-
tained that all present animal species have appeared as the result
of chance.

The concept of chance leads Paley on to consider that of uncer-
tainty and the large place it has in human affairs. He sees this as
necessarily involved in our present life, which is one of prep-
aration for a future existence. The uncertainty of life in this world
is essential for the exercise of human choice and initiative and the
consequent opportunity to develop virtue. This is why God cannot
be perpetually intervening in the world's affairs to put things
right. The facts which present themselves for human consider-
ation give sufficient ground for believing in beneficent design,
even though at the same time it is true that we are surrounded by
much uncertainty and unhappiness.

The state in which we are placed is most probably

a state of moral probation . . . It is not a state of unmixed happiness, or
of happiness simply; it is not a state of designed misery, or of misery
simply: it is not a state of retribution; it is not a state of punishment... It
accords much better with the idea of its being a condition calculated for
the production, exercise, and improvement of moral qualities, with a
view to a future state, in which these qualities, after being so produced,
exercised, and improved, may, by a new and more favouring constitution
of things, receive their reward, or become their own.

The acceptance of Providence and belief in a future state must
stand or fall together, and Paley continues:

In the wide scale of human condition, there is not perhaps one of its
manifold diversities, which does not bear upon the design here
suggested. Virtue is infinitely various. There is no situation in which a
rational being is placed, from that of the best instructed Christian, down
to the condition of the rudest barbarian, which affords not room for
moral agency; for the acquisition, exercise, and display, of voluntary
qualities, good and bad. Health and sickness, enjoyment and suffering,
riches and poverty, knowledge and ignorance, power and subjection,
liberty and bondage, have all their offices and duties, all serve for
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the formation of character . . . characters are not only tried, or proved,
or detected, but . . . are generated also, and formed, by circum-
stances.52

There was nothing new in this argument, nor as it stands is it an
adequate reply to the wide-ranging scepticism of Hume. Its con-
siderable value lies in the refusal to look at the problem of evil in
Humean terms at all. For Hume it was sufficient to characterise
the theistic view as thinking of the world like a ship or a building,
an object which may be well or badly made by its creator. On this
view the well-made world is harmonious and happy, and the
degree to which misery and pain appear is the degree to which the
world is badly made. For Paley, as for Joseph Butler and many
others, the world does not simply lie like plastic in the maker's
hands. Human beings in limited but crucial ways can shape their
own lives, and they are aware of moral principles, which lay a
peculiar kind of claim upon them, even if recognition of the claim
brings unhappiness. Indeed, happiness itself is not all of a piece
and must be subjected to moral scrutiny. Human character and
personality may in fact develop or deteriorate, and we have reason
to hope that development will continue beyond the grave into a
life where virtue is its own very true reward.

Paley's thinking and that of many others in the nineteenth cen-
tury was dominated by the machine analogy and what was believed
to be the conclusive argument from design. This inevitably
excludes the far more profitable approach to a solution of Hume's
doubts to be found in a realm at once dynamic and morally
demanding, the realm of human life. In Paley's thought this realm
was separate from the realm of * nature'; nature in this case being
that vast area of the world which is active indeed but incapable of
originality and the initiative which breaks established moulds, a
realm of fixed species behaving as they always have done, always
will do, and always must, just like the machine which displays vast
energy, but necessarily channelled within the limits established by
its maker and designer. The only hope in this realm is indeed for
happiness and the exclusion of fear and misery, and it is a legit-
imate question why the creator has not made a much better job of
it; and this remains the case even if we exchange the idea of the
world as a machine for that of the world as a self-originating, self-
perpetuating and self-developing organism, as Hume did.

When natural theology attempts to deal with the problems
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arising from this outlook its only hope of success is in bringing the
two realms together, so that 'nature' includes reference to human
life in every aspect and recognises it as an integral and crucial part
of the whole. The machine analogy, and even the organic, create
two closely related but essentially distinct realms, that of the
observer and that of the so-called natural world, whereas in reality
there exists but one.



CHAPTER 4

Biblical conservatism

The false response to Humean scepticism in Britain received
tremendous impetus from Paley's Natural Theology. Religious
thinkers seeking a firm ground for their faith were therefore left
with the choice between biblical authority or an invalid natural
theology or a combination of the two. If the Bible was infallible,
then its authority was obvious. If it contained errors, then its
authority might still be justified by concentrating on its religious
and moral message, but natural theology would then have to be
called in to justify the idea that there could be a true religious
message at all. If we have no good reason to believe in God, we
have no good reason to believe that he has spoken. Conversely, if
natural theology cannot provide us with convincing evidence that
God has spoken, has expressed himself in some way accessible to
human beings, then belief in God itself has no ground. We need,
as it were, our 'burning bush' to get us away from the pressures
and promises of a purely secular existence on to that holy ground
where the voice of God can be heard. The natural theology on
offer in nineteenth-century Britain, however, failed to provide
that demonstration which could be the starting point or foun-
dation of a thoroughly worked out justification of religious com-
mitment; and the situation has not essentially changed.

People do not, of course, accept or reject religious belief simply
as a response to rational argument. Often enough thinkers have
set out on the basis of belief and proceeded to rationalise it as best
they could; nor is rationalisation unknown to scepticism. Further-
more, religious thinking has often displayed highly significant
insights, and it would be astounding if this were not the case. Nev-
ertheless, intellect is an essential part of human life, and we do not
normally choose to behave in ways which contradict the demands
of reason. Isolated insights may give rise to questions as well as
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being accepted as answers. The insights need to be welded into a
system generally recognised and accepted, and no such system has
been produced in Britain. In the absence of well-worked out
positive reasons for religious commitment, it is not surprising that
an all too plausible scepticism should come to rule most people's
minds, even if many would find it hard to express in words; and
that doubts in the hearts of believers should all too often be
smothered under some brand of so-called evangelical zeal, or even
fanaticism.

Shelley is remembered for his poetry rather than his prose
works, and there is no reason to suppose that the latter had much
influence on nineteenth-century thought; yet copies of his
pamphlet The Necessity of Atheism' were removed from an
Oxford bookshop and burnt on the advice of the Revd John
Walker, Fellow of New College, and Shelley himself was expelled
from the university in March 1811. Such writing was dangerous
because it gave clear and incisive expression to the feelings of
the less articulate and the less bold. In another essay, 'On a
Future State', part of which was published in the Athenaeum
(29 September 1832), the link with science is also explicit. 'Some
philosophers - and those to whom we are indebted for the most
stupendous discoveries in physical science, suppose . . . that
intelligence is the mere result of certain combinations among the
particles of its objects.' In all material combinations there is the
tendency 'to dissipate and be absorbed into other forms', and in
death the organs of sense are thus destroyed 'and the intellectual
operations dependent on them have perished with their sources'.
'It is probable that what we call thought is not an actual being, but
no more than the relation of certain parts of that infinitely varied
mass, of which the rest of the universe is composed, and which
ceases to exist so soon as those parts change their position with
regard to each other.'1 Thus was Hume's speculation being turned
into something like certainty by the growing sciences, and his
insistence that the supernatural deity worshipped by the Church
could never be deduced from observations of nature increasingly
borne out by vast numbers of such observations.

A reply to Hume very different from that of Paley was given in
Germany by Immanuel Kant. Kant's insights provided the proper
answer to Hume, and his critical philosophy provided the right
preparation for a genuine theology: that is to say, a theology, a
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metaphysics, which absorbs the worst blows that scepticism can
inflict and goes on to deal with human experience in its whole-
ness, including the human experience reflected in the Bible and
that large expanse of human experience known as scientific
knowledge. Kant has, however, exercised little influence on
British religious thought.

If, instead of Paley's natural theology, the Kantian critical
philosophy had been accepted into the mainstream of British
religious thought by the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
Bible could have been studied and theology developed to the
present day as part of philosophical thinking in general, instead of
in separation from it; and the term 'philosophy' would have
retained its wider nineteenth-century meaning, taking into
account all the results and methods of scientific research as a
matter of course. Naturally, there would always have been techni-
cal historical, literary and linguistic studies on the biblical side,
just as there would have been chemistry, physics, botany, etc., on
the scientific side; but the attempt to assess the value and
relevance of such studies for human life in general would have
been the meeting point and ought to be the meeting point for all
such specialist disciplines.

The terms 'theology' and 'metaphysics' ought to be and would
have been but two names for the same intellectual enterprise; and
there would not only have been no need for an increasingly
apologetic tone in presenting the claims of religion alongside the
triumphs of science and technology, but the legitimate claims of
religious belief could have led society to a more cautious and
critical estimate of the scientific approach to nature and the world
itself. The treatment of science and religion as if they belonged to
two distinct contexts of thought has had disastrous consequences,
which, if they could scarcely have been foreseen in the nineteenth
century, we have no excuse for ignoring in the twentieth.

It was to the credit of conservative religious thinkers in the
earlier half of the nineteenth century that they insisted upon the
principle 'the truth is one', that the revelation of God in Bible and
nature must be a unity; and it was a principle acknowledged alike
by those for whom unaided human reason could see God in
nature, and those for whom corrupted human reason needed
the enlightenment of biblical revelation first before the divine
character could be seen reflected in the natural world. It was also
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a principle readily appreciated by common sense, which then
wanted to know why there appeared to be contradictions between
revelation proper, that is, the Bible, and certain facts concerning
God's handiwork in nature, including the fundamental fact that
nature seemed to contain the principles of its own explanations
within itself. The correct answer to the question depended on
having a philosophy which could legitimise claims that the Bible
taught essential truths about God and man, while at the same time
not only recognising the validity of scientific methods within their
own sphere, but showing how these could be related together in
one system with religious assertions. This philosophy was lacking
in Britain.

As a result, various solutions were proposed by religious
thinkers to the problems raised by science, and it is convenient for
the period up to about i860 to place them in three groups, pro-
vided it is realised that the lines between the first two are not hard
and fast, and that none of them corresponded to actual self-
conscious groupings in nineteenth-century Britain. First there
were those who were suspicious of natural theology and empha-
sised biblical authority. Second, there were those who whole-
heartedly accepted the value of natural theology, but regarded it
as subordinate to the Bible. Third, there were those who empha-
sised natural theology and tended to make it a determining factor
in biblical interpretation.

The difference between the first two groups was not necessarily
very marked as far as biblical authority was concerned, but the first
was very suspicious of the supposed contribution an unaided and
sinfully corrupt reason could make to the defence of the faith, and
thinkers of this type were afraid that its use would undermine
confidence in the authority of the biblical revelation. We shall
consider examples of the arguments used by all three groups, and
then illustrate some of the diverse views which appeared in the
latter part of the century. We shall then be in a position to
examine the Kantian critical philosophy and its relevance to the
construction of a soundly based theology.

The remainder of this chapter is taken up with examples of the
first group of thinkers, and no one illustrates the strength and
weakness of this approach more clearly than Samuel Horsley, one
time Lord Bishop of St Asaph. His papers were collected together
and edited by H. Horsley to make a four-volume work on biblical
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criticism.2 The bishop tells us that Genesis i was produced as if the
events it describes had been witnessed by an imaginary spectator,
probably because there was no other way in which such facts could
be expressed. The strength of Horsley's brief exegesis lies in its
absolute refusal to compromise the meaning of the text in the
interests of real or supposed accommodation to modern knowl-
edge or speculation. For example, light was produced on the first
day of creation, and the luminaries on the fourth. The familiar
'difficulty' of reconciling these two statements did not exist for
Horsley: 'The luminaries therefore are not the cause, nor the
makers of light, as the principles of Materialism require; but
merely the receptacles or magazines of light previously made.'
Nor was the earliest vegetable and animal life dependent on the
sun, for the simple reason that the sun did not exist. The notion
that mankind originally existed in a savage state 'is a falsehood,
and an idle fiction' since the text plainly tells us that man was
created in the image of God. It also tells us that man immediately
conversed with God, and The notion, therefore, of a religion of
nature, prior to revelation, is a falsehood, and a wicked fiction.'3

Whenever these remarks were committed to paper, they were
published in 1820, and they were certainly not produced in
ignorance of the difficulties created for the biblical expositor by
astronomy and geology. The weakness of such an approach is
obvious to us today, but we must also recognise the strength of an
insistence on the integrity of the text which refuses to be budged
by modern discovery. Simply to dismiss a commentator like
Horsley is merely to confess how far we have travelled without an
adequate religious philosophy.

A later writer who adopted a similar robust stand was C. M.
Burnett, a member of the Royal College of Surgeons. At first sight
Burnett's volume is not unlike those of the Bridgewater Treatises
in its general aim, but references to the Treatises are by no means
uncritical, and the only reference to Paley is in a footnote correct-
ing a zoological detail.4 The book is made up of a series of imagin-
ary letters, and at the head of the first two is a quotation from Bird
Sumner's Records of the Creation: 'The real use of natural theology
is to shew the strong probability of that being true which revel-
ation declares.' These first two letters are severely critical of
geology because of the doubt it has cast upon the plain truth of
the Bible. The idea that 'day' in Genesis 1 means anything other
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than the normal twenty-four-hour day is firmly rejected, as is the
view that light existed before the Adamic creation and that the
darkness of chaos was merely temporary.

Furthermore, geological evidence of catastrophes in the early
history of the earth is quite unnecessary since that evidence is
contained in the biblical record of the Flood. Burnett clearly
envisages the breaking open of the fountains of the deep as mean-
ing colossal volcanic activity, and the whole narrative as indicating
an upheaval approaching the dimensions of the original creation
itself. It was quite literally an act of God as described in the text,
and to think of it in terms of secondary causes is already to have
cast unwarranted doubt on the divinely inspired text. Burnett
implies that if the text is approached in this latter way, misunder-
standing will inevitably follow, but if taken in its plain meaning,
there is no problem about the vast tonnage of rock being shifted;
and the fossils in the ancient strata, indicating different species
from those which now exist, were simply adapted to the very dif-
ferent conditions of the earth before the Flood. Also, if we push
the origin of the world back so far in time that we cannot grasp it,
and do so on the basis of an appeal to secondary causes, we in
effect deny the first cause altogether and teach the eternity of
matter.5

An article on Buckland's Bridgewater Treatise appeared in the
Edinburgh Review for April 1837, in which the reviewer maintained
that 'the geologist. . . has nothing to do with revealed religion in
his scientific inquiries'; upon which Burnett comments, 'any
geological deductions which stand opposed to the revealed word
of God must be false', and later remarks that safe geological con-
clusions can only be arrived at when 'the compass of God's sacred
word' is taken on board.6 It is obvious to us today, as it was to many
in 1838, that science cannot be conducted on this basis, but we
then have to answer the question why a man of Burnett's intelli-
gence and education should make such an assertion; and the
answer must be that he was clinging to this quite untenable
support because he could see no other way to continue in
religious belief which had some semblance of rational justifi-
cation. The alternative was to fall into some unfathomable abyss of
unbelief.

John Bird Sumner, quoted by Burnett, published in 1816 a prize-
winning treatise. This was made possible by a bequest which
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provided money for the regular production of two treatises on
'The Evidence that there is a Being all-powerful, wise, and good,
by whom everything exists; and particularly to obviate Difficulties
regarding the Wisdom and the Goodness of the Deity . . . and this
. . . from Considerations independent of.. . Revelation'.7 What is
particularly interesting about Sumner's approach is his manipu-
lation of the explicit demand for an essay in natural theology so as
to produce a strong emphasis on the need for revelation, that is,
the Bible. With Malthus in mind he tries to show how the suffer-
ing inevitably associated with population growth nevertheless
bears testimony to God's wisdom and goodness. There is much
argument to the effect that the inequalities of society are necessary
in mankind's present circumstances if virtue is to be practised,
since the pressure of population upon subsistence compels those
virtues, including civilisation and intercourse between nations,
which only inequalities can produce. Suffering is part of the trial
mankind needs in the present state of moral probation, as prep-
aration for a future life which reason and revelation alike
demonstrate.

The usual argument from design appears and there is reference
to the mechanism of the natural world, but we are also left in no
doubt about the severe limitations of natural theology. In the
words already quoted by C. M. Burnett: The real use of Natural
Theology, is to show the strong probability of that being true
which Revelation declares.' Although 'Reason and Revelation
mutually support and assist each other', reason is inadequate to
satisfy questioning and gain obedience. 'Natural reason conducts
us to the door of the temple', but we must then be led by revel-
ation. There is much in the world to suggest that the creator does
not communicate with it; and the ancients who made use of
natural theology
knew more than enough of the harmony and design of the universe to
draw out an unanswerable argument from final causes: and, in point of
fact, they did draw out both that and other arguments so far as to leave
us indisputable proof that the God of NATURAL THEOLOGY will never be
anything more than the dumb idol of philosophy; neglected by the
philosopher himself, and unknowable to the multitude.

As it stands Sumner's argument is inconsistent: natural theology
is a dumb idol, but it can tell us enough to silence doubts based on
Malthus and lead us to revelation's temple. Yet despite the
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inconsistency, it has the ring of truth. According to Sumner, it is
foolish to pretend that we are in the same position as Socrates and
Cicero:

The experiment of vindicating the moral administration of the universe
without the help of a future state, has been sufficiently tried. The necess-
ity of general laws, or the imperfection of matter, or the inevitable
consequences of human liberty, or the degrees of perfection of possible
worlds, may serve by turns to exercise, or amuse, or perplex the reason-
ing powers of a few philosophers. But something more satisfactory must
confute the sceptic; something more consolatory must soothe the
afflicted; something more irresistible must arm the moralist.8

Half recognised in Sumner's work, but not brought to full con-
sciousness, is the fact that we bring to nature the divine purposes
which we see there. Sumner was struggling to escape from the
dominating influence of Paley and other proponents of the design
argument, and he obviously felt that some larger view of the uni-
verse was required than could be inferred by mere unaided reason
from the observation of phenomena, whether natural or human.
At the same time he could not simply deny that God is revealed in
his world and leave it as the happy hunting ground of an atheistic
materialism. According to Sumner, men do not spontaneously
infer the creator from the observation of nature. They take this for
granted, and it is only through the development of reason that a
genuine inference can be made. He then has to recognise, how-
ever, that trained reason can envisage three possibilities: that the
world existed from eternity, that it was formed by chance, that it
was created by an omnipotent and intelligent being. The first idea
is dismissed as scarcely worthy of attention, but the second
demands more comment.

Sumner appeals to the contingent nature of geographical
features and astronomical facts:

Can we conceive it otherwise than arbitrary, whether our earth should be
attended by a single moon, or be surrounded by as many satellites as
Jupiter or Saturn? But if the world be necessarily existent, these things are
not arbitrary, but governed by the same immutable necessity by which
the world itself exists: unless it can be denied, that to suppose the possi-
bility of alteration in that which exists necessarily, involves contradiction,
and is absurd.9

What was unthinkable to Sumner was precisely what Hume had
proposed as a real possibility and what natural philosophy was
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beginning to establish on a large scale as actual fact; but although
Sumner was very much aware of Hume, who finds mention at the
very opening of Volume 1, he makes no attempt to meet the
arguments of the Dialogues. In an Appendix devoted to geology
Sumner refers to

an apparent tendency to attribute various catastrophes or revolutions
. . . to a sort of mechanical agency of its own . . . to natural causes arising
out of its constitution. The effect of such philosophy is, of course, to keep
out of sight the interference of the Creator: it would be more consistent
in the advocates of the eternity of the world, than in those who admit the
fact of its creation by an Intelligent Power.

Similarly, some have been misled by the infinite variety of
nature's productions into the false conclusion that there is a
'chain of existence' which destroys the essential distinction
between man and the animals.10

Since Sumner knew of no valid philosophy to substitute for the
invalid natural theology he had inherited, he turned to the only
other authority there was and rested his principal evidence of the
existence of the creator 'upon the credibility of the Mosaic
records'.11 Volume 1 is largely taken up with a rationalising
approach to the Old Testament.

Reason may lead us to a belief which was made certain for the
Hebrews by the miracles which they witnessed. Sumner argues at
length that Moses knew the creator by revelation, and that this was
not merely so that he should be aware of the divine origin of
Israel's laws. The knowledge of the world's creator was the truth
for which the organised nation was brought into existence, so that
it could teach it to the rest of the world. That is to say, 'the Hebrew
polity . . . was divinely instituted, for the purpose of preserving the
records of creation'.12 The literal truth of Genesis chapters 1—11
must therefore be accepted even though certain of the Fathers saw
them as allegorical. 'Either the first eleven chapters of Genesis . . .
are true, or the whole fabric of our national religion is false.'J3 The
supposed inconsistency between the Hebrew cosmogony and
geology is merely apparent, and Cuvier's Theory of the Earth is
appealed to in support of this view. Sumner also wishes to dis-
sociate himself from 'some friends of Revelation' who attack
geology, since Genesis had a more elevated purpose than the
description of details which can be supplied by science.^ And thus
did Sumner use a treatise on natural theology to withdraw from
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the arena of futile argument which it engendered, so that he could
rest the case for religion on an infallible Bible. This, regrettably,
depended upon the fiction that scientific discovery not only did
not, but could not and never would contradict the literal meaning
of Genesis 1-11.

A later writer, John H. Pratt, was much more clearly aware of the
serious threat to faith posed by scientific discovery, and his book
gives evidence of strong feeling on the subject.^ According to
Pratt, many were at a loss how to repel charges that scientific dis-
covery was opposed to scriptural statements:

The names of geologist and sceptic were regarded by the mass of
sensible but uninformed and astonished minds as all but synonymous.

The existence of Animals and Plants previous to the six days' work,
when first announced, was regarded with the same indignant scorn, as
the fabrication of ungodly men, enemies of the sacred volume, and fear-
less in their profane inventions. The Press teemed with attacks upon such
reckless theorists.

With religious belief in mind, Lyell is quoted at length lament-
ing the gulf between 'the opinions of scientific men and the great
mass of the community', a statement which occurred during his
'Address to the British Association' in 1846.16 Pratt's solution was to
reiterate the commonplace principle that nature and Bible both
have the same author and therefore cannot be at variance, but at
the same time he insisted on the basic truth that 'the Scriptures,
as being inspired by God, must be free from all error. Where terms
are used and facts are affirmed, which belong to the natural world
alone, they can in no instance be wrong, nor involve any error.'

Scripture is inspired and therefore 'infallible in every respect'.
The chief cause of conflict between the Bible and science has been
the fallibility of man as an interpreter both of the Bible and
nature.!7 This meant that while Pratt regarded the Bible as pri-
marily concerned with spiritual and moral matters, this fact could
in no way be used as an excuse for mistakes regarding the natural
world. In the Preface to the second edition of his book he refers
to a section which has been added 'to show the high value we
should put upon the opening portion of the Book of Genesis, on
account of the important information it conveys'. When we look
to Pratt for the correct interpretation of Genesis we find him
appealing to Chalmers, Pye Smith and Hugh Miller (see pp.
107-18, 126-33 below). Lyell's address is quoted as confirming the
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view that scientific research will increasingly * elevate our concep-
tions of the Divine Artificer'. Some room for error is left in the
Bible as we have it by asserting that it was infallible only as orig-
inally given; nor could the biblical writers use the language of
science, because this is forever changing as discovery proceeds.

Yet throughout Pratt's book there is an inarticulate sense of the
very real threat posed by science to religion, and a desperate
attempt to cling to unerring Scripture in the face of an enemy
whose demands, by the 1850s, were not to be denied. The result
was the usual rationalising of the Old Testament text, the auth-
ority of which is at the same time proved by the way Jesus and the
apostles used it; although one feels that the interpretations
espoused by Pratt would have made strange listening in the syna-
gogues of first-century Palestine, despite the elasticity permitted to
rabbinic comment. He illustrates the closeness of the first two
groups of thinkers to each other, although his own emphasis on
scriptural authority and apparent alienation from real sympathy
with scientific method place him in the first rather than the sec-
ond; but at the same time it brings out the gulf which separated
conservatives from those who were really prepared to face the
facts. Professor Baden Powell, in his Essay on the Philosophy of
Creation, spoke explicitly of the irreconcilable contradiction
between geology and Genesis and asserted that the Judaical
cosmogony had died a natural death. Pratt quoted from the
volume with horror.

Donald MacDonald was another writer of the 1850s in roughly
the same sort of position as Pratt. He undertook to defend and
expound the first three chapters of Genesis, and while he believed
that nature and the Bible both came from God, there is no
suggestion that anything of religious significance can be learnt
from the former, and he implies hostility to a natural religion
'which may be proved by demonstration'.18

In his Introduction MacDonald makes it clear that rejection of
Genesis 1-3 as a record of fact had become commonplace, and in
his Preface he quotes a letter to The Times in which the correspon-
dent refers to a sermon in a London church in which it was
admitted that the discoveries of geology irreconcilably contra-
dicted the Mosaic narrative of creation. The correspondent had
heard with obvious relief that the truth of the New Testament was
quite independent of such questions concerning the Old. For
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MacDonald this was a view to be countered. He apparently
regarded Genesis as the oldest book in the world, and Genesis 1-3
contains 'literal historical statements' as against 'poetry, allegory
or mythology'. The Scriptures are a unity, and to impugn part is to
destroy the whole.!9

Nevertheless, MacDonald appears to have been well acquainted
with German scholarship, and he appeals to Hugh Miller, Lyell,
Pye Smith and Sedgwick in support of his interpretations of the
text. He is really too well aware of the issues surrounding biblical
exegesis to make a clear and convincing conservative case. Room
is left for some degree of figurative language, since otherwise we
have a 'jejeune literalism' which converts statements into
'puerilities'. The literary unity of Genesis 1-3 is maintained against
Document or Fragment hypotheses, but he admits that even as a
compilation of earlier documents it could be a genuine and
authentic historical work inspired by God. There is a lengthy
reconciliation of science and Genesis 1, even though the Bible is
concerned with moral and not scientific matters, and is expressed
in a language all can understand. Purely naturalistic accounts of
creation are dismissed, including the nebular hypothesis, the
development hypothesis of Lamarck and that of the author of
Vestiges; but geology and astronomy can be appealed to as proving
that the world and mankind had a beginning.20

MacDonald is prepared to follow Chalmers in his view that the
biblical text tells us nothing about the date of the original
creation, but he is not happy with the assignment of the geologi-
cal record to an indefinite period between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2, not
least because of the continuity of the geological record. Pye
Smith's idea of a localised chaos is also rejected as an artificial
reading of the text; but MacDonald is prepared to argue that 'day'
in Genesis 1 means a long period of time, and that God's sabbath
is the period of God's work of salvation in the hearts of men.21

One closes his book in bewilderment and with a lively sympathy
for The Times'' correspondent who escaped with relief from the
complexities of such controversy into the haven of the New
Testament.

MacDonald appealed to an earlier writer, George Holden, as an
ally, while Holden appealed to Horsley. A reading of these works
makes clear the tension put on the older conservative position by
the increase of scientific discovery, and the persistent threat of
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German scholarship. Holden asserts that the Holy Scriptures must
be accepted 'with full assurance of faith in their natural and
obvious sense', and those who favour the mythical, allegorical
approach are strongly attacked, including a good number of
German scholars. 'Modern liberality can go no farther than to
degrade the holy Scriptures into mere human, fallible, uninspired
writings, and to reject almost every ancient and established article
of faith. Surely, surely open enemies are preferable to such pre-
tended friends, whose smiles conceal a lurking venom, and who
have treachery even in their warmest professions.'22

The Book of Job is regarded as the oldest composition in the
world, and next to it, the Pentateuch. Moses was an historian
inspired to tell plain historical truth, and it is plainly anathema to
Holden to argue against specific biblical assertions that they are
absurd to us. The true analogy of nature shows that we must not
be surprised if revelation contains many things different from
what we should have expected and such as appear open to great
objections.23 Even Holden, however, found the position of faith
alone a little difficult to maintain. A literary-critical analysis of
Genesis 2-3 is naturally firmly rejected, but it is also argued against
at some length and in some detail. 'Cavils' must be removed, such
as the objection that it is an anachronism to suppose that Adam
and Eve used needle and thread to make themselves aprons of fig
leaves; and this is on the general principle that if Moses 'made the
mistake of representing events impossible to be accomplished in
the time specified, and of mentioning the use of certain instru-
ments before their invention, it must detract from his authority as
an historian, and weaken our belief of his inspiration'.^

It must, of course, actually destroy belief in his inspiration as
Holden understood it.

At about the same time as Holden was publishing his book,
William Buckland and Granville Penn were attempting to defend
the Mosaic narrative against doubts based on geology, but their
approaches were very different. In his Comparative Estimate Penn
makes reference to a review of Buckland's Reliquiae Diluvianae,
and to a review of the first edition of his own book.25 Both
reviewers had questioned the wisdom of connecting the dis-
coveries of natural science with sacred writings. For Penn, it was a
fundamental tenet that we must make the connection, since the
Bible does in fact speak of such things, its authority is divine, the
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God of Scripture and the God of nature are one, and therefore
one truth must be witnessed to by both. Penn refers to the
frequent fear that a connection will not be found, and to the
bewilderment of the believer in revelation when confronted by a
geology expounded without any reference to Scripture: 'there are
many, very many, who, in this age of mineralogical scrutiny and
geological theorisation, anxiously and reasonably seek for a plain
evidence of the coincidence, to give a sound, unperplexed, and com-
fortable establishment to their belief. It is to these that the Com-
parative Estimate \s especially addressed.'26

At this point, however, Penn parts company with the likes of
Buckland. According to Penn we are not entitled to say before-
hand what it would please God to reveal or not to reveal, and in
truth he has revealed geological fact; and all the geological con-
clusions of the Comparative Estimate are ultimately deduced from
'the revealed record of Moses', a record sharply contrasted with
'the inventive speculations of a Mineral Geology, 'the versatility of
geological invention', 'attempts to raise an edifice on vacuity',
mere theory which 'originates in the human brain .^ Later we
come to an even more fundamental objection to the speculations
of unaided reason:

It is revolting to reason, and therefore to true philosophy to observe how
strenuously physical science, though expatiating on the wonders of creation,
has laboured to exclude the Creator from the details of His own work,
straining every nerve of ingenuity to ascribe them all to secondary causes,
and, with what undisguised relief of thought, it exchanges the idea of God,
for the idea of Nature.

This leads inevitably to materialism. It is not enough to pre-
suppose a first intellectual cause. 'It is indisputably necessary to
propound it . . . to proclaim it . . . to recur to it repeatedly and
constantly , the alternative being to stray into error and 'become
ultimately lost, in all the horrors of moral darkness ,28

Of the three thinkers who remain to be considered, Thomas
Hartwell Home and Adam Clarke were famous as biblical com-
mentators. In Essays and Reviews C. W. Goodwin referred to
'Home's Introduction to the Holy Scriptures (1856 tenth Edition)' as
'a text book of theological instruction widely used'.29 Home, how-
ever, was interested not only in the details of biblical exegesis, but
also in the defence of biblical authority, a defence which he
obviously felt to be necessary. In his Deism Refuted^0 he clearly
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asserts the need for revelation and that this was to be found in the
divinely inspired Bible. 'I am convinced that we are incapable of
discovering for ourselves a religion that is worthy of God, suited to
our wants, and conducive to our true interest.' This is shown by
the appalling state of mankind where this revelation has not been
received. Nevertheless, the Bible will be found to pass 'the test of
a fair and rational examination', and 'there is . . . evidence for the
genuineness and authenticity of the Bible', which is proved to be
the inspired Word of God. A survey of the evidence shows that the
Bible can be depended on as the product of honest and well-
informed men, and this includes Moses' account of the creation,
which 'is perfectly philosophical, as well as sublime'^1

However, even well-informed and honest men may be mistaken
in drawing conclusions or repeating the opinions of others, and it
must therefore be shown that they 'were under the immediate
guidance and direction of God'. Evidences of inspiration should
be provided 'with which every rational creature ought to be
perfectly satisfied'.32

Thus does Home become an excellent example of what
happens to a conservative who allows reason to get its foot in the
door by being asked to adjudicate in the question of biblical
credibility. His case rests on the evidence of miracles and
prophecy, but this is essentially an appeal to the miraculous, since
prophecy is for Home a kind of miracle, the predictions of
biblical prophets going well beyond what an intelligent and
informed person could foresee without inspiration. He defines a
miracle as 'a sensible suspension or controlment of, or deviation
from, the known laws of nature'. There is a certain order or course
of nature which has been established by God, and this is seen in
the invariable laws of nature. When an event occurs in keeping
with these laws it is 'natural'; when an event deviates from them it
is a 'miracle' which God alone can perform through the suspen-
sion of nature's laws. The fact that miracles are incomprehensible
does not make them contrary to reason. Many natural occurrences
are incomprehensible to us, but this is a fact we overlook because
they are commonplace; and therefore incomprehensibility is not
an objection to the occurrence of miracles.

Reason, however, is rightly concerned about the reliability of
the evidence that a miracle has actually occurred. 'I have no more
reason to disbelieve them, when well attested and not repugnant
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to the goodness and justice of God, only because they were per-
formed several ages ago, than I have to disbelieve the more ordi-
nary occurrences of Providence which passed before my own time,
because the same occurrences may never happen again during my
life.'

The purpose of miracles must warrant the suspension by God of
his own laws, and can therefore never be trivial. They occur in
order to authenticate an individual's divine mission, as is illus-
trated in the lives of Moses, the prophets, Jesus Christ and the
apostles. These extraordinary acts of power prove the divine com-
mission of that person who performs them.' They 'mark clearly the
divine interposition; and the Scriptures intimate this to be their
design'. Home goes on to consider the historical criteria which
must be satisfied in order that a miraculous event shall be
accepted as having actually occurred, and this includes a fairly
lengthy discussion of the evidence for Jesus' resurrection.33

Prophecies in the Scriptures 'respect contingencies too
wonderful for the powers of man to conjecture or to effect'; to
which may be added what Home calls 'internal evidences' of the
divine authority of the Bible: 'the sublime doctrine and moral
precepts revealed in the Scriptures - the harmony subsisting
between every part, - their miraculous preservation, - and the
tendency of the whole to promote the present and eternal
happiness of mankind, as evinced by the blessed effects which are
invariably produced by a cordial reception and belief of the Bible'.
Furthermore, 'Nothing false or immoral can be taught by a God
of truth and purity.'34

Home presented his case with lucidity and force, and there are
many statements with which no one can quarrel; but this kind of
approach becomes a weakness if such statements are not carried
through to their proper conclusion. There is an attractive
simplicity about asserting the utter inadequacy or even impossi-
bility of belief in God on the basis of so-called natural theology,
and the clearness and sureness of such belief based on a handy
collection of inspired literature; but once the call to rational
inquiry is taken seriously, structural defects are revealed which
make it wholly unsuitable as a temple for those who wish to wor-
ship God with the mind. Much of what Home says in his Deism
Refuted creates the impression that any honest reader of the Bible
is engaged in a straightforward task whereby he immediately
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becomes aware of its revelatory character and divine authority.
This is confirmed by other statements in Home's works. Quoting
Bishop Horsley, he says: 'every sentence of the Bible is from God,
and every man is interested in the meaning of it'; and that it is 'a
discovery by God to man of himself or his will, over and above what
he has made known by the light of nature, or reason'.35 The
Mosaic narratives of creation and Fall are to be taken in their
plain, literal sense: they are 'strictly historical' and betray 'no
vestige whatever of allegorical or figurative description'^6

As we have seen in connection with Horsley, this did at least
have the by no means negligible advantage of drawing attention to
the natural meaning of the text, and taken seriously was a warning
not to bend biblical statements into artificial conformity with the
statements of modern knowledge when there was real incon-
sistency between them; but Home was no more equipped to face
this fact than any other conservative. The fiction of a plain scrip-
tural revelation could not be sustained, and Home knew it.37 The
invitation to examine the Bible critically or to interpret it is an
implicit admission that the Scriptures by no means present a com-
plete set of plain meanings to every honest mind or confine their
challenge to the spiritual and moral state of the reader. The very
titles of two of Home's famous works link critical study with knowl-
edge of the Bible, and criticism with interpretation. In the revised
edition of the latter we are advised that

It will be well... to bear in mind the progressive character of revelation.
There is, indeed, a substantial unity in the Bible . . . the various parts con-
tributing to make up that whole which the master mind of God intended
from the beginning. Yet the full understanding of his great plan was not
at once communicated. Fresh lessons, as time flowed on, were taught the
church of God. The new things never contradict the old; but they were
further developments of them.38

An approach which can be accepted for just so long as we do not
put it to the test of investigation. Once biblical credibility had
ceased to be an article of faith and had become an object of
rational inquiry, conclusions devastating to conservative belief
were inevitable, and one can easily sense this in Home's works
themselves. The dogmatism and assertiveness are those of a
defence becoming desperate for arguments and allies. Although
Genesis 1-3 is said to relate 'real facts' in literal fashion, Granville
Penn is quoted to the effect that 'Moses speaks according to
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optical, not physical truth: that is, he describes the effects of
creation optically, or as they would have appeared to the eye.' The
effects have been described accurately 'according to their sensible
appearance'. This has two supposed advantages: (1) the narrative
was adapted 'to the apprehension of mankind in an infant state of
society'; and (2) having an accurate record of the effects, we can
ourselves proceed to a more accurate determination of the
causes.39

The insistent repetitious emphasis on optical effect is note-
worthy. It is the lever by means of which biblical assertions are
going to be bent into an acceptable significance, and it is an instru-
ment which must be firmly grasped.

For Home, objections against the chronology of Genesis
'because it makes the world less ancient than is necessary to
support the theories of some modern self-styled philosophers' are
futile. Admittedly, those who wish to see the Genesis narratives as
mythical do not therefore regard it as merely baseless fiction. The
allegorical statement is a veil for 'real events'. 'But . . . any such
theory must be taken as irreconcilable with the facts of the case.
For otherwise the tendency of Genesis would be to mislead the
world. There is no indication on the part of the writer that he is
describing allegorically.'4°

For Home and his later editor Ayre the Mosaic history is either
wholly allegorical or wholly literal, and to take it in any other than
its obvious sense it to put the whole Pentateuch in doubt and
shake Christianity to its foundations. The mythical or 'poetic
fiction' approach is said to be a 'notion . . . current among the
divines of Germany', Bauer and Gramberg being named. Dr
Geddes is said to have adopted it, and it is said to be current
among 'the modern Socinians in this country'. In his Preface Ayre
states:

I have made considerable use of recent German writers. From the prin-
ciples of some of these I must plainly say I entirely dissent. Such men as
De Wette, Gesenius, Ewald, are profound scholars; but I consider their
views in many respects most erroneous . . . The works of Hengstenberg,
Havernick, Kurtz, and Keill, are far more in accordance with my
principles.41

The persecution of Samuel Davidson consequent upon his
modest attempt to introduce the principles of genuine criticism
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into his revision of the Old Testament volume of Home's Intro-
duction is well known.42

Nevertheless, it was only a rationalising rather than a rational
approach which could impose the restraint of 'caution' on honest
inquiry, and the distinctions of literary and historical criticism
arise naturally out of a proper study of the biblical text, regardless
of ill-advised meandering among the minefields of German
scholarship; and once critical examination is conceded, it raises
far more fundamental issues, and it is these which prompted the
evasions and desperate expedients essential to the defence of the
literal meaning of the text. As we have seen, it was the very foun-
dations of Christian belief which were regarded as threatened by
the application to the text of what is only a literary category, not
only harmless but necessary and useful. The real enemy was the
threat to belief in revelation and inspiration on the assumption
that an inspired revelation must be expressed in plain, literally
meant sentences and phrases, unless there is clear indication in
the text itself to the contrary. Minor accidents to the record in its
human transmission could be safely conceded, but no more.

This, however, creates a dilemma: if we query the assumption
about the literal expression of revelation, we are in effect suggest-
ing a revision of accepted ideas about inspiration and revelation
and are moving into the dangerous realm of natural theology,
since we must then face more general questions about the nature
and existence of God and his relationship with the world. If we
avoid this danger by refusing to be misled by corrupt reason and
its dependence on nature and human experience, we are forced
back to a defence of the Bible which can be conducted only
by suppressing legitimate questions and denying obvious con-
clusions.

Home must have been aware of this dilemma to some extent,
even if it were only a vague uneasiness in his mind. On the one
hand, natural religion and theology are characterised by him as
spiritually and morally useless, or even worse. He outlines the
dreadful consequences of being left to operate with the light of
nature alone, and one wonders if any truth about God at all could
be deduced from mere observation of the natural world. The
pagan thinkers of antiquity are used to illustrate the blindness of
fallen mankind left to its own intellectual devices.43 On the other
hand, Home asserts that we know God has the power to reveal
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himself and that being good, he would reveal himself for the
benefit of mankind; so that 'the works of creation prove that He is
a being of infinite power and goodness', and 'the works of nature
sufficiently evidence a deity'. If the pagan nations failed to recog-
nise God, this was because they 'made so little use of their reason'
even where 'he was easy to be found'.44 In the middle of a passage
expressing severe criticism of natural theology we read, 'To a
reflecting and observant mind, the harmony, beauty, and wisdom
of all the varied works of creation are demonstrative evidence of a
First Great Cause; and the continued preservation of all things in
their order attests a divine and superintending Providence.'

Likewise 'divine goodness, as displayed in the works of creation'
could give hope of reconciliation with God, but not at all how this
might be brought about.45

When Home is telling us how hopelessly inadequate or even
corrupt natural religion is, consistency demands that this should
simply be the prelude to the appearance of the Bible as the sole,
unique revelation; and his passages emphasising the evils of
natural religion do serve as a contrast to the saving truth known
only through the Bible. If the Bible was inspired, as Home
believed it to be, and if divine grace operated as he believed it to
operate, natural theology was an irrelevance, and one should turn
immediately to the Bible as the only necessary and sufficient
source of the truth about God and man, and learn there that God
has the power and the benevolent will to reveal himself to
mankind. Why, then, introduce quite inconsistent assertions
about God revealed in nature? and maintain that in certain
aspects of nature he was 'easy to be found'?

The answer is that when human beings did investigate nature
rationally they really did find out facts which were not immediately
obvious to common sense, some of them very remarkable facts,
and some of them completely at variance with scriptural asser-
tions. Furthermore, these facts were related by secondary causes
which excluded any need for reference to God. Philosophy there-
fore was not wholly corrupt, since it did reveal some truths, and as
we have seen, Home was happy to commend Moses' account of
creation as 'perfectly philosophical', and to appeal to 'modern dis-
coveries in philosophy' as confirming it.46 On the other hand, it
seemed to destroy the plain scriptural revelation fundamental to
Home's thinking, and seemed to bow God out of his own
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creation. The dilemma existed for Home, even if not clearly
recognised, because he had no philosophy which would enable
him to acknowledge all the facts while at the same time retaining
his faith. The result was a very half-hearted and spasmodic accept-
ance of a natural theology at variance with his main outlook, and
a determined effort to retain the Bible as the unique, indisputable
revelation of God expressed in terms which any honest person
could understand.

Home's need of philosophy is obvious once we examine the
supports of biblical authority to which he appeals, namely, miracle
and prophecy; the latter being, as already mentioned, really a
species of miracle in Home's argument. Let us leave aside the
internal inconsistencies and ethical problems in the text and the
use or influence of the Bible in some of the wars, massacres,
violent dissensions and power struggles which have disfigured
history; and let us acknowledge that Home makes shrewd and
valid points in his discussion of the miraculous. Nevertheless, no
hostility to religion or Church would be needed to compel further
questions from an open-minded inquirer, even sympathiser. Is
there not a difference between establishing through the examin-
ation of testimony that an extraordinary event has occurred, and
that it is in Home's sense a miracle? Why should we believe that
God has intervened rather than that further inquiry would bring
to light a naturalistic explanation of the event? Is there not a
crucial difference between the incomprehensibility of commonly
perceived events, and the incomprehensibility of events we never
perceive and which are by definition impossible? If all biblical
miracles occurred as described, why are such miracles never per-
ceived now, even in similar circumstances? Why was Jesus rejected
by people who witnessed his public performances of the imposs-
ible, bearing in mind that they were, according to the argument,
for the specific purpose of authenticating his person and message?
And why did Jesus offer such signs, and then denounce as 'evil and
adulterous' the generation which demanded them?

Home's stress upon the relevance of historical criteria is
welcome, but he himself accepts the Nile turned to blood and
'millions . . . fed with manna', which reveals considerable naivety
in the handling of historical evidence.47

Similarly, even those who believe in prophetic inspiration will
acknowledge the serious problems involved in turning this into
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unanswerable proof of irresistible divine intervention in human
thinking. Why, for example, could Isaiah but not Ahaz or
Hezekiah foresee and judge the political situation correctly? If
God simply wished Ahaz or Hezekiah to know the truth, he could
have intervened in their thinking just as easily as he could in the
case of Isaiah's. To reject this assertion because we prefer to think
of God responding to Isaiah's faith and commitment is to adopt a
view of God's relationship with mankind which is not that
accepted by Home. Once faith and commitment are admitted, it
is always open to the sceptic to argue that people who held the
views they did, and who felt the way they did, and lived in the situ-
ation they did, would foresee certain things which others could
not; and could not simply because they were not willing to do so.

No doubt Home believed that he had replied in advance to
such an objection by showing that biblical prophecies were made
about verifiable historical events which it was absolutely impossible
for a human being to make without being directly informed by
God; but not only does this raise serious literary and historical
problems; much more to the point is it that Home's implied view
of God and man leaves us with the unanswerable question why in
that case God did not and does not simply make all men see and
believe what is true.

Adam Clarke, like Home, believed that the Bible was the
infallible Word of God, spoken to the contemporary reader as
directly as God spoke to his original hearers, but also requiring
rational reflection for its proper understanding. He was also very
willing to use the latest scientific views in order to elucidate the
text. As was so often the case, the Bible is treated basically as an
history book, and we are invited to put confidence in it as such by
a mixture of appeal to common-sense considerations and encour-
agement to trust in the Holy Spirit. According to Clarke the
Pentateuch is unquestionably the oldest record in the universe
and the Decalogue probably the first regular production in alpha-
betical character.48 True knowledge is from Heaven, and is never
contradictory to itself; therefore reason and learning not only
coincide with Divine Revelation, but serve to illustrate and estab-
lish it'; and Clarke's own aim in his studies is to attain to 'a proper
understanding of the literal sense of Scripture'.49 In the ante-
diluvian period there were very few people, closely related to one
another and living to great ages, which means that they could
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easily pass on information until it reached Moses, who wrote every-
thing down. 'Yet, to preclude all possibility of mistake, the
unerring Spirit of God directed Moses in the selection of his facts,
and the ascertaining of his dates.9510

Nevertheless, Clarke is well aware of problems. The essential
truths of divine revelation may be agreed upon, but there is much
difference of opinion among competent and sincere thinkers on
points of great importance. The Authorised Version contains
gross corruptions in the English words added to what is found in
the original Hebrew and Greek texts, and thereby attributes words
to God which he never spoke. Religious people engage in contro-
versies, and it is implied that this is scarcely what one would expect
granted a perfectly clear revelation. Clarke hopes to state the
meaning and truth of each passage in a way acceptable to all those
who really want to know iU1 It does not, however, occur to him to
ask why the Holy Spirit should act as guide in the period when con-
ditions almost guaranteed accurate transmission of the records,
but fail so to guide in the increasingly complex circumstances of
later ages.

The relationship of New and Old Testaments in Clarke's
exegesis also raises serious questions about inspiration and literal
truth. In commenting on Genesis 3:1 he rejects the Septuagint's
ophis as a translation of the Hebrew nachash, and asserts that New
Testament writers have simply followed the Septuagint in this
mistake, and that they seem to lose sight of the animal and refer
only to Satan himself.52 Nevertheless, he was prepared to appeal to
the New Testament in settling the meaning of an Old Testament
text. The ruach Elohim of Genesis 1:2 has received various trans-
lations: 'a very strong wind', 'elementary fire', 'Sun', 'angels',
'anima mundi\ 'magnetic attraction'. Clarke favours 'Spirit' since
the Spirit is referred to as wind in John 3 and Acts 2.The remarks
of Jesus and the apostles prove Mosaic authorship of the Penta-
teuch; but Jesus' reference to the Flood, according to Matthew
24:36-44 and Luke 17:24-30, seems to be ignored in Clarke's
opinion that God gave 120 years' warning that the Flood was to
take place and that many thousands must have availed themselves
of this offer of divine grace.53

Clarke's own transparent honesty and sincerity destroy the idea
of infallibly guided authors producing a literally true text, and
equally his willingness to take account of current science raises
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questions about a religious interpretation of the universe which
only a wide-ranging philosophy could hope to answer. The origin,
constitution, and nature, of the universe, could never have been
known, had not God given us a revelation of his works.' 'Moses
alone, under the inspiration of the Spirit of God, gave a consistent
and rational account of the Creation: an account which has been
confirmed by the investigation of the most accurate philos-
ophers. '54 When we turn to the detailed commentary on Genesis 1
we are told that verse 2 seems to indicate that God first created the
elementary principles of all things, and that this formed the grand
mass of matter, the chaos; which was then arranged during six days
into the solar system. The 'light' of verse 3 is interpreted to mean
caloric or latent heat, spread through all nature, both light and
heat becoming actual through friction. Verse 4 refers to the
rotation of the earth 'by anticipation'. Verse 6 cannot refer to a
solid sky, which would deprive the passage of all sense and mean-
ing. The Vulgate's firmamentum is a misleading translation based
on the Septuagint's stereoma. What is actually referred to is 'space'.
On verse 10, the earth's rotation and the relative proportions of
land and water have made it into an oblate spheroid. On verse 12,
the immense power of generation within the vegetable creation is
revealed in the fact that if all the seeds produced from one
original elm tree matured, within a few generations there would
be enough to cover every planet in the solar system. On verse 24,
it is acknowledged that animal life is revealed in 'infinitely varied
gradations' and that the polype 'seems equally to share the
vegetable and animal life'. Verse 25 means that everything in the
animal and vegetable worlds was created in its own genus and
species, with all future generations seminally included in those
first made.

We begin to wonder if those who have suggested a develop-
mental, an evolutionary view of life may not be right; and if
secondary causes are so much in evidence why we should see God
in these purely natural events. Clarke would apparently have
fallen back on the traditional natural theology in answer to such
questions: 'The contrivance, arrangement, action, and reaction,
of the different parts of the body, shew the admirable skill of the
wondrous Creator.'55 He certainly expected to see the divine
purposes at work in creation, and perhaps this was for him more a
self-evident truth than an argument. It is more than a mere



80 Philosophy and biblical interpretation

curiosity that he regarded the sun and moon as habitable, and
thought that all planets and their satellites are inhabited and that
all stars or suns have a similar system of inhabited planets
attached: 'for matter seems only to exist for the sake of intelligent
beings'. There are 'innumerable worlds, all dependent on the
power, protection, and providence of God', who 'supports' these
worlds.56 When further astronomical research shows that the
extent of matter or energy is indescribably greater than Clarke
could ever have supposed and that there is precious little indi-
cation of life like our own anywhere in it, we begin to see the
danger of applying the results of rational inquiry to the eluci-
dation of ancient texts, without the benefit of some overarching
philosophy which can embrace both. And we wonder what the
purpose can be in creating elm trees which left to themselves
would in no time at all annihilate all life, real or supposed,
throughout the whole solar system. In commenting on Genesis
3:18 Clarke tells us that the enormous fertility of thorns and
thistles demonstrates the fulfilment of God's curse; but this is only
because thorns and thistles are often inconvenient to mankind,
whereas elm trees are not, and we are still left with the question
why members of all species produce vastly more offspring than can
possibly survive to mature life, especially when such survival would
in any case be disastrous for all other forms of life. It is scarcely
surprising that many should have later preferred natural selection
to explanations in terms of divine purpose.57

It was the aim of W. J. Irons, in his book On the Whole Doctrine of
Final Causes,^ to establish the unique authority of revelation by
general argument rather than by biblical exegesis, and it is an
argument which for the time contained remarkable insights. In
order to fulfil his main purpose Irons wished to show that a strictly
natural theology is unattainable, and that attempted proofs of
God's existence which start out from the fact of causation in
nature fail in their object. This applies to what we should call both
the teleological and cosmological arguments.

The great enemies for Irons are Romanism and a powerful
infidelity which takes the forms of deism, natural theology and
'liberality'. Romanism and infidelity 'have united their forces, for
open war, beneath banners inscribed with the outraged name of
"Liberal"'.59 Liberalism is particularly dangerous because it often
appears to favour religion; but for Irons this is merely obscuring
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the fact that human reason left to itself cannot give certain proof
of any single theological truth. Lord Brougham, whose view of the
significance of reason in religious belief was certainly very differ-
ent from Irons', is repeatedly attacked, and this includes strong
criticism of his edition of Paley's Natural Theology.

Irons pays incidental tribute to the great influence of Paley and
refers to his Natural Theology as 'confessedly a popular treatise',
while elsewhere he speaks of 'the unjustifiable idolatry of Paley,
which has been prevalent in this country'.60 As a prelude to his
criticism of Paley he makes use of the argument of Epicurus

That before the existence of the eye . . . it could not be known what sight
was; - therefore it could not be said that the eye was made for seeing. All
sight and consequently all knowledge of sight, must be subsequent to the
eye. Which argument can only be overthrown by showing, on other, and
quite independent grounds, that there existed previously a Being of
infinite knowledge and skill. It is clearly a very different thing to say -
certain things are well adapted to certain uses; and to say - certain things
were 'created/0/ certain uses. This latter sentence implies a Creator and
a Designer, who must first be acknowledged . . . 6l

Irons is perfectly willing to assert that there is divine design in
nature, but he rightly insists that this is a belief which we bring
with us to the observation of the world. Therefore, as he clearly
and correctly points out, Paley's argument is, as such, a petitio
principii:

This constant appeal to facts of fitness, can, of itself, prove nothing
certainly. To one who believes in God, on other grounds, these facts are
invaluable. The Christian rejoices in believing, that these facts of fitness,
or adaptation, all result from the design of his Gracious God; the
Natural Theologian has first to prove his God. He may then admit design
in Nature; but not till then.62

He goes on to give a clear and fully justified critique of Paley's
watch analogy. 63

Irons not only recognises but lays great stress on the fact that the
evils of the world, including appalling human suffering,
contradict design and the idea of an all-powerful wisdom and
benevolence. He makes a fierce attack on the underestimating or
playing down of the evil and pain in the world, and Paley receives
scathing comment in this respect.64 It is an interesting question, in
that case, whether or not Irons was entitled to retain teleology as
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an article of faith, having destroyed it as an argument for faith, but
it is not one which he raises or attempts to answer.

He then engages in a lengthy discussion of various meanings of
'cause' and comes to the conclusion that the word can only legit-
imately be applied to that which of itself makes anything begin to
be. On the analogy of human experience of what it means to be an
originator or cause of events he asserts that every cause must be an
agent, and that this implies intelligence in every cause; and this in
turn means that so-called physical causes are not causes at all, but
only the instruments or occasions of causation. We are then left
with the choice of attributing intelligent agency to nature itself,
pantheism, or recognising in such causation the power of God.
'Wherever there is Originating Efficiency there must be Life -
Power — Spontaneous Motion - in a word, Intelligence. There-
fore, to say that any "Laws" or Nominal "Powers of Nature"
are Efficient, Self-originating, or Self-operating, is to deify
Nature.'65

We might feel at this point that Irons is inconsistently offering
us his own natural theology: pantheism is the reductio ad
absurdum which leaves us with no option but to acknowledge the
transcendent deity's presence in nature, provided, of course, we
are also prepared to go along with the dubious analogy between
human agency and physical causation; but this would be a mistake.
Irons consistently maintains that no knowledge of God can be
derived from nature:

It appears that, by the unassisted efforts of Nature, we could no more
arrive at a knowledge of the Character, than of the Personality or Unity
of God. The union of goodness, wisdom, and power, in the Creator and
Governor of the Universe, seems incredible, on natural grounds . . . I
conclude, therefore, that though, without a revelation, we might arrive
at a certain knowledge that there was a Cause (or Causes) for all things
in Nature; yet we could never tell, whether there was only one Cause? or,
whether there were many? - We could not know even the Personality of
any such Cause, nor the moral character of it; we must disbelieve either
its wisdom, its goodness, or its power. So that not one single truth of
Theology could, by any possibility, be arrived at, on Natural principles.66

Why, then, does he offer us the argument about causation? The
answer is that Irons clearly appreciated that a natural world oper-
ating simply by means of necessary physical causes not only could
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not be made the basis for a demonstration of God's existence, but
is 'utterly destructive of every such argument'. A self-sufficient
natural world is a self-sufficient natural world, and while the
increase of knowledge may continually widen the physical context
of which it is a part, and although this context may appear to have
no limits, we are not entitled to establish a limit by the arbitrary
introduction of a transcendent deity.

Furthermore, Irons well knew that the chain of physical caus-
ation which was supposed to require God as its origin also created
problems for human freedom, thereby threatening to destroy
both morality and religion. He hoped to overcome this threat to
freedom, morality and religion by making God the only true cause
or agent in the physical universe. 'We thus make the Law of
Causation not merely consistent with, but the very basis of, all
possible Morality - the sole foundation of Human Responsi-
bility.'^ The personally conceived deity thus becomes the guaran-
tee of all that is most profoundly significant in human life; but
since the sole justification for interpreting the law of causation in
this way is the false analogy with human initiative, the argument
cannot stand. Irons displays a fine awareness of the aspects of
human experience which demand the revelation of God if they
are to have in reality the substance which they seem to have in
practice,68 but regrettably this is not worked out as a proper reply
to scepticism, and we are left simply with the basic facts of religious
and moral experience plus an unacceptable explanation of
causation.

Although there can be no doubt about Irons' independence of
thought, the similarity between his demolition of the generally
accepted natural theology and that of Hume is striking, and Irons
has no hesitation in appealing to Hume for support. His assess-
ment of Hume's overall argument is correct: 'It appears to me that
while Mr Hume confines himself to demonstrating the insufficiency
of the proof of Natural Religion, he is unanswerable.'^ He also
correctly sums up Hume's scepticism in his own words:

Mr Hume had denied that Man could obtain any knowledge of the Moral
Governor of the Universe from the works of Nature - even if the theory
of Causation were admitted; because we have no right to argue that any
Cause is more than the alleged Effect shows him to be . . . Now this Argu-
ment cannot be answered by those who derive all our knowledge from
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Sense. Therefore, if there be no Truths except empirical Truths . . .
Truths of Understanding' - there can be no Religions

Irons means by Truths of Understanding' those which lie
'within the province of sense and experience' and which therefore
cannot give us theological truth, which lies beyond experience.
On the other hand, Truths of Reason', which include the funda-
mental doctrines of religion, are unattainable by mere finite
intelligence. Such concepts as the unity, or the combined infinity
and personality, of God cannot possibly be reached by argument
or reflection.71

In his own way Irons anticipated H. L. Mansel's line of argument
in his Bampton Lectures of 1858. Human reason cannot grasp the
knowledge of God and we must therefore turn to revelation, that
is, the Bible, for it. We also detect in Irons' argument what is
present in Mansel's, the influence of Kant, and Irons does refer to
Kant a number of times, but there is no suggestion that he had
even begun to appreciate the critical philosophy in its full scope.
This was no doubt the consequence in Irons' case of other
demands upon his time and energy, but the further inevitable con-
sequence is that we are then left with a question of fundamental
importance concerning the authority of the Bible: Were the per-
sons who wrote the Bible and whose deeds and words are recorded
in it like human beings today, or not? If they were, how could they
understand what we are, according to the argument, incapable of
understanding? If they were different, how can the Word of God
which came to them come to us? The words in which they express
themselves can never really mean anything to us, since we are
incapable of sharing their religious experience.

The conservative reply must be to choose the first alternative,
that there is no essential difference between men and women of
biblical times and men and women now, but that external circum-
stances were different in that God performed miracles, intervened
in human history, in ways which do not occur now. The Bible is the
miraculous record of miracles, and that is why we call it revelation
in a special sense which cannot be given to any other recorded
experience; but this is no real answer to the problem, since we are
left again with a biblical world significantly different from our
own, not to speak of other problems such as those referred to in
connection with Home, questions which cry out all the more for
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an answer if we believe that miracles do still happen. If the biblical
world is essentially the same as our own, it may be that human
experience within it has something to teach us, but in that case
biblical exegesis and contemporary philosophy must go hand in
hand.



CHAPTER 5

Conservative natural theology:
Paley 's design argument

Those thinkers who illustrate the second line of approach to the
religious problems with which we are concerned are not dis-
tinguished from those who illustrate the first by their view of the
Bible, but by their view of natural science and philosophy.

All those in the second group felt compelled for one reason or
another to acknowledge the legitimacy of philosophical reflection
and research, which at the time included what we should call
scientific study, and they were more or less sensitive to possible
charges of dishonesty in the refusal to accept established facts and
valid conclusions and in the attempt to bend the meaning of
biblical texts to make them consistent with such facts and con-
clusions. This did not alter the fact that interpretations and
reinterpretations of the Bible had to be made, and that there were
frequent disagreements between the interpreters, and some
changes of mind. The assertions of rational inquiry were and are
irreconcilable with the plain meaning of certain biblical texts, not
least those concerning the creation of the world and its dissolution
and re-creation through the Deluge; and therefore attempts to
preserve the plain meaning of the text in the light of new knowl-
edge were doomed to failure from the start, and what was plain to
one interpreter was far from plain to another.

At the same time, the only natural theology available to such
thinkers was invalid. The rational inquiry and reflection they
rightly recognised as legitimate did not offer firm ground for
belief in God, any more than it could be reconciled, in the way
they wanted, with the assertions of biblical revelation. They there-
fore resembled a man standing with a foot in each of two boats,
the two vessels being gradually pushed apart by the steady current
of thought, despite Quixotic endeavours to hold them together;
and the alternatives were either a leap back into conservatism, a
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leap forward into a fresh but inadequate religious philosophy, or
disappearance beneath the advancing waves.

These thinkers will be considered in two chapters: this one is
concerned with an attempt to illustrate Paley's design argument
on a truly vast scale, taking into account all the major fields of
scientific inquiry known to the early nineteenth century. The first
of the eight authors involved in the enterprise, Thomas Chalmers,
will be dealt with in the next chapter.

THE BRIDGEWATER TREATISES

The Rt Hon. and Revd Francis Henry, Earl of Bridgewater, died in
February 1829. By his ' a s t will and testament a bequest of £8,000
was put at the disposal of the President of the Royal Society of
London so that he could nominate a person or persons to write,
print and publish a thousand copies of a work 'On The Power
Wisdom And Goodness of God As Manifested In The Creation'.
President Gilbert Davies, in consultation with the Archbishop of
Canterbury, the Bishop of London and a noble relative of the
deceased, appointed eight gentlemen to write on different aspects
of the subject. The result was the publication in the 1830s of eight
treatises in twelve substantial volumes.

The influence of Paley is not to be seen merely in the occasional
references to him, but much more profoundly in the domination
of the argument by the analogy between nature and a machine, an
analogy which could be illustrated from the treatises at length.
The words of Sir Leslie Stephen are apt: 'God has been civilised
like man; he has become scientific and ingenious; he is superior to
Watt and Priestley in devising mechanical and chemical con-
trivances, and is, therefore, made in the image of that generation
of which Watt and Priestley were conspicuous lights.'1 William
Prout in his brief Introduction offers his own illustration of the
argument from design: human beings provide themselves with
clothing against the cold, and animals are similarly so provided.
Animals, however, do not clothe themselves, and therefore this
end must have been accomplished by their creator. Prout thus
assumes that the product of human workmanship and design is
equivalent to the product of natural growth, although no one has
ever witnessed God clothing an animal, and such 'clothing' is an
integral part of the animal without which it would not exist at all.2
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It is not surprising that Prout, in common with his colleagues,
could not help giving expression to doubts and difficulties in the
presentation of the overall argument:

the instances . . . in which man is thus able to trace the designs of his
Creator, are really few. Man not only sees means directed to certain ends;
but ends accomplished by means, which he is totally unable to under-
stand. He also sees, everywhere, things, the nature and the end of which
are utterly beyond his comprehension; and respecting which, he is
obliged to content himself with simply inferring the existence of design.

We are here close to an admission that design is read into rather
than read off the works of nature. Prout, the pioneer chemist, was
more impressed by the incomprehensibility of nature's processes
than their clarity, and he admits that design in nature cannot be
proved 'by any argument founded on reason or necessity'. Instead, we
have to depend on common sense, which recognises design in
nature just as readily as it does in human artefacts.3 A similar
position is taken up by Whewell, who denies that we infer design
in the natural world: it presents itself to us just as it does in the case
of artificial products, and it is just as unavoidable in the one case
as in the other. 'It is not therefore at the end, but at the beginning
of our syllogisms, not among the remote conclusions, but among
original principles, that we must place the truth, that such
arrangements, manifestations, and proceedings as we behold
about us imply a Being endowed with consciousness, design, and
will, from whom they proceed.'4

This direct, immediate intuition is likened by Whewell to our
recognition of a person, our spontaneous knowledge of mind and
will inhabiting the physical frame confronting us; and once again
we come close to the admission of seeing in nature the reflection
of our own belief, the premises of the argument being supplied
with the truth which we wish to find in the conclusion. In fact, we
do not meet God in nature as we meet our friends and acquaint-
ances, and if we did, there would scarcely be that threat to
religious belief from the developing sciences to which Whewell
refers early in his treatise.5

Roget momentarily teeters on the edge of giving the game away.
He explains that he refers to 'nature' rather than 'God' producing
life in its multifarious forms in order to avoid the too frequent and
therefore irreverent use of the divine name: 'the term Nature' is
used 'as a synonym, expressive of the same power, but veiling from
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our feeble sight the too dazzling splendour of the glory'.6 Roget
did not, of course, think of'God' and 'nature' as synonymous, and
if he had made the experiment of writing 'God' throughout, he
would have been compelled to think again. We do not observe
God; we observe natural processes.

The recognition of mind and instinct in human beings and ani-
mals, and a certain vitality in both them and plants, fitted ill with
the machine analogy. John Kidd candidly acknowledges the inti-
mate connection between intelligence and instinct on the one
hand and physical nature on the other:

Should it be said, for instance, that the bee or the ant shews greater
indications of intelligence than many species much higher in the scale of
animal creation, it may be answered that those indications are mani-
fested in actions which are referable to instinct, rather than intelligence;
actions namely, which being essential to the existence of the individuals,
and the preservation of the species, are apparently determined by some
internal impulse which animals unconsciously obey.

Kidd finds instinct impossible to define since we are ignorant of
its real nature, and when he interprets the way in which insects
and animals cope with unusual circumstances he can refer to it as
both 'modification of instinct' and evidence of 'intellectual pru-
dence'. In speaking of the brain he states, 'no one can doubt that
the organ itself is the mysterious instrument by means of which,
principally, if not exclusively, a communication is maintained
between the external world and the s o u l . . . it must on every con-
sideration be admitted to be the instrument by which the various
degrees of intelligence are manifested'.

Although soul and body are distinct parts of our nature, Kidd
knows that they exercise a 'reciprocal influence' on each other,
which shows that the immaterial soul 'may be manifested by
means of a material instrument'. He also knows that the body can
determine or modify the moral and intellectual tendencies of the
soul, although determination is 'in a qualified sense'. He also
knows that changes in the physical state of the brain can effect
marked changes in mental activity. His fear of what a more
detailed analysis of the brain and its physiology might reveal may
be felt in his strictures on a certain Dr Gall, who, despite excellent
work in this sphere, carried his investigations too far, his work
being marred by 'indiscreet zeal'.7

It would be possible to develop out of the facts which Kidd
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recognised an approach to organic life which sees it developing by
reciprocal interaction with its environment, the two being utterly
inseparable and producing the 'intelligence' of ants and bees and
higher intelligences alike. He was, indeed, impressed by the unity
of nature which could nevertheless embrace immense variety even
within species, and by the fine gradations between ever-changing
phenomena which at times made biological definition and precise
classification difficult, if not impossible. He was aware of the claim
that rock strata demonstrate an evolutionary change from simpler
to more complicated forms, although it was a claim which he
thought had been disproved.8 It is not surprising that he disclaims
any attempt to put forward a formal argument such as would per-
suade a sceptic, and aims rather to provide for believers concrete
illustrations of how the physical world contributes to the advance-
ment of mankind.9

The dilemma confronting those who accepted the Paleyan
approach to nature was that it was impossible to square the facts of
observation with the machine analogy. Everything we mean by
'life' can only be related to nature's 'mechanisms' in some crude
and artificial manner. On the other hand, if we recognise nature's
organic character, she takes on a life of her own independent of
some contriving and supervising divine mechanic. She bears the
seeds of development within herself, and natural change neither
demands nor reveals purposeful design.

This dilemma is most clearly seen in Roget's treatise. In the
opening chapter on final causes, as part of the considerable
emphasis Roget lays on the machine analogy, he states that the
animal is made up of 'lifeless and inert materials'; it is an 'elab-
orate machine' in which life and energy mysteriously appear,
these qualities being 'apparently so foreign' to the 'inherent prop-
erties' of the material particles composing its body. Later he says
that 'mere machinery is incapable of generating force'. 'The living
body differs from inorganic machinery in containing within itself
a principle of motion.' When we take this with Roget's acknowl-
edgement of the 'dormant vitality' found in nature, we wonder
why it did not lead him to question the wisdom of making an
analogy between things so unalike.10

Later in Volume n we do find an admission of the limitations of
the machine analogy. According to Roget, an analysis of chemical
changes in creatures reveals processes which are subtle and
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complex and which cannot be repeated by men. A process of
growth and decay takes place in animals and plants which is dif-
ferent from the building up, maintenance and wearing out of a
machine. There is a vitality not to be found in machines, and the
formation of each creature or plant is closely related to that of
many others: it is part of 'the great scheme of nature'. Much later
in the same volume we read, 'No conceivable combinations of
mechanical, or of chemical powers, bear the slightest resem-
blance, or the most remote analogy, to organic reproduction, or
can afford the least clue to the solution of this dark and hopeless
enigma.'11

Roget speaks of vital force being conferred 'on the organized
fabric', but offers no defence of the view that higher energies have
been conferred rather than that they have appeared naturally in
the course of unified organic development.12 He himself refers to
the essential and complete interdependence of parts in any given
organism and the striking similarities in the overall structure of
widely varying species of animal revealed by comparative anatomy.
He mentions the hypothesis that all organic beings form a con-
tinuous chain of life from the simplest to the most sophisticated;
and also the hypothesis 'that the original creation of species has
been successive and took place in the order of their relative
complexity of structure . . . Many apparent anomalies which are
inexplicable upon any other supposition, are easily reconcilable
with this theory.'J3 The first hypothesis is dismissed on the ground
that the suggested system is incomplete, although Roget well knew
that gaps in knowledge were being rapidly filled and that four-
fifths of the insects then known had been discovered within the
previous ninety years. The second hypothesis is rejected in favour
of the idea of development according to divine plan, but this is a
tacit admission that much of the evidence produced to support
the rubric could be very differently interpreted.

The concept of adaptation was both crucial to the Paleyan argu-
ment and fatal to it. With the benefit of post-Darwinian hindsight
we can see that it is an essential, integral part of the whole organic
process and not, in itself, evidence of some external guiding hand.
And yet post-Darwinian hindsight was not really necessary for the
appreciation of this truth. A selective and rationalising attitude to
the evidence would have been clearly recognised for what it was by
any thinker adopting a genuinely objective approach rather than
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setting out to defend a cause, and both Paley's Natural Theology
and the Bridgewater Treatises offer ample proof of the fact.

Whewell, for example, argues that The length of the solar year
is so determined as to be adapted to the constitution of most
vegetables; or the construction of vegetables is so adjusted as to be
suited to the length which the year really has.' As he truly remarks,
if the earth were placed where Mars and Venus now are, all
vegetable life would be destroyed. He is dimly aware of the fact
that it is the conditions of this planet which have produced
vegetation as we know it, but this possible line of explanation is
simply dismissed.^ He refers to Laplace's objection to expla-
nations in terms of final causes, an objection based on the fact, for
example, that the moon's light is often hidden, whereas it could
have been arranged to shine all the time. Whewell's answer is
partly that we simply do not and cannot know why this is so; and
partly that any rearrangement we can think of would disturb the
stability of the whole system.^ This is, of course, tantamount to an
admission that the only sensible explanation we can offer based on
observation of natural phenomena is in terms of efficient, not
final causation. Later in the treatise he states,
Laplace himself, in describing the arrangements by which the stability of
the solar system is secured, uses language which shows that these
arrangements irresistibly suggest an adaptation to its preservation as an
end. If in his expressions he were to substitute the Deity for the abstrac-
tion * nature' which he employs, his reflexion would coincide with that
which the most religious philosopher would entertain.

It is, however, precisely our entitlement to make the substitution
which is in question, and Whewell's idea that the whole mass of
the earth is 'employed in keeping a snowdrop in the position most
suited to the promotion of its vegetable health' does not encour-
age confidence in the suggestion.16

As an illustration of divine purpose, Kidd tells us that 'almost all
the tropical islands . . . are guarded from the sea . . . by a reef of
coral rocks . . . and thus nature has effectually secured these
islands from the encroachments of the sea'. This is despite the fact
that shortly afterwards he gives a careful description of how coral
reefs are formed purely in terms of efficient causation.^

Buckland, in a striking and lucid opening to his treatise, shows
how the distribution of population and predominant occupations
are the consequence of geological conditions, ending with the
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remark, Their physical condition also . . . depending on the more
or less salubrious nature of their employments, are directly
affected by the geological causes in which their various occu-
pations originate.' He notes the dependence of geology for its
development as a science upon other sciences: physics, miner-
alogy, chemistry, botany, zoology, comparative anatomy; and this
leads to the acknowledgement that the large effects studied by
geologists have their ultimate cause in atomic reactions which
'are, and ever have been, governed by laws . . . regular and uni-
form'.18 He even declares at one point that the production of soil
and the way in which metals are disposed 'were almost essential
conditions of the earth's habitability', and that the advantages
man derives from 'great geological phenomena' should be
regarded as 'incidental and residuary consequences'. Yet he can
also express the view that the deposits of coal were placed where
they are for the use and benefit of the human race; and the
phenomena of geology are 'decidedly opposed' to all evolutionary
theories, and along with all the other sciences produce conclusive
evidence of design, 'the operations of the Almighty Author of the
Universe'.^

Further illustrations of this kind of confusion and rationalis-
ation with respect to adaptation could be multiplied at length
from the Treatises, and it is closely related to the concept of
chance, and what Chalmers called collocation, that is, the putting
together of the various parts which go to make up each item of
nature and nature as a whole; the latter idea is based on the
machine analogy as an assumption.

Once nature is approached in this way it becomes absurd to
suppose that the various parts which make up a plant or animal
have simply come together in some haphazard fashion, by chance,
and unthinkable that this should be true for the whole of nature.
Purpose must have been at work, and thus does chance become
the reductio ad absurdum to which natural theology can appeal as
the final, indisputable demonstration of divine design manifested
in nature, in whole and in part.

In speaking of the mutual adaptation of the vegetable cycle and
the solar year, Whewell asserts, 'No chance could produce such a
result'; and in his description of the solar system as an exhibition
of design he asserts that planetary orbits cannot be nearly circular
'by chance' but have been chosen 'with some design'. The
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stability of the solar system cannot be 'the work of chance', and
the fact that the sun is at the centre of the solar system 'could
hardly have occurred by anything which we can call chance'. A
candle does not appear upon a candlestick and a fire does not
appear in the hearth 'by the casual operation of gravity'.20

For Sir Charles Bell, the idea that the relationship of animals
and man to the changing conditions of the earth is to be
explained as a matter of chance is an 'idle' supposition; and for
Roget the myriad organisms in the vegetable and animal worlds
cannot be the consequence of chance, which is as good as to say
they had no cause at all: 'such a conclusion is contrary to the
constitution of human thought'.21 Kirby dismisses as absurd the
idea that the complex and numberless adaptations of the natural
world could have come about by chance, or 'nature, as some love
to speak'. For Kirby, the alternative to purpose is the random, the
only effect of which would be chaos. Similarly, for Prout the idea
that matter came into existence by chance is monstrous, and
we must therefore accept the only alternative of intentional
creation.22

The concept of chance will require further investigation when
we consider Chalmers, but that of 'collocation' was in itself disas-
trous as a clue to understanding adaptation. When Roget notes
the correspondence between the horizontal spread of a tree's
branches and the spread of its roots, so that rain off the leaves
provides nutrition for the roots, he sees 'a striking instance of that
beautiful correspondence, which has been established between
processes belonging to different departments of nature, and
which are made to concur in the production of remote effects,
that could never have been accomplished without these pre-
concerted and harmonious adjustments'.23

Nature, however, is not a gigantic department store, and the
harmonious adjustments spring from within and are not com-
pelled from without. In reply to Whewell we must point out that
the sun is not an item independent of the solar system as the fire
is of the grate, nor is our planetary system merely adapted to
receive the sun as the wick is to receive the flame. When Sir
Charles Bell promises to refute the opinion that outward circum-
stances are the cause of variety in and among animals, the fulfil-
ment of the promise is both inevitable and insignificant since the
refutation is based upon the supposed fundamental distinctness
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of creature and environment.^ If Prout felt obliged to confess to
some difficulty in supplying examples of design from the subject-
matter of his own discipline, this is not surprising: the force at
work in nature manifests itself in multifarious reactions and com-
binations, the mere observation of which gives no clue as to why it
is just these reactions and combinations which occur and not
others. Out of these reactions and combinations multifarious
organisms appear, and the natural world we now perceive is the
present consequence of processes spanning vast eras, to which
artificial production cannot provide the remotest analogy.
Nothing could be more different from such processes of growth
than the assembling of a watch or a steam engine.

As we have seen, there is from time to time in the Treatises the
recognition or hint of a very different way of reading the evidence
from that laid down in the noble bequest. The immense age of the
earth, the lessons of comparative anatomy, the fossil evidence, fine
gradations between species and wide variations within species,
interrelationships in nature and the harmony and unity of the
whole, adaptation of creatures to environment, the existence of
rudimentary and useless organs, the balance in populations main-
tained through the struggle for existence, nature's own vitality,
the evidence of development from simpler to more complex: all
these are recognised and make readily intelligible the emergence
of Darwin and Wallace with their theory of evolution, but the
Bridgewater authors preferred to force a preconceived interpret-
ation on the evidence, which they could only do by filling the
universe with innumerable gaps between innumerable parts, gaps
which only God could fill and parts which only God could join
according to a preordained plan. If we ask why men of intelli-
gence, integrity and learning should have adopted such a method
of argument, we must remember that what seemed to them the
alternative, chance, was not merely a handy stick wherewith to
beat opponents, but also the symbol of a barren universe in which
human life becomes meaningless. Deep-seated resistance to this
view of things was and is by no means confined to the authors of
the Bridgewater Treatises.

When the question is raised in the Treatises as to exactly how we
should envisage God's relationship with the natural world, no clear
and consistent answer is forthcoming. The operative picture is
that of a craftsman, a Platonic-type demiurge, assembling parts
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like a watchmaker, but on a breath takingly larger scale. The
crucial question is, When does the assembling take place? If it
took place at the original creation, if the world sprang into being
an already functioning whole, we may preserve the doctrine of
creatio ex nihilo; but the problem in this case is that the self-
perpetuating world of harmoniously functioning forces may, to all
appearances, contain the seeds of origin within itself. We are not
obliged from mere observation of the natural world to suppose
that it was made by a being external to it.

If, on the other hand, the assembling is going on all the time,
we are presented with a staggeringly impressive piece of divine jug-
gling, and we must redefine our concept of creation to include the
idea of ongoing processes, creatio continua. The fundamental
problem in this case is that this continuous creation is not open to
observation. The performance is indeed remarkable, and perhaps
all the more so because the performer is imperceptible. We may
be experiencing God at work in the processes of nature, but this is
not apparent. The world does not have the maker's name stamped
on it.

The words of Leslie Stephen are once again appropriate as we
confront the alternatives:

Place your creative impulse at any distance you please, at six thousand or
sixty million years, and Paley's God stands for the aggregate of the pre-
ceding forces. Since that date, the field is open as widely as possible to the
researches of science; before it everything is hid in mystery, which we call
God.

On the other hand, if the creative God is ever-present:

God, indeed, has all but become an object of scientific investigation; had
we but a sixth sense, we might expect actually to detect him in the act of
creating; and yet science may investigate the working of the machinery,
instead of its original construction, without risk of meeting the super-
natural. The man of science may examine the functions, when he cannot
inquire into the origin of the organs.25

We shall be more concerned with Thomas Chalmers later, but
it is worth noting here that he endeavoured to preserve the doc-
trine of creatio ex nihilo while at the same time wishing to see the
divine power and wisdom displayed in the production of order out
of the complexities of chaos. According to Chalmers, we may
think of God as being like a human artificer, but with the signifi-
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cant difference that while a human workman manipulates matter
with its inherent properties, God created both matter and its
inherent properties. This, however, only gives rise to the question
why God made things so difficult for himself. We admire the
human skill and strength which can overcome material obstacles
or turn the recalcitrance of matter to its own advantage, but it is
difficult to see why God should create obstacles merely in order to
overcome them. After briefly wrestling unsuccessfully with this
problem Chalmers escapes with relief from what he calls 'this
digression'; but it is no digression. The analogy of human work-
manship, basic to the whole argument of the Treatises and
supposedly providing a firm ground for belief in God through the
contemplation of his workmanship, is quite inconsistent with the
doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, which is a confession that divine cre-
ation is a complete and impenetrable mystery to which there is not
and could not be the remotest human parallel. Men do not create
ex nihilo. We must allow Hume to remind us that the creating of
worlds is something of which we have no experience, and there-
fore no idea.26

William Whewell asserts that we cannot know how God has
made and continues to sustain the universe, and that events occur
according to general laws and not by the exertion of divine power
in each particular case. Nevertheless, 'The properties of matter,
even the most fundamental and universal ones, do not obtain by
any absolute necessity, resembling that which belongs to the prop-
erties of geometry' - or, we may add, remembering Hume again,
algebra. It is only the universal presence of God's power and
agency which enables conditions to endure or changes to occur,
and Whewell quotes with approval a statement of the Bishop of
London that 'all the events, which are continually taking place in
the different parts of the material universe, are the immediate
effects of the divine agency'.27 Whewell concludes from this that
there is a vast difference between the way human beings create
things and the way God has created and sustained them; men can
only make use of matter as it already exists.

Whewell is obviously torn between his scientific knowledge and
his desire not to hand over the world to the operation of imper-
sonal forces. The result is the assertion of creatio continua,
although this is not clear, and we are left with a point of view which
denies the possibility of comparison between divine creation and
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human manufacture, despite the fact that this is the basic assump-
tion of the Treatises. The denial of necessity in natural processes
is more than we know, and it is contrary to the assumptions of
common sense and natural science. The analogy with geometry as
presented by Whewell is misleading, since geometry is a product
of the human mind, a set of definitions and logical connections
whose consistencies or inconsistencies we are directly aware of.
The connections we discover in nature are presented to us and for
all we can tell might have been different; but it does not follow from
this that in reality they could have been different, and the general
assumption is that they could not.

Both Kirby and Prout wrestled unsuccessfully with this problem,
Kirby insisting on using the Bible as a guide to finding the deity in
the works of creation. Kirby wishes 'to counteract that tendency
. . . to ascribe too much to the action of second causes . . . as if they
were sufficient of themselves, and without the intervention of the
First Cause, to do all in all, and keep the whole machine and all its
parts together and at work'.

Therefore, when Kirby's thinking is dominated by the Bible, we
learn that God is always in active control of the whole world
through instrumental powers symbolised by cherubim, clouds and
wings of the wind; but when Kirby turns his attention to the actual
subject of his treatise we learn that there are physical forces in
nature not controlled immediately by God, and we find ourselves
back in the familiar world of secondary causes and experimental
methods.28

Prout is likewise caught between acknowledgement of the
forces at work in nature and the desire to present evidence of
divine activity. Following Paley, he asserts that God operates in
nature through subordinate agents, acting according to rules
which he has prescribed to himself. There is no necessity in the
natural elements to make them act as they do, and the laws of
nature as we understand them are descriptive generalisations
based on experience of what actually happens. Chemical elements
have within themselves no power to act or react, and the quali-
tative distinction between compounds is somehow determined by
God. On his concluding page he refers to laws of nature as 'mere
delegated agencies', and to 'the GREAT FIRST CAUSE; who exists
and acts throughout the universe'.29

Nevertheless, we also learn that the most common and the
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simplest natural operations, in the minutest fragments of matter,
take place of necessity; and even at the original creation God may
have operated through 'delegated agencies and laws'. Certainly,
once the new forms of life had come into existence they were
given the capacity to reproduce themselves, and God himself
ceased to operate.30 Prout also thinks of primary arrangements
which create problems and secondary arrangements which over-
come the problems and thereby provide evidence of divine
design.31 The world has gone through different states in which
different laws of nature have prevailed; God strictly adheres to the
laws of nature, which are therefore unalterably stable; there is a
distinction between laws of nature rigidly adhered to and others,
which God breaks; but since laws of nature are only descriptive,
they cannot really be 'broken'; in any case, what appears to us to
be anomalous or defective may in reality be part of some vast cycle
or series beyond human comprehension; yet such infringements
are indispensably necessary to organic existence and disprove the
supposed omnipotence of the laws of nature; but the events which
chemists observe are necessarily connected and we are led
irresistibly to inevitable conclusions which are increasingly being
expressed in mathematical terms.

That is to say, inconsistency and confusion are scattered
throughout Prout's treatise, and on the subject of God's relation-
ship to the world this is characteristic of the Treatises as a whole.
It reflects the inadequacy of the basic analogy upon which Paley
and the Bridgewater authors relied and their failure to recognise
this and the need for a fresh philosophical approach to the age-
old problems of religious belief: problems which had received
powerful expression in the scepticism of Hume, and which were
being increasingly underlined by the developing picture of nature
provided by the burgeoning sciences.

Although the aim of the Bridgewater Treatises is to tell us what
man can learn about God by reflection on the natural order, some
attention is given to revelation, the Bible. God had revealed in the
Scriptures truths not to be found in nature, yet there is much
mention of nature in the Bible, and it was assumed that God would
not mislead readers in references to nature which are incidental
to his main purpose. From ancient times, of course, biblical
interpretation had provided students with problems which
admitted of no certain or generally agreed solution. Centuries of
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comment and controversy provide ample evidence of well-meant
and well-informed variety in expositions and explanations of what
the Bible means. Serious controversy, however, was based not
merely upon the acceptance of the Bible as true, but upon the
belief that this truth was of such vital significance that one had to
get it right; and the meaning did not by any means always lie
plainly on the surface of the text.

By the time the Bridgewater authors wrote, it was obvious that
natural scientists had produced and were producing a picture of
the world quite at variance with that given in the Scriptures, and
this created a new and uncomfortable situation for the
interpreter, who now not only had to answer the question, What
is the truth here revealed? but also the question, Is it, can it be,
true?

Roget quotes Job 12:7-9 opposite the title-page of Volume 1,
apparently in the belief that this gives scriptural support to the
idea of the deity whose beneficent designs are revealed in nature.
A reading of chapters 11-13 shows that nothing could be further
from the truth. Job invites Zophar to look at the facts: 'The tents
of robbers prosper, And they that provoke God are secure; Into
whose hand God bringeth abundantly.' God does as he pleases,
and there is striking arbitrariness in the fates of men. It is the
absoluteness of God's power coupled with the arbitrariness of his
will which we are taught by beasts, fowls, earth and fishes.32

William Kirby stretched the meaning of the rubric beyond its
intended limit, but the only effect of his effort is to suggest a
biblical view of nature very different from that of natural science.
Kirby believed that he could show by careful attention to the text
that the cherubim symbolise all powers in the universe, physical
and other, and since God directly controls the cherubim, this
means that he directly controls all events in the natural world.
'God acts upon the earth by what we call symbolically his feet',
producing whirlwinds and storms in the atmosphere and the
evaporation which produces clouds.

The Deity superintends his whole creation, not only supporting the sys-
tem he has established, and seeing that the powers to which he has given
it in charge to govern under him, execute his physical laws; but himself,
where he sees fit, in particular instances dispensing with these laws;
restraining the clouds, in one instance from shedding their treasures;
and in another permitting them to descend in blessings. Acting every-



Paley 's design argument i o i

where upon the atmosphere, and those secondary powers that produce
atmospheric phenomena, as circumstances connected with his moral
government require.33

The vagaries of weather forecasting may incline us to sym-
pathise with this view, but the scientific explanation of failures in
prediction is necessarily in terms of human error and ignorance,
and not the nature of reality. Like his colleagues in the Bridge-
water enterprise, Kirby wanted to acknowledge the laws of nature
but not give any credence to the view that they represented
physical forces operating of their own necessity. As we have seen,
when he turned in Volume n to give primary consideration to
natural facts, it was these forces which were recognised.

We turn from Kirby's bizarre exegesis to William Buckland for a
more sober attempt to reconcile Bible and science. Buckland's
task was more specific: to reconcile the geological record with the
account of creation in Genesis i. This biblical text is not an inci-
dental reference to the natural world, nor is it poetic or merely
rhetorical. It is a short collection of plain assertions placed signifi-
cantly at the very opening of the Scriptures. The geological
evidence that the earth, along with animals and plants, had existed
a very long time before the appearance of man is in conflict with
the biblical assertions that the whole process of creation took
place in six days, and that the animals and mankind were created
on the same day. Buckland was one of those conservative
interpreters who refused to attempt a solution of the problem by
taking 'day' to mean a very long period of time.

Instead, he adopted the view which had been put forward by
Thomas Chalmers that the long geological eras are by implication
referred to in verse i. Tn the beginning' refers to the immeasur-
ably distant past, whereas the chaos of verse 2 refers to the state of
the universe immediately preceding the creation of the world
inhabited by man. The Bible is primarily concerned with the life
and salvation of mankind and therefore omits details of the vast
period between the 'beginning', when matter was created, and the
formation of the present world. Geologists are thus provided with
a happy hunting ground in which they can pursue their interests
without the slightest danger of trespassing on theological prop-
erty. No less an authority than Professor E. B. Pusey is quoted in
support of this reading of Genesis 1:1.34

It is, nevertheless, a reading of which no one would have
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thought without the threat of science to stimulate it, and does no
justice either to the continuity of the geological record or to that
of the biblical text. 'That is not to say that conservatives con-
sciously sought to impose their interpretations upon Scripture; far
from it. But the fact that for them it was inconceivable that Scrip-
ture should speak contrary to the fundamental direction of scien-
tific thinking inevitably determined their interpretation of crucial
passages.'35 Quite so, and well said: but false and forced interpret-
ations remain just that, whatever the motives of the interpreter.
Buckland's honesty makes further reflection on the subject well
worth while since it shows that such unconvincing reconciliations
of Bible and science were and still are but the symptoms of a more
profound disease, that is, lack of philosophy.

Buckland admits that light must have existed during the long
geological period, since there were animals and vegetation which
could not have existed without it. This means that the command
of verse 3, 'Let there be light', is the restoration of light after a
merely temporary darkness referred to in verse 2. It also means
that the actual making of sun, moon and stars is included in the
original creation of verse 1, since they are part of 'the heavens'
referred to, and that verses 14-19 describe not the making but the
appearance of these luminaries as the vapours surrounding the
earth gradually cleared.

This last statement, however, is a plain contradiction of the text,
as anyone can see who cares to read it; and including sun, moon
and stars in 'the heavens' is simply to ignore a distinction which is
also quite clear in the text. There is nothing in the text to suggest
that the dark chaos of verse 2 was purely temporary, and verse 3
most naturally reads as the first creation of light. It is therefore not
surprising that Buckland should require 'some little concession'
from 'the literal interpreter of scripture', but when we recollect
Bishop Horsley's uncompromising insistence on the plain mean-
ing of Genesis 1, we realise that what is being asked for is no 'little
concession'. Furthermore, Buckland has to assume that no
human being existed in the long geological period supposedly
covered by Genesis 1:1, and this put his biblical interpretation at
the direct mercy of further geological and palaeontological
research.

Buckland, however, did more than bend the Bible in a vain
endeavour to make it and science speak with one voice. He
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enunciated two principles which should guide biblical interpret-
ation: first, that the Bible is solely 'a guide of religious belief and
moral conduct' and therefore never intended to give information
about divine operations 'with which the human race has no con-
cern'; and second, that the record of the creation of our world is
relative to the needs and perceptions of mankind, and the details
of the text must be understood accordingly.36 He himself pushes
the second principle too far, but it is more important to note that
it is capable of application far beyond the boundaries of Genesis 1.
The notion of revelation adapted to human capacity opens wide
the gates to acknowledgement of marks of human frailty in the
sacred text as a whole, and the need to disengage this from the
genuine divine message; which then demands production and
justification of the principles according to which we make the
distinction.

The first principle leads to the same conclusion. As it appears in
Buckland's argument, it suggests that any reconciliation between
Genesis and geology is unnecessary. He claims that it is 'proper
. . . to consider how far the brief account of creation . . . can be
shown to accord with those natural phenomena'; but this is not
proper at all if the Bible is a religious and moral guide and not a
manual of science. He claims that 'the results of geological
enquiry throw important light on parts of this history, which are
otherwise involved in much obscurity', forgetting that the
obscurity was divinely inspired and concerned 'matters with which
the human race has no concern'. The inconsistency is that of an
honest man caught between the idea on the one hand that God
cannot inspire error, and the fact, on the other hand, that human
error is all too manifest in the sacred writings, while at the same
time he wants to remain loyal to the profound truths which the
Bible contains. This could only be done by undertaking a
thoroughgoing revision of theology which would include restate-
ments of what we can mean or ought to mean by 'inspiration' and
'revelation', but the dominant natural theology not only did not
encourage such restatement but was a positive hindrance to it.

Within the Treatises themselves there are occasional hints of a
wholly different approach to the problems of rethinking and
restating religious belief in the light of a rapidly changing outlook
on the world. Bell asserts that there are other things in life which
make religious hope and belief profoundly significant for us, and
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that these lie within the realm of personal relationships; that it is
possible for human beings to know too much, to gather facts too
great for the imagination to grasp. Such remarks reflect a certain
uneasiness with the whole of the preceding argument of the
treatise and betray an awareness that a much more fruitful line of
thought lay in a quite different direction.37

William Whewell, in Book in of his treatise, 'Religious Views',
argues that there is but one God. Man's moral and spiritual nature
is intimately and necessarily related to the physical world, in which
we see evidences of design and therefore the 'designer', God; but
close interrelationship of the moral and spiritual with the physical
argues for one God, himself of a moral nature. This is suggested
by moral awareness, since there must surely be something corre-
sponding to it in the universe at large.

This leads Whewell on to distinguish between the great dis-
coverers in science, and those who engage in mathematical and
mechanical deductions from great discoveries. The former are
very few in number and often of a definite religious disposition.
The latter are much greater in number, not always favourable to
religion, and supporting wholly naturalistic explanations of the
universe. Having reached this last point, the fundamental issue
behind all other argument in the conflict between science and
religion, Whewell argues that religious believers should not be
alarmed, since a wholly naturalistic explanation of the universe is
what might be expected from the kind of reasoning used by such
mathematicians and technologists. According to Whewell, they
take for granted the premises they are given and become too
much impressed by chains of deductive reasoning and their appli-
cation to given problems, forgetting the need for a power which
designed the whole and which alone can give it life.

All of this might seem to be little better than a repetition with
some variation of the invalid natural theology already so much in
evidence, but Whewell was led on to the assertion that mathemat-
ical reasoning and that of 'mechanical philosophers' is wholly
unsuited to demonstrating the existence and nature of God. For
this we must turn to the moral experience of mankind, the aware-
ness of moral commands which are sufficient of themselves to
merit obedience, and to the personal hopes and values known to
everyone. 'There can be no wider interval in philosophy than the
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separation which must exist between the laws of mechanical force
and motion, and the laws of free moral action.'38 This recognition
of the limitations of scientific reasoning and strict deduction, com-
bined with emphasis upon the moral and personal elements in
experience, offered the possibility of far more fruitful argument
than the main theme of the Bridgewater Treatises. It is a pity that
Whewell's mind was too much dominated by the design argument
and the vague concept of creatio continua to break away from the
traditional approach altogether and follow his own insights into
the nature of the evidence required for proper judgment in this
case. His inconsistency had a potential for development regret-
tably not realised.

We may conclude this chapter with brief reference to the problem
of suffering It receives scant and superficial attention in a natural
theology which is supposed to be demonstrating above all the
extensive evidence of benevolent design in nature: a demon-
stration which is particularly urgent for those who wish to see the
hand of God immediately evident in the processes of nature.
Chalmers is the notable exception to this criticism, but the rest are
lured, as Paley was when simply viewing nature as an external
human observer, on to ground where God can only be defended
on the Utilitarian principle; which merely raises the question why
the omnipotent God should be a Utilitarian.

Roget, for example, declares that the intention of the deity is
the enjoyment of life, and the immense and inevitable suffering of
the animal world is dismissed as a minor evil which is permitted for
the sake of vastly superior good. The laws of nature secure, on the
whole, the greatest and most permanent good. Making one
creature the food of another extends the benefits of existence to
an infinitely greater number of beings than could otherwise have
enjoyed them:
Thus does the animated creation present a busy scene of activity and
employment: thus are a variety of powers called forth, and an infinite
diversity of pleasures derived from their exercise; existence is on the
whole rendered the source of incomparably higher degrees, as well as of
a larger amount of enjoyment, than appears to have been compatible
with any other imaginable system.39

Goethe gave expression to a rather different view and an inter-
esting twist to the anthropological analogy:
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Denn unfuhlend
1st die Natur:
Es leuchtet die Sonne
Uber Bos und Gute,
Und dem Verbrecher
Glanzen wie dem Besten
Der Mond und die Sterne.
Wind und Strome,
Donner und Hagel
Rauschen ihren Weg
Und ergreifen
Voriiber eilend
Einen um den andern.

The echo of the Sermon on the Mount is unmistakable.
Goethe's conclusion is that we have no choice but to imagine the
gods, the 'unbekannten Hoheren Wesen, Die wir ahnen', on the
analogy of mankind. The divinely appointed laws of nature oper-
ate indifferently for all alike, and if rain falls on the just and the
unjust, if the sun shines on both good and bad, then we cannot
deduce the God of the Bridgewater authors simply by inspecting
the rain and the sunshine.4°



CHAPTER 6

Conservative natural theology:
Thomas Chalmers

Thomas Chalmers was the one theologian to contribute to the
Bridgewater Treatises, with a work entitled The Adaptation of
External Nature to the Moral and Intellectual Constitution of Man. To
some extent he shared in the failings of the rest of the enterprise.
He started out on the basis of the machine analogy and Paley's
teleology, and he regarded it as self-evident that intelligence must
spring from intelligence and that mind cannot spring from the
workings of 'unconscious matter'.1 Thus, from the very beginning
there is built into the subject of Chalmers' treatise a profound
division between the observing and reflecting human mind, and
the natural environment.

What Chalmers claims to be self-evident is, of course, by no
means so, and it certainly wasn't to Hume. Even if the point is
granted, we are still left with the question how mind and person-
ality are related to the material world, including our own bodies.
This line of reasoning leaves us with the crude 'Ghost in the
Machine' made famous by Gilbert Ryle, and all the problems of
Cartesian dualism.2 It emphasises the distinctness of observer and
observed nature, an emphasis of crucial significance only too
easily assumed rather than explicitly recognised, and leaves us
with the question how an object of one kind is, or can be adapted
to an object of a quite different kind. It may be that no answer to
the question is possible, but in that case some explanation is
required concerning the subject-matter of Chalmers' treatise as it
appears in the title.

The dividing up of what is essentially a unity also vitiates
Chalmers' attempt to demonstrate the absurdity of proposing
chance as the governing force in the production of the present
world rather than divine design. He argues that when two or more
parts of a given whole function together for some purpose, the
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more parts there are, the less likely it is that they came together by
accident and the more likely it is that design is exhibited. On this
basis it is obvious that structures such as the human eye or the
solar system comprise so many parts functioning together that the
probability of accidental combination is remote indeed, and in
the case of nature as a whole the probability against is well nigh
infinite.

It is perhaps worth commenting, before going on, that dis-
cussion of such argument is no mere shadow-boxing with the
ghosts of history. James Ward felt it necessary to deal with
Chalmers' 'collocations' in his Gifford Lectures for 1896-8, and
nearly a century further on Fred Hoyle makes precisely the same
mistake as Chalmers in trying to destroy Darwin's theory of
natural selection and demonstrate the need for a guiding intelli-
gence in evolution. Hoyle presents us with the idea that evolution
is arranging things and that they cannot possibly have been
arranged as they are by means of random variations; and granted
the initial assumption, the conclusion is irresistible.3 If countless
parts have to be combined in nature, it is unbelievable that they
should have come together by accident.

As a matter of fact, however, parts of natural objects are only
found existing in nature as parts of a whole and never separately.
We do not find retinas or the ligaments and muscles of the human
body or the fruit, leaves and branches of a tree coming into exist-
ence separately and then somehow coming together. Such
separate parts are the product of human analysis. We are actually
confronted by organic wholes which are themselves parts of larger
communities of interdependent organic wholes, and all together
form the great organic whole we call * nature'. Artificial products,
on the other hand, are made up of parts, and this makes them
radically different from what appears by natural growth.

Furthermore, Chalmers is thinking of relatively large-scale
parts: in the case of the eye, for example, parts which could be laid
out on a plate or represented in an elementary diagram, each with
its own properties and function; but these parts also have parts,
and analysis can continue until we come to atoms and molecules,
and then the forms of energy studied in physics. It is out of physi-
cal processes that the interrelated creatures of nature appear, and
observation can provide no justification for the distinction
between properties of matter on the one hand, and 'collocations'
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on the other. On Chalmers' view, if we start with fifty parts of a
watch and fifty parts of an organism it is equally unlikely that
either watch or organism will appear spontaneously, by chance. As
a matter of fact, it is quite impossible for either of them to appear
spontaneously, and no amount of juggling with the parts or
leaving them alone will ever produce a watch or an organism. The
one is irrevocably dead, and the parts of the other have to be
fitted; and dressing up in terms of probability a comparison
between things which are essentially different is merely mis-
leading.

Nor is probability itself a matter of purely statistical calculation.
Mere figures never tell us anything about the chances or prob-
ability of something being the case, and when they are held to do
so, this is always because they are combined with knowledge of or
assumptions about things and forces involved. If, for example, we
throw dice a million times and get double six every time, the
chances of the million and first throw being a double six are very
high: but only because we have explicitly or implicitly drawn con-
clusions about the state of the dice or the will and skill of the
thrower or some other such determining condition. Statistics may
reveal patterns which suggest how forces are operating and there-
fore enable us to work out probabilities with greater accuracy.

This fact is obscured because in some situations we express total
ignorance of the relevant conditions in terms of figures. If a full
pack of cards including two Jokers has been assembled at random
in our absence and left on the table, we might say that the chances
of the Queen of Spades lying on top are one in fifty-four, thereby
creating the impression of an accurate calculation, when all the
figure represents is the confession that we have no basis for
making any calculation at all. Some card must be at the top and it
is just as likely or unlikely to be the Queen of Spades as any other.
That is to say, mathematics by itself is useless as an instrument of
discovery. In the words of A. N. Whitehead, 'There is no valid
inference from mere possibility to matter of fact, or, in other
words, from mere mathematics to concrete nature.'4

The concept of chance is never defined or explained by
Chalmers, and yet the word may convey different meanings. We
may use it to refer to the absolutely random or purely arbitrary,
that which has no antecedent cause whatever. Or we may be
acknowledging the existence of natural forces at work but
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confessing our ignorance of or inability to measure or control
them, as in games of chance. Or we may be drawing attention to
lack of intention, the purposeless, also to be seen in games of
chance where the wishes of the participants cannot influence the
course of events. Both the wholly random and the absolutely
determined are purposeless, and 'chance' may refer to either case.
Certain processes may be determined by antecedent conditions
and also partially determined by will or choice, intention, aim,
purpose. An 'accident' ceases to be such upon the discovery that
the course of events was crucially influenced by deliberate action
directed to the accomplishment of the actual end. In the absence
of such influence, even if choices or aims affect circumstances in
other ways, we still speak of chance and the 'accident' remains just
that.

Chalmers, like his colleagues, rejected chance in the sense of
the wholly random, and by using a false analogy in which the
application of 'chance' in this sense is absurd, asserted what was
obvious or even tautological at the expense of dodging the main
issue. A sceptic who chooses to maintain that the world has come
into existence by chance, in the sense that it is the consequence of
physical processes working in a wholly determined way, uninflu-
enced by any conscious aim or purpose, is only referring to it as an
'accident' in a commonly accepted sense of the term. We may
think the choice of analogy wrong, but we cannot brand it as
absurd. If it is argued that the world has appeared by chance in the
same sense that a double six may appear by chance when dice are
thrown, this merely means that the forces at work operated with-
out the control or understanding of some personality external to
them: once again, a view we may reject, but which is no reductio
ad absurdum. A century and a half after the publication of
Chalmers' treatise Richard Dawkins has argued for precisely this
alternative on the basis of considerable scientific research,
although he prefers to speak of tamed chance rather than pure
chance, a linguistic tribute to the ambiguities of the concept.5

Nevertheless, Chalmers began to develop a different and
altogether more helpful approach to the problems of religion and
science, as we can see from the second volume of his treatise and
certain other of his works, especially his On Natural Theology, which
contains passages closely parallel to some in the treatise.6 In the
Natural Theology Chalmers makes his own independent attempt to
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meet Hume's challenge. He had read the Dialogues and the Essay
on Providence and a Future State and had taken the point. Paley's
authority is still explicitly acknowledged, but there are clear signs
of an attempt to break away from that devastating intellectual
influence. He says of Paley, 'He . . . brings it forward as a general
position, that wherever we meet with an organic structure where
there is the adaptation of complicated means to an end, the cause
for its being must be found out of itself and apart from itself.'7

Chalmers rightly finds this far from self-evident, and elsewhere
in the same work, in a long passage expressing warm appreciation
of Paley, nevertheless speculates, 'it were curious to have ascer-
tained how he would have stood affected by the perusal of a
volume of Kant'.8 Curious indeed! Chalmers has for a moment
forgotten about 'collocations' and glimpsed a view which would
have revolutionised British thought if it had been fully appreci-
ated.

Adam Clarke's a priori argument for the existence of God is
firmly rejected: 'we fear that when he attempts to demonstrate the
non-eternity of matter, and that to spirit alone belong the
attributes of primeval necessity and self-existence, he leaves
behind him that world of sense and observation within which
alone the human mind is yet able to expatiate'.

Chalmers rejects the argument that an existence must be con-
tingent if we can assert its non-existence without contradiction,
and rightly insists that we cannot impose on reality a certain
character merely because we can conceive things in a certain way
without contradiction:

Because we do not see the reason why matter should have been placed
here and not there in immensity - because we cannot tell the specific
cause of its various forms, and modifications, and movements - because
of our inability to explore the hidden recesses of the past- and so to find
out the necessary ground . . . for the being and the properties of every
planet and of every particle - are we therefore to infer, that there is no
such ground, and for no better reason than that just by us it is undis-
coverable.

According to Chalmers, the mere existence of matter does not
prove the existence of God, and as far as mere observation goes, it
could have been eternal. Furthermore, 'matter may . . . have the
necessity within itself of its own existence - and yet that be neither
a logical nor a mathematical necessity. It may be a physical
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necessity - a ground of which I understand not.'9 The doubts
about Paley and the criticisms of Clarke amount to an admission
that the world revealed to the investigations of natural science
could have emerged through the working of purely natural pro-
cesses which have continued to determine its manifold changes.

Early in his Natural Theology Chalmers confesses with respect
to Hume, 'The truth is that we do not conceive the infidelity of
this philosopher to have been adequately met, by any of his
opponents; whether as it respects the question of a God or the
question of the truth of Christianity.'10 Part of the strength of a
sound natural theology, according to Chalmers, is its initial recog-
nition that we do not know God as we know other persons and
things:

Our first remark on the science of Theology is, that the objects of it, by
their remoteness, and by their elevation, seem to be inaccessible. The
objects of the other sciences are either placed, as those of matter, within
the ken of our senses; or, as in the science of the mind, they come under
a nearer and more direct recognition still, by the faculty of conscious-
ness. But no man hath seen God at any time. We 'have neither heard His
voice nor seen His shape'. And neither do the felt operations of our own
busy and ever thinking spirits immediately announce themselves to be
the stirrings of the divinity within us. So that the knowledge of that Being,
whose existence, and whose character, and whose ways, it is the business
of Theology to ascertain, stands distinguished from all other knowledge
by the peculiar avenues through which it is conveyed to us . . . certain it
is, that we can take no direct cognizance of Him by our faculties whether
of external or internal observation.11

Chalmers answers this point by drawing attention to an element
in experience which can begin to lead us beyond those facts made
available to our consciousness through sense-perception and
mere introspection, and this element is our moral sense. He is
careful to distinguish between observation of the mind in a
Baconian sense, and the peculiar nature of the ideas of right and
wrong which form the subject-matter of ethics. Moral sense has a
special character which means that it cannot be satisfactorily
described or explained merely as one among all the other
phenomena of the mind. In his treatise Chalmers raises the ques-
tion how the emotions which arise naturally within us can receive
moral praise or blame, and he finds the answer in determinations
of the will, through the selection of feelings to be encouraged and
those to be discouraged. This in turn means that judgment has to
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be exercised, and it is here that morality enters in. Will is essential
to the existence of moral worth or worthlessness. Moral sense,
therefore, lies firmly embedded in human experience but cannot
be explained simply in terms of it.12

Does this mean that morality points beyond itself to God? No
clear and consistent answer to this question is given by Chalmers.
He wishes to stress the categorical character of the moral demand:
virtue has its own distinctive character apart from happiness or
beauty or even the right of God to obedience. It is a fundamental
truth that moral values remain even if there is no God. 'Though
the world were to be transported beyond the limits of the divine
economy . . . all sense of a ruling Divinity were expunged . . . still
there would be a morality among men, a recognition of the dif-
ference between right and wrong, just as distinct and decided as a
recognition of the difference between beauty and deformity.'^

It is easy to appreciate why Chalmers uses such emphasis, but if
moral sense and aesthetic sense are to be thus equated, we also
begin to wonder if moral feelings and judgments may not after all
be susceptible of naturalistic explanation. If they exist as part of
human experience regardless of God's existence, how can they
lead us from the solitary confinement of that experience to God?
The fact that moral feelings and ideas exist with their own ident-
ifiable character may turn out to be entirely explicable in the
categories of social anthropology. We must sympathise with
Chalmers to the extent of recognising that if that is the case, such
moral feelings, and the judgments based on them, have been
explained away; but perhaps this is the truth of the matter.

Chalmers' attempt to overcome the problem by comparing
ethics with mathematics merely makes matters worse. According
to him, ethical principles exist independently of actual facts, just
as mathematical principles do. Mathematics may be applied to our
observations of sun, moon, planets and stars, but the mathematics
would remain with its own validity and truth even if these celestial
objects did not exist. Similarly, ethical values remain even if there
are no facts to which they may be applied, even if there is no God.*4

Yet if this comparison is true, it follows that it is just as
impossible to get from morals to God as it is to get from pure
mathematics to the facts of astronomy. We may, of course, com-
bine mathematics with some facts in order to infer other facts, and
the inference can then be subject to confirmation or denial by
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experiment; and Chalmers produces an argument somewhat
along these lines by asserting that we have an obligation to search
for knowledge of God if there is no positive proof that God does
not exist; and because there cannot in the nature of the case be
such proof, since it would have to be based on omniscience, we
must follow those inklings in experience that God does exist. All
human beings have some idea of God, we are surrounded by evi-
dences of design in nature, and there is the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Thus does natural theology lead us to revelation.

By this time, though, Chalmers has forgotten his acknowledge-
ment of what is correct in Hume's scepticism, the destruction of
the design argument and the demonstration that human inklings
can lead to conclusions about deity very different from those of
Christian theism. Furthermore, mathematical demonstration and
moral certainty are very different, a difference clearly revealed by
reflection on the ways in which disagreements in the former are
settled compared with attempts to resolve problems involving the
latter. In his treatise we find a very different view of morality, con-
taining precisely that rational potential for which Chalmers was
seeking. There he tells us that the distinctive character of virtue
derives from the fact that it is the nature of God himself. 'He acts
virtuously, not because He is bidden, but because virtue hath its
inherent and eternal residence in His own nature. Instead of
deriving morality from law, we should derive law, even the law of
God, from the primeval morality of His own character.' Morality
4s seated in the depths of His unchangeable essence, and is
eternal as the nature of Godhead'.'5 If Chalmers had let his argu-
ment start out from this conviction, the real nature of religion's
claim to commitment and its complete incompatibility with the
use of reason in scientific investigation would have been laid bare.

This aspect of Chalmers' thought also enables him to offer the
one attempt in the Bridgewater Treatises to give serious and
extended consideration to the problem of evil. He firmly refuses
either in his treatise or his Natural Theology to be drawn on to
Hume's ground, and seeing virtue as the reflection of God's
righteous nature, infers that we are not entitled to judge the divine
exercise of creative power and providence merely in terms of
beneficence. Nor is the attempt to establish a balance of good over
evil sufficient, since we are still left with the question,'why, under
a Being of infinite power and infinite benevolence, there should
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be suffering at all'.16 The clue to the real answer lies within our-
selves. The supremacy of conscience bears witness to the fact that
mere happiness is not the prime concern of God: 'however much
he may love the happiness of His creatures, He loves their virtue
more'. It is also the case that a great proportion of the evils which
trouble mankind have their origin in the human heart, and if we
try to imagine what life would be like 'were perfect virtue to revisit
the earth', we shall gain a much truer idea of why there is so much
misery in the world. This in turn means that we must avoid crude
misunderstanding of the divine omnipotence, since suffering, and
even sin, may be necessary to the accomplishment of greater good
in ways which we cannot understand.^

Such an argument was not, of course, a complete answer to the
problem of evil, and Chalmers freely admitted as much; but he did
claim that it was a sufficient answer to scepticism, granted that we
have other good reasons for belief in God, and his claim to have
'neutralized' scepticism in this way is reasonable enough.

Chalmers was moved by a genuine revulsion against the idea of
a universe ruled by physical necessity, indifferent to human joys
and sorrows and all that gives life significance. The Natural
Theology leaves us with a deep sense of human need, brought into
focus by death, the horror of which is emphasised by Chalmers,
who, like many others of his generation, knew from experience
the meaning of serious illness and the premature loss of family
and friends. 'Let the picture of all those joys which gladden the
family circle be rendered as touching as it may - it is death . . .
which turns it all to cruellest mockery.'18 The design argument was
not inadequate merely on account of its invalidity: a watchmaker
God is too remote and impersonal. Human beings need a God
whose presence can be felt, and whatever confusions there may be
in Chalmers' overall argument, he clearly recognised that if
Christian belief is to be justified, a place must be found in our view
of the world for divine Providence and efficacious prayer. Inklings
of eternity are not demonstrations, and they may be regarded as
merely wishful thinking, but if they are dismissed we are left with
a universe which throws up and annihilates human life in a
manner wholly at variance with our own deepest feelings about its
significance.

At the same time Chalmers was too honest and well informed
not to gain a glimpse at least of what the developing sciences
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implied for a general view of the world, and the way in which they
were fleshing out what had been a genuine but abstract possibility
in Hume's discursive philosophy. He was therefore placed in a
quandary. It was all very well to use the limitations of natural
theology as an introduction to the hope and consolation which
only the revelation of the Scriptures could supply, but a more
positive philosophy of nature was required, without which the
Bible would stand isolated from the main currents of thought and
the claim that it should be taken seriously would be increasingly
ignored or contradicted. Like many contemporary religious
thinkers Chalmers assumed that natural and revealed must be knit
together in a unified philosophy. The uniformity of nature seen
simply as the expression of regular physical causation was the
great obstacle to the achievement of such a philosophy. He there-
fore grasped the nettle and attempted to reconcile science's basic
principle with the essentials of Christian faith, divine Providence
and prayer.

Chalmers believed that it was sufficient for him to provide a
possible view of God's relationship to the world consistent with
scientific method, and this leads him, regrettably, to depend on
the analogy of human intervention in natural processes in order
to justify the assertion of divine creatio continua: human influ-
ence in the natural world does not violate the laws of nature, and
therefore the personal influence of divine Providence and
response to human prayer do not violate such laws. When he then
has to face the objection that such effects are not, as in the case of
human action, actually witnessed, he replies at length that God's
intervention takes place at points beyond the reach of observation
and philosophy. For example, if we pray about a harvest or a
voyage, what we actually observe are natural phenomena behaving
according to their usual properties, but behind the scenes, as it
were, God is determining these sequences in accordance with his
own will.

This is clearly no argument at all. Chalmers cannot enjoy the
luxury of the sceptic in this instance, for he is an advocate; and
asserting that God is operating all the time in nature but that the
divine operations are beyond the reach of observation and philos-
ophy is mystification of the worst sort, not to speak of the dangers
of a pantheism wholly at variance with his fundamental beliefs. It
is perfectly true, as Chalmers insists, that there are conflicts
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between natural forces, and that we do not therefore surrender
the established laws of nature. If magnetic power overcomes
gravitational attraction in any given instance, there is not only no
contradiction between the laws of nature, but we are simply pro-
vided with an example of that continual tension between forces
which illustrates the laws and is their basis. In no way, though, does
this justify the introduction of some force for which there is by
definition no evidence. Even if belief in God is already satisfac-
torily established, this is no ground in itself for accepting the
immediate divine presence and activity in natural processes.

Nevertheless, Chalmers did come close to a much more plaus-
ible answer to the problem, and this was at the point where prayer
is likened to our attempts to influence other human beings,
coupled with the fact that such influences do operate and that
human beings do in turn influence the course of nature. If we take
Chalmers' own examples of harvest and voyage, it is obvious that
scientists can predict what will happen to a given acre of land left
to itself or an abandoned vessel drifting in the open seas, even
though such predictions will be limited, and even severely limited,
by the number and complexity of the relevant facts. If, however,
we incorporate the acre in a farm and man the ship, prediction
becomes impossible when we are unaware of the human choices
involved, but becomes much easier when we do know those
choices. That is to say, the presence or absence of human life in
any situation is crucial to the understanding of it, and if we can
believe that the divine influence is exerted through that crucial
factor, then the reconciliation between Providence and predic-
tion has been accomplished. As we have seen, Chalmers elsewhere
speculates about the transformation of a world ruled by perfect
human virtue, and the speculation is not an idle one. In a Dis-
course concerning the connection between theology and science
he refers to a sermon preached on the occasion of a cholera
epidemic and in answer to the scorn which had been poured on
the idea of a national fast, a spiritual discipline which it was hoped
would persuade God to intervene and stop the epidemic. It is
instructive to compare this view with his acknowledgement on a
later page of the vigorous medical aid given to victims in
Edinburgh and the consequent relative fewness of deaths in that
city. Further reflection might have led him to see in this latter
situation a true indication of how God can intervene in this world,
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not merely to alter the course of nature, but to fulfil the moral
ends which are as much an integral part of the world's life as the
natural forces through which they may be expressed.^

Chalmers' thought contains a proper appreciation of Hume's
scepticism, along with positive insights and many passages of
sound argument; but loyalty to an invalid design theology and the
barren doctrine of creatio continua stifled the coherent develop-
ment of a systematic philosophy. If Chalmers wondered how Paley
might have responded to the perusal of Kant, we may ourselves
wonder what the consequences for British thought might have
been if Chalmers himself had properly appreciated the Kantian
rather than the Paleyan reply to Hume.

Other authors who illustrate the second approach must be
considered more briefly, and in relation to certain major topics of
discussion.

Geology unquestionably constituted the major threat to
religious belief, but the fundamental reason for this implicated all
other natural sciences. This reason was the explanation of the
world's appearance purely in terms of secondary, or efficient caus-
ation, God being tacitly excluded from the process. In principle, of
course, this should have offered no difficulty to thinkers domi-
nated by a design theology for which the machine analogy was a
basic assumption; but confronted by the detailed presentation of
nature as a system of spontaneously operating causes and effects,
believers were made more sharply aware of the need for clear,
positive demonstration of the divine contribution to events; and
the position was not improved, as Hume had shown, when nature
was viewed as a great organism. The inevitable evolution of one
state of things out of another had an alarmingly self-sufficient
character about it, and one which also threatened to overwhelm
human consciousness, and religious belief along with it. In this
desperate situation the desperate remedy was all too often an
appeal to the doctrine of creatio continua.

E. W. Grinfield rightly perceived that if the moral government
of the world is to have any significance man must be a free agent,
and that without this free agency the universe 'would be but a
mighty machine'.20 However, this free agency is not merely human
but includes the activity of God: there is no demonstrable necess-
ary connection between causes and effects, such connection being
established by 'the positive will of the Creator'. Laws of nature are
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'the operations of an intelligent mind: not the blind results of
necessity, not the capricious evolution of chance'.21

William Buckland's Inaugural Lecture at the University of
Oxford, 15 May 1819, is an explicit justification of geology in the
face of fears that it does harm to religion, as the title makes clear.22

If geology lies under the imputation of being dangerous to
religion, this is because of the attempt 'to explain every thing by
the sole agency of second causes'. Fortunately 'the same proofs of
subserviency to final causes' are found in geology 'which are so
strikingly exhibited in the animal and vegetable creation'; but
geology goes further in exhibiting the continuing divine superin-
tendence of the world. The phrase 'laws impressed on matter' is a
verbal fallacy and can only really denote 'the continued exertion
of the Lawgiver, the first Mover'. The secondary causes investi-
gated by geology give 'proofs of an overruling Intelligence con-
tinuing to superintend, direct, modify, and control the operations
of agents, which he originally ordained', and 'the hypothesis of an
eternal succession of causes is thus . . . removed'.23 Whether or not
such a view can be rendered consistent with Buckland's recog-
nition of 'chemical and mechanical forces' regulated by 'the laws
of matter and motion', effects which have their ultimate cause in
atomic reactions which are and ever have been governed by
regular and uniform laws, is another question.24

A writer who welcomed Buckland's Vindiciae, with its emphasis
on design and the divine control of secondary causes, was James
Kennedy, who gave the Donnellan Lectures for 1824 i° the Chapel
of Trinity College, Dublin.25 In a Postscript to the Preface in the
published lectures Kennedy refers to a review of Penn's Compara-
tive Estimate in the Westminster Review for October 1825, in which the
reviewer asserts that it had never been held derogatory to
Almighty power that both creation and preservation took place
through 'intermediate agents or secondary causes'. Kennedy
rightly maintains against this that the difference between creation
and preservation must be recognised and that secondary causes,
being part of nature, cannot have existed until after the 'course of
nature' had been created, and that creation itself is unique.26 He
gladly accepts the reviewer's opinion that geology supports the
doctrine of final causes as well as giving evidence of upheavals in
nature which cannot have resulted from secondary causation, but
reveal divine 'interpositions'; yet Kennedy wishes to anticipate the
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possible discovery that such upheavals are actually explicable in
natural terms. He therefore denies that secondary causes operate
according to their own internal necessity, and sees them as
selected and continually imposed by God on matter according to
his will. He admits that it makes little difference in that case
whether we regard God as acting through secondary causes or
directly, but believes that concentration on secondary causes does
introduce the danger of giving them undue importance and
worshipping the creature rather than the creator. Accepting the
independent efficiency of second causes is 'atheistic belief, since
they 'are themselves creations'.27

Needless to say, no evidence is offered in support of these
assertions. For Kennedy they are the necessary conclusions of
religious belief, although they obliterate the distinction between
creation and preservation upon which he first insisted, and
contradict common experience and highly successful scientific
method.

John Anderson, the minister at Newburgh, well illustrates the
tension felt in the mid nineteenth century by the sincere religious
believer also moved by a genuine interest in natural science, and
the Preface in his book is an 'apology' for the publication of a
work on geology. 'I have often, and with severity at times, ques-
tioned myself as to the propriety of my geological pursuits, my
ardent love of them, and their compatibility with the strict dis-
charge of professional duty.'28 Design theology comes to his
rescue, but he was nevertheless left uneasy with developmental
hypotheses since he himself had to admit the existence of 'a
gradual progression from the little to the great, from the insignifi-
cant . . . to the noble and the grand'. He tries to overcome this
problem by asserting that each link in the chain is perfect in its
kind and that all is controlled by God, although it is not theology's
concern to decide whether that control is mediate or immediate.29
Later, in an attempt to fit such ideas into an honest interpretation
of Genesis i, Anderson suggests that the ineffable acts of creation
took place on literal days, but subsequent development took place
over long periods: thereby preserving a distinction between the
original unique creation beyond geological inquiry, and lengthy
changes in the life of the planet which are open to such inquiry.
However, no attempt is made to render this suggestion consistent
with the idea of a gradual progression of life with its perfect links
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all under the direct or indirect control of God. It is precisely the
idea of gradual progression over long periods which is utterly
inconsistent with the Genesis account taken in its plain sense,
whereas if the days of creation are slotted into the gradual pro-
gression from time to time, the consequent radical innovations
should be striking features of the geological record - but such fea-
tures do not appear. Not surprisingly, despite his own alternative
suggestion Anderson felt reluctantly obliged to interpret the days
of Genesis 1 as epochs, but his basic problem was how to avoid
interpreting the geological record entirely in terms of efficient
causation working gradually to produce the species we now
observe.

In a popular work, the Revd Thomas Pearson of Eyemouth
identified the fundamental enemy as a picture of the world domi-
nated by secondary causes and thereby excluding providential
care.3° Pearson appeals to the usual design theology, Brougham's
emphasis on the significance of the mental in human existence,
and biblical miracles, but he admits that the machine analogy is
defective. Men use already existing natural forces in making
machines, and those forces themselves require explanation.
Pearson finds this explanation in effect in the doctrine of creatio
continua, supported by an appeal to geology as providing con-
crete evidence of repeated creations. He frequently attacks
* naturalism', the idea that physical processes can be entirely
explained in terms of secondary causes, and he sees a link between
'The extreme scepticism of Hume, the old French atheistical
philosophy', and 'exclusive attention to mere secondary causes',
and the exclusion of 'a superintending providence'.31 There are
hints of an altogether more profitable approach in Pearson's
book, but these hints are never developed.32

At about the same time as Pearson, Horace Bushnell in America
was struggling to resolve the tension, not merely between science
and religion, but between the view of Christianity and modern
science as involved in a war of life and death, and the view of
Christianity as 'the foster-mother of science' and science as 'the
certain handmaid of Christianity'. Bushnell wanted harmony, but
he was painfully aware of discord.33 He sees the battle as one which
religion is losing, and he also knows that there is no denying
scientific method or the facts it uncovers. Nature 'is that created
realm of being or substance which has an acting, a going on or
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process from within itself, under and by its own laws'. He correctly
indicates the weakness of creatio continua: 'It is yet as e/the laws,
the powers, the actings, were inherent in the substances, and were
by them determined . . . a chain of causes and effects, or a scheme
of orderly succession, determined from within the scheme itself.'34

Bushnell's answer is to argue that the human power of choice
and decision which manipulates and directs the system of causes
and effects is the immediate obvious evidence of the supernatural,
and that this provides us with the analogy of the way in which God
operates on nature without destroying it. The miracles of Christ
illustrate this, and it is essential to 'moral government'.35 He also
appeals to geology as witness to the intervention of God, who
alone could have produced life on earth; which is tantamount to
making geology as much a witness to the miraculous as the
gospels. It would seem that Bushnell had not properly appreciated
his own comment on the apparent self-sufficiency of causation:
God's presence is not immediately evident in the workings of
nature, not even in its upheavals and exceptional occurrences; but
if we are treating the exceptional nature of the case as evidence of
miracle, we are putting ourselves at the mercy of scientific
advance, which may reveal exceptions to be evidence of ignorance
rather than signs of the divine. If, on the other hand, Bushnell is
really arguing that it is the moral and spiritual character of such
events which makes them miracles, he must show in what sense
such qualities, when revealed in otherwise apparently ordinary or
natural events, transform these events also into samples of the
miraculous. This is not a reductio ad absurdum of Bushnell's case,
but a plain statement of what is required if, as with Pearson and
Chalmers, more fruitful lines of thought are to receive their
proper development.

Thomas A. G. Balfour, MD, published a volume which started
out as an address to medical students, in which he wished to
demonstrate nature's symbolic witness to Christian truth.36 It was
sufficient for Balfour that nature was readily susceptible of
interpretation in the light of Christian revelation, provided only,
we may add, that the pious imagination was restrained by some
care in the selection of rationalised illustrations; but shortly after-
wards he produced another volume intended as an introduction
to The Typical Character, and to prove that nature symbolises the
kingdom of grace.37 Basic to his argument is the identification of
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divine power with forces at work in nature. He therefore has no
qualms about the fact that 'we find no distinct boundaries in
nature, no abrupt transitions; but in this grand picture we have a
most beautiful example of perfect shading, so that we insensibly
find ourselves contemplating the subject of another kingdom,
while we were not aware of having crossed any boundary line'.38
Nature's perfect shading had already been subjected to a much
more rigorous analysis and a conclusion drawn utterly devastating
to Balfour's kind of religious fantasising; and if nature could be
appealed to in support of belief, she could also prove fickle and
bestow her favours on undisguised scepticism. If nature really is
the picture of God continually at work, Hume's question as to
what we must infer about God becomes pressing indeed.

The conflict between the findings of geologists and the
assertions of the Bible is notorious, and it is one which seems
scarcely worth reviving. Today we sympathise spontaneously with
the geologists. The dating of a fossil in a lump of rock, or the
dating of the rock by means of the fossil, was a fascinating exercise
for some people, and no one could blame them for disputing the
relevance of ancient religious texts to its proper conduct. On the
other hand, innumerable fossils in the multifarious strata of the
earth's crust might be taken to imply an evolution of the earth and
its creatures during an unimaginable span of time entirely explic-
able in terms of secondary causes; and while such causes are still
with us, perceptible and more or less intelligible, God, however
dressed up in such laudatory terms as the great First Cause, has
become too remote to be significant. The attempt to restore God
to his creation by means of teleology was invalid, and by means of
a thinly disguised pantheism even worse. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that religious believers clung to the authority of the Bible
with the tenacity of survivors at sea clinging to substantial, if
gradually disintegrating, wreckage. Whatever might be true of
current philosophy, the Bible offered the hope of genuine life,
and the endeavours of believers to get the right understanding of
a few sentences in an ancient religious text formed part of a whole
metaphysical enterprise in which Genesis and geology do meet:
and the basic issue is still with us.

Chalmers, writing early in the century, could be dismissive of
geology.39 The contrast is made between Moses the acknowledged
historian who lived at a time near to the recorded facts, and the
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airy-fairy speculations of a distant posterity, 'the fanciful and ever-
varying interpretations of philosophers'.4° Geologists are infidels
who have strayed into the domain of the historian, and the burden
of proof lies on them, not the defenders of the faith. We cannot
place confidence in scientific conjecture, even when used to
support religious belief, over against the weighty testimony of
Moses.

Yet despite this robust confidence, Chalmers is obliged to make
concessions which ominously foreshadow the shape of things to
come. Robert Jameson, in his notes on Cuvier's Essay on the Theory
of the Earth, had suggested that the 'days' of Genesis i should not
be taken literally but as representing the long epochs uncovered
by geologists. For Chalmers, this attempt at reconciling Genesis
and geology smacks too much of the merely defensive, and such
laxity of comment, 'if suffered in one chapter of the Bible, may be
carried to all of them, may unsettle the dearest articles of our faith,
and throw a baleful uncertainty over the condition and the
prospects of the species'.41 Nevertheless, he accepts that all
geologists are agreed on the vast antiquity of the earth: there is no
division of scientific opinion here in which the religious believer
may seek refuge. This in turn means that he has to provide his own
interpretation of Genesis 1:1-2, according to which the vast
expanse of geological time is implicitly located between the initial
creatio ex nihilo of verse 1, and the chaos out of which our own
world emerged in verse 2: a reading just as artificial as Jameson's,
and just as fraught with danger for the believer in unquestionable
biblical authority.

Buckland was able to dispose of geological eras after the
manner of Chalmers, but the Deluge was another matter, since it
took place within the lifetime of mankind on the planet and could
not be conveniently ignored as part of the chronological void
supposedly implicit in Genesis 1:1. Yet all argument would go for
nothing and the worst fears of many churchmen be confirmed if
it had to be admitted that geology contradicted the biblical
narrative; and if the Deluge did occur, geologists must surely find
some trace of it. A few years after his Inaugural Lecture, therefore,
Buckland devoted a whole volume to the subject, the lengthy title
making quite explicit the attestation of geological phenomena to
'An Universal Deluge'.42

The work is dedicated to Bishop Shute Barrington, who had
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encouraged the investigation upon which it is based, and the
dedication acknowledges the relevance of geological studies to the
truth of the Mosaic narrative and therefore, by implication, to the
authority of the Bible. Nevertheless, what is striking about the
book's contents is the way in which they reflect Buckland's
enthusiasm for geological research and the irrelevance of the
biblical Deluge to the interpretation of the mass of findings he
recorded. A cave at Kirkdale in Yorkshire was discovered in the
summer of 1821 and examined by Buckland in the following
December, and a comparison was then made with similar caves in
England and Germany. The general picture to emerge was of
mud, pebbles and animal remains so disposed as to demonstrate
the action of flood water rushing in with great force and then
gradually retiring, consistently with the biblical narrative. Ironi-
cally, however, Buckland had to admit that the remains at
Kirkdale, along with those at Kuhloch, gave no evidence of dis-
turbance at all, and he concluded that they had been somehow
protected from the flood's ravages. The proper conclusion, of
course, was that they offered evidence against the identification of
the contemporary flood waters with a universal deluge, above all a
deluge of the dimensions described in the Bible.

It was inevitable that a man like Buckland, continually con-
fronted by fact and reason, should eventually be compelled to
recognise the futility of trying to square the facts of the geological
record with the details of an ancient myth, and in his Bridgewater
Treatise the argument for the Deluge is laid to rest.43

Along with geology, astronomy sometimes forced conservative
commentators into the reconciling mode of interpretation. The
Westminster reviewer with whom James Kennedy concerned him-
self in his Donnellan Lectures was so bold as to assert that 'No
ingenuity, nor any perversion of Scriptural commentary, can
reconcile the solar system, or that of astronomy at large, to the
Mosaic history.'44 Astronomical facts were too well established and
too closely associated with the name of Newton for anyone to
dream of challenging them; and Kennedy himself starts out with
the acknowledgement of geology as a genuine science. His
response therefore comprises a mixture of qualifications and
forced renderings of the text which are obviously, if unintention-
ally, fatal to the idea of biblical inspiration generally accepted.
According to Kennedy, the biblical writers used a popular style
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and were not concerned to present their readers with the full
principles of science. He refers to Bird Sumner's view that pre-
Adamite convulsions of the earth, like the galaxies, 'are matters of
curious reflection and sublime interest', but of no concern to
specifically religious belief. The sharp discrepancies supposed to
exist between Genesis and the findings of science disappear when
the language of Scripture is 'duly appreciated', and it is even
strong evidence of inspiration that in certain instances there is
deviation from the exactness of philosophical language, since
such language would have baffled those for whom revelation was
originally intended, and would interfere with the main aim of
Scripture, which is to convey moral and religious instruction.

As one struggles through the intricacies of Kennedy's lengthy
argument one wonders if it would not have been wiser simply to
admit that the accounts of creation and the assertion of a univer-
sal deluge are wrong, but for Kennedy the pentateuchal records
'are incomparably the most ancient, the most precise, and the
most authentic documents which have been transmitted, relative
to the first formation of the physical and moral world', and the
facts they record coincide with those revealed by science, such
coincidence being itself strong evidence of inspiration. Kennedy's
justification of this claim, which must ultimately stand or fall
according to the meaning of the text, takes the form of a long and
complicated exposition: the geological record is implicit in
Genesis 1:1-2; the recorded order of events in Genesis 1 is dictated
by reference to final causes; the 'firmament' is not solid but
denotes the atmosphere; the 'heavens' of verse 1 include sun,
moon and stars; the light of the first day is an independent agent
of vision with which the sun is later invested; the moon is at the
same time in inferior conjunction, but in just the right position to
'rule the night' when this is stated to have happened.45

Kennedy had taken the reviewer's challenge to heart, but his
mentally exhausting display of ingenuity merely proves the
reviewer's point.

John Pye Smith, Divinity Tutor in the Protestant Dissenting
College at Homerton, read the text somewhat differently in his
attempt to make science and an infallible Bible speak with one
voice. He acknowledged that there was no clear geological
evidence for a universal deluge, and he dwelt at length on the
impossibility of the Ark containing all species and the equal
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impossibility of their dispersal from Ararat. Geology also bore
witness to a continuity of animal and vegetable life which was
incompatible with the existence of a universal chaos immediately
preceding the creation of our present world at anything like the
sort of date indicated in the text, and an honest recognition of
these facts led Smith to surrender the idea that chaos and flood
were universal and to see them as localised, confined to the area
inhabited by mankind.

This suggestion is implausible enough, but Smith's honesty led
him into further difficulties over the general picture of the world
presented in Genesis chapters 1 and 2, which is one of perfect
peace and harmony, with death entering the world as the penalty
for human sin. Let it be immediately conceded that there is room
for disagreement over exactly how to understand the text on the
subject of death: nevertheless, the pain and carnage among ani-
mals to which science testifies has been continuous throughout
the earth's history, and, as Smith himself agreed, an essential con-
dition of organised existence. To deny it would therefore be to
deny the laws of nature, which are also expressions of God's will,
and for Smith this was an intolerable contradiction.

He argues therefore that death and the knowledge of it are
implicit in the biblical narrative before the Fall. Adam and Eve
must have known what death meant, since they understood the
divine warning that they would die if they ate the forbidden fruit;
and there must have been carnivores, since otherwise all animals
would have had to be herbivorous. The divine command to be
fruitful and multiply means the preservation of the species but the
inevitable passing away of the individual; yet this cannot apply to
individual human beings before the Fall, and so they must have
been exempted from natural death in the original state of inno-
cence, simply passing from one state to another without dying.
The laws governing the dissolution of animal bodies did not apply
to the human constitution.

Smith seems to have forgotten that in the original condition of
the world according to Genesis, the animals and mankind feed on
the earth's vegetation: an ideal state of affairs which the prophet
Isaiah believed would return under the reign of the Messiah. Nor
would Adam and Eve have to be acquainted with actual death in
order to grasp the meaning of God's warning; and to deny the
gradual dissolution and death of human bodies is not to reconcile
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nature's laws with the text but to imply their irrelevance to its
proper understanding, which is the exact opposite of Smith's
intention.

In dealing with certain other texts, Smith has to invoke further
principles of interpretation to help out a struggling exegesis. We
gather that since mankind does not have direct knowledge of God,
God can be thought of only in terms of analogy drawn from
experience and that therefore revelation must take place in the
same terms. This principle is reasonable enough, but it is next
applied to the Bible when it speaks of natural phenomena, and is
interpreted to mean that expressions and ideas were used 'such as
comported with the knowledge of the age in which they were
delivered': in fact, a very different matter. Smith, however, goes
even further and claims that the New Testament provides us
with a

justness and purity of conception concerning 'the things of God', far
superior to that which the ministration of Moses and the prophets could
supply. The one was obscure, tinctured with the spirit of bondage, only a
preparatory and temporary system.

We are therefore

fully warranted by divine authority, to translate the language of the Old
Testament upon physical subjects, into such modern expressions as shall
be agreeable to the reality of the things spoken of.

Thus armed Smith can, for example, reject the false translation of
raquia, 'the firmament', as 'expanse' or 'atmosphere', and admit
that it refers to a solid sky. In discussing the meaning of 'earth' he
can insist that the biblical language is not meant to convey physi-
cal knowledge; that it is adapted to the ideas and capacities, the
wants and conveniences of mankind, and this means that the
creation of the heavenly bodies refers to their appearance
through the atmosphere and their being instituted as lights and a
calendar for human beings. All of which is tantamount to admit-
ting that there is no reconciling the biblical picture of the universe
and that being unfolded by the natural sciences, and that if the lat-
ter is right, the former is wrong. It was also difficult, to say the least,
to reconcile such comments on the Old Testament with Smith's
own definitions of inspiration and revelation, and it is not surpris-
ing that he was accused by some conservatives of being himself
tainted with anti-evangelical German Neologism.46
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Hugh Miller's attractive piety and reverence for the Bible are
unquestionable. So also is the fact that he was a born naturalist,
with a special interest in geology, but keenly observant of the men,
women, and lesser creatures in his environment. As with Buckland
and others in a similar position, honest recognition of the facts
uncovered by scientific research was integral to his outlook, and
was part of his active life. The facts, therefore, once established by
observation and reasonable inference, could not be gainsaid. This
leads him to recognise the cruelties and killing among the
creatures which took place long before the appearance of man-
kind on the earth, and therefore long before the Fall. He rightly
rejects Pye Smith's attempt to localise the pre-creation chaos as
not in accord with the actual assertion and clear intention of the
text, as well as lacking geological support; and he also rejects the
long gap proposed by Chalmers and Buckland between the
original creation and the production of the present world. At
times he even seems to be on the point of breaking away from the
conservative approach altogether:

The geologist, as certainly as the theologian, has a province exclusively
his own; and were the theologian ever to remember that the Scriptures
could not possibly have been given to us as revelation of scientific truth,
seeing that a single scientific truth they never yet revealed, and the geol-
ogist that it must be in vain to seek in science those truths which lead to
salvation, seeing that in science these truths were never yet found, there
would be little danger even of difference among them, and none of
collision.

* Plain men' have made false deductions from the Bible: that the
earth is flat, the sun moves, the earth is about six thousand years
old. They have been corrected by geographer, astronomer and
geologist. The Bible is 'in reality intended to teach, - the way of
salvation . . . in every instance in which they have sought to deduce
from it what it was not intended to teach, - the truths of physical
science, - they have fallen into extravagant error'.

Science is concerned with what is discoverable by investigation.
The Scriptures are concerned with what passes beyond the
investigable: the divine authorship of the universe, the progressive
character of God's workings, the sabbath as 'a prophetic reference
to the great dynasty to come'. Miller therefore rejects those who
try to find natural philosophy revealed in Genesis: 'men such as
the Granville Penns, Moses Stewarts, Eleazar Lords, Dean
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Cockburns, and Peter Macfarlanes'. 'No true geologist ever pro-
fesses to deduce his geology from Scripture.'

The conclusion we naturally expect is that the Gordian Knot
shall be cut, the futile endeavour to find consistent accuracy in
biblical assertions concerning the world and universe completely
surrendered, and some more appropriate ground of biblical
religious belief looked for than the facts discoverable to system-
atised human curiosity; but our expectations are disappointed.
Instead we are plunged back into the fantasy world of make-
believe interpretation and foregone conclusion. In the conflict
between contemporary scientific fact and biblical scientific fiction,
the former is recognised, but the natural recognition of the latter
blocked by some kind of spiritual and intellectual apprehension.
The Revd Dr M'Cosh is quoted to the effect that 'Science has a
foundation . . . and so has religion. Let them unite their foun-
dations, and the basis will be broader, and they will be two com-
partments of one great fabric reared to the glory of God.' Miller's
true insights should have made him suspicious of the idea of
uniting foundations so unalike, but in the absence of a concept of
revelation which could include the notion of God communicating
spiritual truth either by means of or despite biblical fiction, there
was no alternative.

Miller therefore had to find room for geological time some-
where, and this was accomplished by making the six days of
Genesis 1 into vastly extended periods, although he had initially
taken them to be ordinary days of twenty-four hours each. He also
argues at length for a localised deluge, biblical phrases which
suggest universality being regarded as metonymic. The miracle
whereby all species would survive a truly universal flood was more
than the experienced naturalist could allow, and a restricted flood
could still make the moral point.47

It was still necessary, of course, to show that the order of
creation in Genesis 1 and in the geological record was the same,
and Miller believed this to be so. He was defended against criti-
cism by a certain James C. Fisher, who may be referred to as a final
example of what can be done to the biblical text if we really put
our mind to it.48 Fisher refers to and rejects Chalmers' and Pye
Smith's attempts to reconcile Genesis and geology, and supports
the view of Miller and others that the Genesis day is actually a vast
period of time, claiming that the great majority of geologists adopt



Thomas Chalmers 131

the same interpretation. He then makes the geological record
relevant only to the third, fifth and sixth days of creation. Days one
and two concern the initial creation of matter and its dispersal
throughout space; and day four the arrangement of the heavenly
bodies in their proper working order. In verse 5, 'day' first means
'light' and expresses its principal character 'and is in this respect
like our word caloric, with which it seems to be identical in mean-
ing'. In the latter part of the verse it means a long period of time.
The Hebrew grammatical particle eth in verse 1, which indicates
that the following noun is in the accusative case, is translated by
Fisher as a noun itself, meaning 'the substance of; and trans-
lations of raquia as meaning something solid are rejected as merely
childish. For Fisher it means the expansion throughout space of
already existent matter.

Such gross misinterpretation is not to be dismissed as simply
silly. It is ingenious and not uninformed: but it is a rationalisation
of the text based upon the fatal principle, held to by both Miller
and Fisher, that 'philology' can only be sound when it does not
commit the Scriptures to assertions which science has shown to be
untrue; and this despite Miller's acknowledgement that science
cannot be derived from the Bible, which is concerned with truths
beyond scientific investigation.

One of these truths was the unique character of divine creation,
partly recognised by Miller and partly ignored. He took the
seventh day 'rest' of God to mean the period of redemption, the
saving and elevating of mankind, and he rightly saw in the divine
sabbath a clear indication that God's creative work had ceased and
could not in the nature of the case be repeated. He was also aware,
however, of the sceptical conclusions Hume had drawn from the
necessary ignorance of human beings concerning creation, but
instead of holding to his genuine insight and facing the essentially
philosophical issues which had been raised, turned to geology for
the answer. With reference to Hume's essay on Providence and
the future life he says,

Now, it has been well said of the author of this ingenious sophism - by
far the most sagacious of the sceptics, - that if we admit his premises, we
will find it difficult indeed to set aside his conclusions. And how, in this
case, does geology deal with his premises? By opening to us the history of
the remote past of our planet, and introducing us, through the present,
to former creations, it breaks down that singularity of effect on which he
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built, and for one creation gives us many. It gives us exactly that
which, as he truly argued, his contemporaries had not, - an experience in
creations.^

Elsewhere Miller argues that geology supports natural theology
by demonstrating that what exists now had a beginning and that
this cannot be explained in terms of natural development: 'But
when the Lamarckian affirms that all our recent species of plants
and animals were developed out of previously existing plants and
animals of species entirely different, he affirms what, if true, would
be capable of proof; and so, if it cannot be proven, it is only
because it is not true.' The point is emphasised, and it is stated
with reference to certain shells, 'But no such genealogy can be
formed. We cannot link on a single recent shell to a single extinct
one.'50

This was a dangerous path to follow: once links were established
where previously they had been unexpected and unknown, it was
Hume who would appear as victor; while at the same time the real,
philosophical issues, had not been addressed.

Pye Smith had a philosophy of sorts, and as we have seen, recog-
nised that analogy was essential in human talk of God, and there-
fore, we must assume, in talk of divine creation. Smith depended
on the generally accepted design theology and such writers as
Clarke, Paley and the Bridgewater authors for detailed discussion;
but he also himself argued that what is contingent and dependent
presents itself to our senses, but that reason compels us to infer a
First Cause which brought the world into existence and gave it
motion. The original creation referred to in Genesis 1:1 was ex
nihilo, and Pusey's note in Buckland's Bridgewater Treatise is
criticised as Very obscure and quite nugatory', presumably
because Pusey refused to see in the verb bara itself any reference
to creatio ex nihilo. According to Smith, the vast succession of
changes taking place over vast periods of time has continued ever
since the original creation, and according to processes still in
operation. The temperature and constitution of the atmosphere is
the same now as when God first created man and the animals
associated with mankind, and the state of matter as first created
'falls within the province of General Physics to examine'; and
there is therefore nothing wrong in principle with the nebular
hypothesis, since God endowed these original simple bodies
'each with its own wondrous properties'; and these properties
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worked and are still working according to God's ways, that is, our
' laws'.51

On reading such assertions one feels that Hume might never
have lived; but whether or not, the alternative reading of the
evidence remains, and was and is a threat to religious conviction
in the absence of a valid response. If figurative talk of God and his
creative work is not based on direct acquaintance, it must have its
basis elsewhere, but it will not be found simply by observing
natural events.

The Revd Renn D. Hampden, later to achieve notoriety over his
appointment as Regius Professor of Divinity in the University of
Oxford, acknowledged that the use of language to convey truth
about God necessarily involves analogy, and that scriptural
revelation must use human ideas and language, these being the
expression of minds adapted to the course of 'outward nature'.s2

Thomas Balfour made this the basis of his whole appeal to nature
as a revelation of God, obviously unaware that his statements were
capable of very different interpretation. Balfour criticised Paley
for claiming to prove the existence of God independently of
revelation, but actually bringing to his argument the assumption,
which can only be learnt from the Bible, that man is made in the
image of God. If the assumption were wrong, then we might be
misreading the divine mind. Balfour aims to supply the deficiency
by concentrating on nature alone, and his first proposition is that
'all language is originally a symbol borrowed from Nature: there-
fore, all our knowledge of spiritual things is derived, indirectly at
least, from Nature'. God adapts his ways to our corporeal consti-
tution, and therefore 'no direct knowledge of spiritual truth can be
obtained, since it is only by material objects that the mind takes
cognizance of the truth'. 'The material element in language
appears if we attempt to describe the spiritual world.' 'That all
language was originally figurative is very manifest also . . . '53

The sceptical empiricist could scarcely ask for more. If spiritual,
divine truth is so bound up with nature, why look elsewhere for its
origin? Balfour read his biblically based theology into the natural
world, just as did Gisborne, who saw geological evidences of
tremendous convulsions in the earth as signs of God's wrath
against sin; and Grinfield, for whom the world presented the
picture of a Paradise in ruins.

Dubious interpretations of the Bible, or nature, in the interest
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of forced reconciliations between the Bible and science could only
in the end destroy biblical authority, and at the same time
threaten to destroy religious faith itself and any hope of a mean-
ingful life for humanity; although the religious thinkers who made
the attempt did not see things that way. Pye Smith maintained that
the truth of his biblical interpretation was quite independent of
natural science and stood upon its own evidence: an assertion
which was both absolutely sincere and absolutely false. He and
others like him saw themselves as honest believers basing their
faith and biblical exegesis on the obvious principle that the Word
of God in creation and the Word of God in revelation must be in
perfect harmony. Belief in the historical character of the Mosaic
narratives, let alone faith in their accuracy, may seem to us to be
no more than an interesting intellectual fossil, helping the curious
to reconstruct what seems to be an infinitely remote climate of
religious opinion, and throwing into sharp relief the truly
threatening character of critical scholarship for the people of the
time. Science has long since triumphed over the protestations of
the ignorant or prejudiced, and disputes about the so-called
Mosaic narratives carry us back to the age of alchemy. It would
seem best to leave the curious to their harmless pursuit.

Nevertheless, if this is our decision, we are guilty of a serious
misjudgment. Charles Gillispie in his Genesis and Geology states:

The most embarrassing obstacles faced by the new sciences were cast up
by the curious providential materialism of the scientists themselves and
of those who relied upon them to show that the materials of a material
universe exhibit the sort of necessity which results from control instead
of the sort which springs from self-sufficiency. The work of the scientists
supported a providentialist view which managed to be at the same time
mundane and supernatural - mundane as to appearances and super-
natural as to inferences.

Later Gillispie returns to the theme: 'if the infinity of physical
adaptations on which this popular theology rested turned out to
stem from their own interactions and not from a managing
Providence, what became of the Supreme Lawgiver?' The ques-
tion shows that the providential materialism referred to was not
merely 'curious'.54 Humean scepticism presented the possibility of
a world entirely governed by physical necessity, and 'natural
philosophy' threatened to transform the possibility into reality.
This same scepticism also apparently destroyed the claims of
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reason to draw conclusions about God and the future life because
reason could only operate on the foundations of human experi-
ence within this world, and never get beyond it.

When, therefore, religious thinkers tried to produce a reading
of the Bible consistent with the facts established by scientific
research, they did so as part of an overall attempt to meet a
scepticism utterly destructive of Christian religious belief. If they
had merely been concerned to preserve the value of ancient
writings despite their outmoded view of the physical world, they
would have had no more difficulty in doing so than in a similar
exercise with respect to the Dialogues of Plato or the works of
Roman and Greek poets and dramatists. The case of the ancient
literature sacred to Jews and Christians was different because it was
regarded as revelation from God. Thus did metaphysics and
natural philosophy compel a response from nineteenth-century
religious believers never before experienced in the history of the
Church.

A self-consciously strict conservative response was, at least in
theory, possible. In the face of reason's confessed poverty the
Bible would be accepted as a divine revelation, the miraculous
record of self-evidencing miracles. We cannot rise to God and he
therefore comes to us, and in this way human experience and the
Bible might be supposed to combine and thus provide us with the
basis of a sound incarnational theology. Miracles are by definition
breaches of nature's uniformity, and that would be precisely why
they should offer irrefutable helps to human weakness in the
acceptance of the religious and moral truths of the Bible.

Anyone who could swallow this religious philosophy was* and is
in an impregnable position. He could swallow Hume's scepticism
whole as well, provided his faith was large enough, as Hume him-
self indicated in the bitterly sarcastic conclusion to his essay on
miracles. There were, and there are, those who are prepared to
make the attempt, although this is not to be confused with the
innocent conservatism which knows nothing of metaphysical
scepticism, biblical scholarship or scientific methodology. Sophis-
ticated and self-conscious conservatism requires determination,
and involves concentration upon religious and moral lessons of
the Bible selected according to the culture or sub-culture to which
the believer belongs. It implies a clear-cut division between those
who believe and those who do not, because the biblical message is
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simply accepted as the bearer of salvation, or it is not. Reason may
be allowed to frisk happily among its natural companions, but into
the pastures ruled by faith it comes not at all; or only on a tight
leash and under strict prohibition of worrying the sheep. There-
fore as knowledge grows in the community at large, and argument
proceeds, the tension between biblically based faith and a secular
outlook becomes more and more powerful. As increasing num-
bers of people find the abdication of reason an impossibility in
that area of life which is most important to any human being, so
the circle of the truly faithful, Bible in hand, shrinks, making a
virtue of its own paucity.

Those believers who were not prepared to abdicate reason were
also unable to swallow Humean scepticism, and this in turn meant
finding an answer to it. Whatever the reply might have been, the
actual response involved combining biblical revelation with a
mixed acknowledgement and denial of truths in Hume's argu-
ments. The honest endeavour to produce a system of belief doing
justice to all the facts demanded an account of the concept of
revelation, as applied both to the Bible and to the world of the
present-day believer. The thinkers who made the attempt were
fighting a war on two fronts: one concerning the truth revealed in
the present to natural scientists about the world and human life;
and the other concerning the truth revealed in the Bible about the
world and human life. It was absurd to suppose that the two could
remain separate, because this would imply that there were two
mutually exclusive truths relating to the same subject. The prin-
ciple to which Buckland and others made half-hearted appeal, of
making the Bible the authority on moral and religious matters,
and thereby relieving the inspired authors of the responsibility of
getting their science right, itself raised rather than solved prob-
lems. Religious beliefs and moral judgments cannot simply be
divorced from the rest of experience, and they have implications
for the world of which we are a part, and either fit in with the rest
of our knowledge of the world, or do not; and this includes the
concept of revelation, which itself requires some explanation if
significant parts of the 'revelation' are false.

If, for example, Moses' teaching that the world was created, a
religious belief, is bound up in the text with assertions about the
order of creation and the time it took wholly at variance with grow-
ing knowledge, the explanation that God's purpose in communi-
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eating with Moses was purely religious and moral is inadequate.
The conveying of religious truth does not explain or excuse the
misleading of Moses as to matters of fact. If we then speak of divine
adaptation to human ignorance, it is difficult to imagine what state
of mind Moses must have been in not to be capable of compre-
hending that the world he knew had been brought into existence
over a very long period rather than six days, or that the sun and
stars had been made before rather than after the appearance of
the earth.

An adequate metaphysical response to Hume would have made
possible and encouraged a complete reappraisal of the concept of
revelation, and in that case biblical critical scholarship would have
been welcomed as a friend and incorporated into a larger intel-
lectual outlook and discipline. Instead, British natural theology
was flawed and inadequate, and weakness on this front involved
the desperate attempt to preserve inherited notions of revelation
on the other, and the implicit obligation to preserve the text, the
whole text, and nothing but the text. From this point of view
critical scholarship could be seen as nothing other than an enemy,
the virtual surrender not only of this or that biblical assertion, but
a whole religious philosophy. Nevertheless, the conservative
thinkers who fought this battle are not simply to be dismissed. A
repetition of their mistakes can be avoided and their genuine
insights welcomed. Above all, it is possible to appreciate their
instinctive awareness that a biblically based Christianity faced a
challenge, the evasion of which would be as serious as defeat: and
the challenge has remained and is stronger than ever.



CHAPTER 7

Liberal natural theology

It is obvious, but perhaps all the more worth stating on that
account, that much scientific research was carried out in the nine-
teenth century without any reference to actual or possible conflict
with religion. Many technical issues had no apparent connection
with religious belief, and in any case the truths revealed to careful
observation and intelligent experiment remained truths regard-
less of human taste, feeling and judgment. Furthermore, such
matters had their own fascination for certain minds, whereas
theology and biblical study did not; and if the essence of religion
was to walk humbly with one's God, such humility could only be
deepened by an increased appreciation of the works of God in
nature. Indeed, contemplating the wonders of creation might
seem to be a far more elevating occupation that participating in
endless, and at times acrimonious, theological and biblical debate;
and the pursuit of scientific research had nothing to gain by
attaching to itself the burden of ecclesiastical censure.

A glance at the early volumes of the Edinburgh Review reveals
much free discussion of scientific matters: chemistry, mineralogy,
geology and a new French Natural History in twenty-four volumes,
involving reference to such men as Black, Irvine, De Luc, Werner
and Lavoisier. The Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal was very
largely devoted to technical scientific matters, this being actually a
cause for complaint by the Very Revd Dean Ramsay in his Open-
ing Address to the Royal Society of Edinburgh, 2 December 1861.
The Dean wanted, alongside such technical subjects, more time
and space devoted to topics of a more general cultural interest;
thus bearing indirect witness to the dominating influence
exercised over many reflective minds by the novel revelations of
practical empiricism.1

Problems arose for religious belief only when the believer saw in

138
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science as a whole, or more particularly in evolutionary ideas, an
alternative explanation of things which excluded God; or when
scientifically based assertions about the world contradicted
biblical assertions. For example, Erasmus Darwin's poem T h e
Temple of Nature; or, the Origin of Society' received severely
critical comment in the second volume of the Edinburgh Review for
1803: Darwin was accused of leaving behind the proper role of
observer because he had proposed spontaneous evolution of
'living, intelligent, and moral existence' through 'the spon-
taneous operation of chemical laws and affinities', 'from sluggish
and unorganized matter'; all of which was 'in substance little else
than some of the wildest theories of "Zoonomia" done into verse'.2

Likewise, when his grandson published The Origin of Species later in
the century, critical responses appeared in the Edinburgh New
Philosophical Journal, motivated at least as much by religious as
scientific considerations. We have already seen that the threat to
the Bible could have similar consequences.

On the one hand, therefore, scientific research could produce
a mass of results which no one dreamt of denying, thereby bestow-
ing on scientific method almost unquestionable authority; while
on the other hand that authority could be challenged where evol-
utionary hypotheses were concerned because such hypotheses
went well beyond the immediately observable and the clearly
demonstrable. Serious disagreements among eminent scientists
could also lend specious plausibility to such challenges, especially
if religious-minded scientists were prepared to go along with
them. Nevertheless, there were those who saw the fundamental
danger to religion in this kind of approach. This was the unlikeli-
hood of scientific methodology being proved ultimately wrong,
and the much greater likelihood of disagreements, uncertainties
and mistakes being the fruit of ignorance; ignorance destined to
be removed by the patient application of that same methodology
to the solution of empirical problems. To accept science in most
areas of its activity but to deny it in some other area where it was
or appeared to be inconsistent with religious belief was to deny the
uniformity of nature, the rationality of the universe.

The third approach to the conflict of religion and science was
therefore characterised by insistence that properly established
facts and the uniformity of nature which they exhibited must be
accepted; that the truth or falsity of scientific hypotheses and
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theories must be decided by expert investigation and discussion,
and could not be settled a priori by religious considerations; and
that natural theology must show how to incorporate new knowl-
edge into the overall view of the world held by the Church.
Thinkers in this category were also not interested in defending the
infallibility of the Bible and were not prepared to cling to biblical
assertions if these were contradicted by scientific discovery. In this
last respect Horace Bushnell was a borderline case between the
second and third approaches, and illustrates the danger of taking
historical generalisations too literally. Bushnell asserted that
Christianity cannot be defended by an appeal to infallible Scrip-
tures, since if only one error is found, then the authority of the
whole corpus is destroyed; and he believed that both textual
criticism and geology had already ruled out such verbal infalli-
bility. Nevertheless, he appealed to the authority of the Bible to
correct what he felt was wrong with scientific method, and made
it the basis of his attempt to reunite the supernatural and the
natural; the more specific basis being St Paul's teaching in
Colossians that Christ is the one in whom all things con-sist. The
overall balance of his thought was therefore nearer the second
than the third approach.3

Representatives of this third approach will be found to vary
somewhat, in their attitude both to the Bible and natural theology,
although some kind of convincing natural theology would have to
be produced if such an approach were to become generally
acceptable; and this theology would have to include constructive
statements about inspiration and revelation which would preserve
or strengthen the authority of the Bible while at the same time
surrendering the idea of biblical infallibility. Thinkers in this
group generally failed to meet the challenge, Baden Powell being
a notable exception, in that he did make the attempt. There was
strong interest in freeing scientific research from interference
on religious grounds, and a strong tendency to accept design
theology without further examination, even if sometimes Paley
was felt to be open to criticism; and the Bible received what could
only be regarded by conservatives as cavalier treatment, and by
those inclined to scepticism as a tacit confession that modern
knowledge had utterly destroyed the idea of the Bible as 'revel-
ation'.

Sir John Herschel's famous Preliminary Discourse for example, is
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based on the bland assumption that all will be well between
science and religion provided scientists are allowed to get on with
their work unimpeded by considerations extraneous to such
research. Herschel refers to strong feelings which have been
expressed on the supposed threat of science to religion and which
are 'still occasionally brought forward'. The suggestion, in 1830,
that conflict belongs largely to the past is noteworthy, although
Herschel still feels the need to combat and comment on it.
Herschel rejects the attempt to reconcile specific scientific
assertions and apparently inconsistent biblical assertions: we may
be confident in the basic principle that 'truth can never be
opposed to truth', and that the answer to such problems lies in
free inquiry which will uncover truth at present obscure to us. The
deity is revealed in an harmonious nature: 'the testimony of
natural reason, on whatever exercised, must of necessity stop short
of those truths which it is the object of revelation to make known';
but in itself 'it places the existence and principal attributes of a
Deity on such grounds as to render doubt absurd and atheism
ridiculous'. However, 'to ascend to the origin of things, and
speculate on the creation, is not the business of the natural
philosopher'.4

The machine analogy was clearly a basic assumption for
Herschel, but his chief wish was to engage in research without the
distraction of engagement in wider controversy. The result was
facile optimism and unintentional hints at an atheistic view of life.
According to Herschel science is pursued primarily for its own
sake, but it does have many practical advantages, and he believes
that the success of scientific method will have a beneficial influ-
ence 'on the more complicated conduct of our social and moral
relations'. Furthermore, 'In whatever state of knowledge we may
conceive man to be placed, his progress towards a yet higher state
need never fear a check, but must continue till the last existence
of society.'5 A closer acquaintance with history and human nature
suggests otherwise.

Charles Babbage also assumed the truth of the design argument
and believed that this enabled him to justify the progress of math-
ematics and the sciences in religious terms, while at the same time
dismissing the relevance of awkward biblical texts to such matters.
He produced what he chose to call The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise,
although it formed no part of the original project.6 It was intended
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as a rebuttal of Whewell's view that mathematical and mechanical
reasoning are incapable of leading us to knowledge of the exist-
ence and nature of God. According to Babbage, the analogy
between human manufacture and divine creation is inevitably
imperfect but essentially true: and therefore, just as we admire
most the machine which requires no interference for its proper
working, so we admire in the creation the display of laws of nature
which reflect an intelligence and foresight infinitely superior to
our own. Consequently every increase in the knowledge of nature
draws attention to objective facts which strengthen the design
argument.

Likewise, what we call 'miracles' are events obeying laws of
which we are at present ignorant. It would be possible to make a
machine working with perfect regularity which nevertheless
produced occasional results quite out of keeping with the usual
pattern, and this is the way in which nature produces so-called
miracles.7

For Babbage it followed from all this that natural religion had
the advantage of being based on present knowledge and experi-
ence, while revelation depends on human testimony, the
reliability of which weakens with the passage of time; and this was
well illustrated for him by the impossibility of reconciling Genesis
and geology. The plain evidence of the senses and reason pre-
sented by geological research could not be denied; on the other
hand, Moses wrote long ago for a scientifically ignorant people,
adapting his message to their intellectual capacity and expressing
it in a language the precise meaning of which is now lost to us. If
Genesis and geology cannot be reconciled, neither can they be
said to contradict each other: we simply cannot know the original
sense of the text.

Thus was Babbage able to skate over the awkward problems of
biblical exegesis along with those raised by an invalid natural
theology, and he thereby illustrated Whewell's point about the
limitations of mathematics and the mechanical philosophy rather
than replying to it. A clever model of the universe might be pro-
duced which simulates the complex unfolding of events according
to laws expressible in relatively simple equations, and as a pioneer
in the construction of the computer, Babbage was well able to
appreciate the fact; but such a deterministic model throws no light
on the problems of evil and the opportunities for good in human
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and animal existence. Babbage himself recognised the serious
difficulty which exists for the religious believer in accepting the
idea that all is determined beforehand by an all-wise and good cre-
ator, when the 'all' includes so much that is evil and painful, but
he had no answer to it; nor, within the intellectual limits he had
set himself could he have had.

Sir Charles Lyell well illustrates the need of an adequate
religious philosophy and the strength this would have given to the
Church. It is customary to associate the name of Huxley with
strong opposition to the baleful influence of conservative clergy
on science and education, and with crucial powerful support for
Darwin's evolutionary hypothesis, but Lyell rivalled Huxley in the
first respect and was of distinctly greater significance in the sec-
ond. Unlike Huxley, however, Lyell remained a faithful member
of the Church and paid something more than lip service to the
value of religious belief.

Lyell regarded geology, biblical interpretation and religious
philosophy as distinct disciplines, and was quite explicitly opposed
to any kind of interference by the second and third with the first.
He saw clearly the utter futility of trying to find geological evi-
dence in support of the biblical Deluge, and delightedly reported
in a letter to Dr Fleming, Professor of Natural Philosophy in King's
College, Aberdeen, that Sedgwick Throws overboard all the
diluvian hypothesis; is vexed he ever lost time about such a com-
plete humbug . . . '8 He was intrigued by Buckland's endeavours
to reconcile Genesis and geology, but with the curiosity of one
gazing at the spectacle of an attempt at the impossible. In
November 1839 Pye Smith wrote to Lyell, 'My views of the
restricted locality of the Adamic Creation and Deluge appear to
me to be fully in accordance with the phraseology of Scripture;
and they liberate Science and Theology from difficulties which
seem to be otherwise insuperable';9 but we may doubt that Lyell
was impressed. Years earlier, in a letter to his sister Marianne, Lyell
stated that he had written to Copleston, Bishop of Llandaff, 'to tell
him among other pleasant news, that I meant to do my best to
show in volume ii that no deluge has swamped Europe within
4,000 (I might have said 40,000) years. On his other points I was
fully agreed with him, and on this I told him I had no objection to
his drowning as many people as he pleased on such parts as can be
shown to have been inhabited in the days of Noah.'10 In other
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words, biblical interpretation could be left to those who were
interested in it, provided geologists were likewise left to draw their
own conclusions by their own legitimate methods. Ironically,
Lyell's impatience with forced reconciliations is also revealed in
his admiration for Horsley's comments on Genesis. In his Journal
to Miss Horner, 2 December 1831, he says regarding a volume of
Horsley's sermons, 'one of which on the discrepancy of Genesis
with certain philosophical discoveries is very striking, and perhaps
the most straightforward, manly, and to-the-point declaration that
any eminent divine has made'.11 As we have seen, there was no
inclination in Horsley to bend the meaning of Scripture to bring
it into accord with contemporary thought.

The virtues Lyell admired in Horsley were displayed by himself
in his epoch-making Principles of Geology, the first volume of which
was published in 1830. After the opening chapter Lyell gives an
outline of ancient religious and philosophical speculations, and
an outline history of geological investigation, illustrating in par-
ticular controversies bedevilled by extrinsic considerations. His
aim was very clearly to get geology separated from such religious
and philosophical speculations, to distinguish physical theory and
its appropriate evidence from religious views. The Bible is rejected
as a guide in geological matters, and Lyell makes clear the retard-
ing effect of conservative theological and religious views on the
progress of science as such. With respect to the Mosaic deluge he
asserts, 'Never did a theoretical fallacy, in any branch of science,
interfere more seriously with accurate observation and the sys-
tematic classification of facts.'
In short, a sketch of the progress of geology is the history of a constant
and violent struggle between new opinions, and doctrines sanctioned by
the implicit faith of many generations, and supposed to rest on scriptural
authority. The inquiry, therefore, although highly interesting to one who
studies the philosophy of the human mind, is too often barren of instruc-
tion to him who searches for truths in physical science.12

It was, however, one .thing to speak of sinking the religious
diluvianists and all such theological sophists,^ but a very different
matter to proceed from there to the construction of a correct
theology and a reasonable approach to biblical interpretation. It
was relatively easy to show that the Bible and geology made
irreconcilable assertions and to praise the manly honesty of
Horsley; but for the serious religious believer this was not so much



Liberal natural theology 145

the conclusion of the argument as the beginning. In a letter to
George Ticknor written in 1850 Lyell complained,

The vulgar hear the first chapter of Genesis read out without comment
or the smallest explanation from ninety-nine out of a hundred pulpits,
and they grow up in the belief of the modern origin of the globe, and the
unity of the creation of man and the globe, and all the inhabitants which
have ever lived upon it since the beginning. Hence they regard scientific
men with suspicion and with prejudice . . . H

Precisely, one may add, the view of Horsley. The Bishop, in com-
mon with many other churchmen, would have wondered what
kind of authority the Bible possessed if it stood to be corrected by
men like Lyell.

Even worse were the broader implications of Lyell's strictly
scientific views. These implications were drawn out by Charles
Darwin from the premises supplied by Lyell in his Principles, and
with typical modesty Darwin gladly acknowledged the fact. ' "I
always feel", he wrote, "as if my books came half out of Lyell's
brain, and that I never acknowledge this sufficiently; nor do I
know how I can without saying so in so many words - for I have
always thought that the great merit of the Principles was that it
altered the whole tone of one's mind, and therefore that, when
seeing a thing never seen by Lyell, one yet saw it partially through
his eyes.w>15 It is well known that Darwin took with him the first
volume of the Principles on his voyage with the Beagle and picked
up the second volume during the journey. This reading had been
recommended by Henslow, Professor of Botany at Cambridge, but
with the additional warning not to accept Lyell's views. A warning,
however, which was to no avail. In his Autobiography Darwin stated,
41 have always felt that I owe to the voyage the first real training or
education of my mind'; geological study brought reasoning, as
against mere observation, into play; and practical experience
'showed me clearly the wonderful superiority of Lyell's manner of
treating geology'.16

Lyell's methods of investigation depended on explaining all
physical changes in terms of secondary causes; causes which have
operated throughout the earth's history, and which are observable
today, operating according to immutable laws. He could see that
such explanation could be applied to organic as well as inorganic
change, including the origin of species; but he hesitated to accept
the idea that secondary causation was a sufficient explanation,
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however necessary its recognition might be in any complete pic-
ture of the world's origins and development. In a letter to Sir John
Herschel, dated 1 June 1836, he stated, 'In regard to the orig-
ination of new species, I am very glad to find that you think it
probable that it may be carried on through the intervention of
intermediate causes.' Lyell had been severely criticised by a
German audience for denying spontaneous generation but not
putting anything in its place, thus requiring the continual miracu-
lous intervention of the First Cause, and contradicting his own
'doctrine of revolutions carried on by a regular system of sec-
ondary causes'. Lyell goes on to speak with admiration of the idea
that there has been a succession of species, coming and going in
relation to changing physical conditions; and he refers to the con-
siderable effect which even very slight changes, such as those seen
in varieties, could have on survival.^

Darwin's development of such evolutionary ideas remains his
own unique achievement, but the difference between Lyell and
Darwin was not merely one of scientific emphasis in their chosen
areas of research. The complete explanation of the origin of
species, especially including the human, in terms of secondary
causation inevitably led to an agnosticism which Lyell was not
prepared to embrace. On the one hand, Lyell wanted to separate
geological research as completely from philosophy as from
biblical study. On the other hand, in neither case could he escape
the connection. In the Principles he distinguished geology from
cosmogony, just as the history of mankind should be distinguished
from speculations concerning man's creation, and while embrac-
ing and encouraging naturalistic explanation, he wanted to retain
an element of the unknowable or mysterious in causal sequences.
A few years after the publication of Darwin's Origin he wrote to
Hooker, 'I feel that Darwin and Huxley deify secondary causes too
much. They think they have got farther into the domain of the
"unknowable" than they have by the aid of variation and natural
selection.' Nevertheless, he could write to Haeckel in 1868 thank-
ing him for the recognition that he, Lyell, had advocated as early
as January 1832 a law of continuity applicable to the organic as well
as the inorganic world. 'I contended that this succession of species
was now going on, and always had been', although the cause of
new species was beyond comprehension, and 'it remained for
Darwin to accumulate proof that there is no break between the
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incoming and the outgoing species, that they are the work of
evolution, and not of special creation'. 'I had certainly prepared
the way in this country, in six editions of my work before the
"Vestiges of Creation" appeared in 1842, for the reception of
Darwin's gradual and insensible evolution of species.'18

It is not surprising that Lyell's German hearers accused him of
sidestepping the issue. The advancement of science itself, with its
revelations of the infinitely complex and subtle outworkings of
nature's very varied 'laws', enables us to sympathise readily with
talk of unknowability and mystery; but confessions of scientific
ignorance and helplessness are no basis for affirmations of
positive religious belief. Today's scientific ignorance is also today's
scientific opportunity. If the present state of our earth, galaxy and
the universe is the inevitable, determined outcome of its whole
previous dynamic state, then there is no room for the workings of
or evidences for transcendent deity; and the situation is not
improved for religious belief by the introduction of a significant
element of the purely random. Despite disclaimers about the
connection of geology and metaphysics, Lyell was driven to make
the connection, but all he could do was to fall back on the current
design theology. In his Principles he refers to past controversy in
order to introduce his own view:

Hutton answered Kirwan's attacks with great warmth, and with the indig-
nation justly excited by unmerited reproach. 'He had always displayed',
says Playfair, 'the utmost disposition to admire the beneficent design
manifested in the structure of the world; and he contemplated with
delight those parts of his theory which made the greatest additions to our
knowledge of final causes.' We may say with equal truth, that in no
scientific works in our language can more eloquent passages be found,
concerning the fitness, harmony, and grandeur of all the parts of
creation, than in those of Playfair. They are evidently the unaffected
expressions of a mind, which contemplated the study of nature, as best
calculated to elevate our conceptions of the attributes of the First
Cause. J9

In part of his Journal to Miss Horner, dated May 1832, Lyell
admitted that during a lecture, T worked hard upon the subject of
the connection of geology and natural theology . . . concluding
with a truly noble and eloquent passage from the Bishop of
London's inaugural discourse at King's College, in which he says
that the truth must always add to our admiration of the works
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of the Creator, that one need never fear the result of free
inquiry.'20

This was unfortunately more an assertion of pious hope than
well-grounded belief. Lyell's appointment to the post of Professor
of Geology in the newly established King's College, London, was
in the hands of the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of
Llandaff and 'two strictly orthodox doctors'. The Bishop,
Copleston, opposed the appointment, but doubts were for the
moment overcome. 'The prelates declared "that they considered
some of my doctrines startling enough, but could not find that
they were come by otherwise than in a straightforward manner,
and (as /appeared to think) logically deducible from the facts, so
that. . . there was no reason to infer that I had made my theory
from any hostile feeling towards revelation."'21 Clearing Lyell of
ill-motivation, however, could not settle the main issue, and in
1833 he resigned. He wrote to Fleming, 'I regret that the bishops
cut short my career at King's College', and the regret was genuine
because he saw in this institution the first formidable and much-
needed opposition to or competition with the old universities. He
accepted the opinion of Agassiz that the prospects for science in
England were very poor 'because of the power of the English
Church' and 'narrow views of our dissenters'. He believed the
cause of science would suffer if ever the clergy got the mechanics'
institutes into their power, and the Puseyites were bitterly accused
of excluding science from Oxford. He feared that the sales of his
Principles would be harmed because of its implications for 'the
Mosaico-geological system', and his fears were strengthened by
the unexpectedly sharp reaction to Milman's History of the Jews.22

Nevertheless, Lyell's conflict with the religious establishment
cannot simply be explained as the confrontation of enlighten-
ment and dark bigotry, any more than it can be explained away by
pointing out that he combined in his own person genuine scien-
tific interest of a high order and genuine religious belief. Lyell
received a copy of Lamarck's Philosophie zoologique early in 1827 a n d
was delighted and fascinated with it. Yet it raised disturbing ques-
tions with which he wrestled to the end of his life. If naturalistic
explanation, the tracing out of unbroken chains of cause and
effect, was sufficient to account for the appearance of plants and
animals, it was surely sufficient to account for the appearance of
man. If natural forces could produce new species, we would seem
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to be ascribing to them a creative power proper to God alone. On
the other hand, if God intervened directly in the processes of
nature to create new species, this contradicted the basic principle
of explaining natural phenomena in naturalistic terms. Persistent
divine intervention would blur the distinction between First Cause
and secondary causes, and possibly make God directly responsible
for monsters and a host of other evils in nature. In the end Lyell
could only fall back on the design argument, but if genuine diffi-
culties arose for the religious view of human life out of the kind of
work he and Darwin were doing, then such difficulties existed for
Puseyites, bishops and dissenters, too. This is not to deny that
there was a natural jarring between Lyell's liberal, tolerant out-
look and the real narrowness and bigotry of many conservative-
minded clergy, but it is to deny that the nineteenth-century
conflict of science and religion can be adequately described in
such terms. Lyell and his ecclesiastical critics were all alike ham-
strung by the lack of a valid philosophy.

Thomas Dick produced a relatively light and popular work
which no doubt fulfilled its main purpose of bringing to a large
section of the population up-to-date information concerning the
wonders of scientific discovery and technical invention. However,
it also raised issues which Dick was neither willing nor able to
tackle.23 Charles Gillispie refers to Dick's fears that religion and
science were becoming separated because mechanics' institutes
often forbade discussion of religious topics and because British
scientists had begun to omit allusions to God and his physical
providence from their publications and lectures. Gillispie thinks
that Dick's fears were premature as far as the first half of the cen-
tury was concerned; but Dick is not likely to have been mistaken in
such a matter. Pye Smith complained that Lyell too often spoke of
creation and nature when he should have spoken of God, and we
have already noted Roget's recognition of the linguistic problem
in his Bridgewater Treatise.24 It is significant that Dick should not
only want to keep the general reading public informed concern-
ing the achievements of science and technology, but should feel
obliged to do this in relation to possible offence against religious
belief. Dick reveals obvious enthusiasm for the work of scientists
and inventors: but references to the Bible and natural theology
are introduced in order to demonstrate against hostile theological
criticism that the study of nature ought to be a recognised part of
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Christian thought and reflection. Regrettably he showed no con-
ception of what was really needed for the establishment of
harmony between inspiration and rational investigation.

Dick has no doubt that reason left to itself is utterly depraved
and that only revelation can enable reason to abolish the reign of
ignorance and degrading superstition; but once so enlightened,
reason can greatly increase our appreciation of the revelation of
God in both nature and Scripture. Contrary to the fears of certain
theologians, the expansion of the human mind does not
endanger Christianity, and the message of the Church in its
proper fullness contains something more than what are known as
the doctrines of grace. The scripturally enlightened mind will find
God in nature, as indicated by Paley and the design philosophy.

So far, so good. The real trouble comes when Dick feels com-
pelled to make more specific remarks about the declarations of
science over against those of Scripture:

If, in any one instance, a Record claiming to be a revelation from heaven,
were found to contradict a well-known fact in the material world . . . it
would be a fair conclusion, either that the revelation is not Divine - or
that the passages embodying such assertions are interpolations - or that
science, in reference to these points, has not yet arrived at the truth.25

Dick, however, has in mind scientifically established facts which
cannot reasonably be disputed, and where these are concerned 'It
may be laid down as a universal principle, that there can be no real
discrepancy between a just interpretation of Scripture and the
facts of physical science.' From which it follows

as an infallible rule for Scripture interpretation . . . That no interpretation
of Scripture ought to be admitted which is inconsistent with any well authenticated
facts in the material world . . . Where a passage of Scripture is of doubtful mean-
ing, or capable of different interpretations, that interpretation ought to be preferred
which will best agree with the established discoveries of science.26

Dick goes on to illustrate what he means by reference to specific
passages, a hotch-potch of not unfamiliar forced reconciliations
between scientific and biblical assertion.

There were no doubt those in the Church who felt that with
friends like Dick, enemies were superfluous. Biblical interpret-
ation and therefore Christian doctrine would be at the mercy of
ever-changing scientific opinion; and if the day should come, or,
who knows, had already come, when the 'facts of physical science'
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really contradicted the sacred text, there could be no doubt, on
Dick's principles, as to which must give way. Not one to spare the
theologians, Dick plainly asserts:

Now, the scientific student of Scripture alone can judiciously apply the
canon to which I have adverted; he alone can appreciate its utility in the
interpretation of the sacred oracles; for he knows the facts which philos-
opher and astronomer have ascertained to exist in the system of nature;
from want of which information many divines, whose comments on
Scripture have in other respects been judicious, have displayed their
ignorance, and fallen into egregious blunders, when attempting to
explain the first chapters of Genesis, and several parts of the book of Job
-which have tended to bring discredit on the oracles of heaven.27

At another time and in another place Dick would have been
fortunate to escape with the fate of Galileo, but like that impetu-
ous genius, he did have the future on his side. There is nothing
subtle or profound about Dick's volume. Indeed, it gives the
impression of a certain innocence, but of the variety which does
know an unclothed emperor when it sees one: and his book must
have found a large number of readers. What is sad about this
well-meant venture is that, like the child in the tale, Dick could
only sum up the essentials of the situation without being able to
offer real clothing as a replacement for purely imaginary pro-
tection.

An altogether more sophisticated thinker than Dick was Henry,
Lord Brougham, who nevertheless suffered just as much as Dick
from the lack of a valid and coherent philosophy. The Society for
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, founded by Brougham, had
been strongly urged to publish an edition of 'Dr Paley's popular
work' with far more scientific illustration; but some members felt
that this enterprise 'might open the door to the introduction of
religious controversy among us, against our fundamental prin-
ciples', and the project was therefore abandoned. Brougham,
however, was determined to proceed, and the result was a four-
volume edition containing not only Paley's Natural Theology with
Brougham's comments, but a great deal of supplementary argu-
ment from Brougham and 'A Treatise on Animal Mechanics' by
Sir Charles Bell.28

In the dedication to John Charles Viscount Althorpe,
Brougham justified the presentation of his own opening
'Discourse' by the need to re-establish the importance of natural
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theology in view of the scepticism with which it was regarded by
many thinking people. Brougham did not share Dick's belief that
revelation is needed to release reason from its depravity before it
can become a help to religious belief. Indeed, he adopted the very
different stance that natural theology is actually

necessary to the support of Revelation. It may be proved or allowed, that
there is a God, though it be denied that he ever sent any message to man,
through men or other intermediate agents . . . But Revelation cannot
be true if Natural Religion is false, and cannot be demonstrated strictly
by any argument, or established by any evidence, without proving or
assuming the latter.29

Brougham appealed for support to Locke's well-known state-
ment that removing reason to make way for revelation puts out the
light of both, since reason is truth's mode of entry into the human
mind, whatever its source. Natural theology in this case becomes
not only a defence of religion against sceptics and atheists, but also
a reply to 'friends of Revelation' who have contended 'that by the
light of unassisted reason we can know absolutely nothing of God
and a Future State', and who look upon natural theology as dis-
crediting the gospel.3°

Brougham's view implies that the men and women involved in
the biblical 'revelation' had themselves to receive the truth
through their human reason, and this is the way we must all
receive the truth about God; and it is therefore better to receive
such truth direct rather than on the basis of secondhand testi-
mony. Indeed, we really have no alternative.

Brougham, however, was well aware that the friend of revelation
would appeal to the evidence of miracles to show that God had
acted in exceptional ways to convey otherwise inaccessible truth to
the specially chosen individuals who produced the Bible; and this
created a dilemma for him, although he seems not to have been
conscious of the fact. To accept the miraculous would be to sur-
render his stance; but to reject the miraculous would be to
embrace the scepticism of Hume while at the same time main-
taining the dubious proposition that the whole of Christian doc-
trine could be established by natural theology.

According to Brougham, the claims of revelation rest upon
miracles; but even if miracles have taken place, they do not estab-
lish the unity, benevolence or omnipotence of deity, or that man
is destined for a future state, or even that deity created man in his
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present condition. Even worse, the belief that miracles took place
might be false since this depends on testimony for all but the
actual witnesses, and the strength of such testimony weakens the
further removed it is from the actual occurrences. Nevertheless,
he refutes Hume's essay on miracles and argues for the possible
strength of testimonies to the miraculous, rather along the lines of
Paley's Evidences, although without referring to Paley. The charge
of inconsistency is avoided because he explicitly stops short in his
note on Hume's essay of discussing the actual evidence for biblical
miracles, but in his main text he does no justice to the varying
character of miracles, and therefore does not face very pertinent
questions about the nature of Jesus' miracles or the reliability of
the apostles and evangelists. He says of Jesus' miracles that they
were not denied by the ancients, presumably meaning Jesus' and
the Church's Jewish enemies; 'but it was asserted that they came
from evil beings, and that he was a magician. Such an explanation
was consistent with the kind of belief to which the votaries of
polytheism were accustomed. They were habitually credulous of
miracles and of divine interpositions. But their argument was not
at all unphilosophicaL'31

Like all those impaled on the horns of an unrecognised
dilemma Brougham wants to have it both ways: against Hume he
insists that a kind of testimony to miracle is possible, and that this
would have to be accepted even if it meant surrendering the
absolute uniformity of nature. At the same time, unlike Paley, he
dismisses the actual evidence that Jesus performed miracles,
makes it virtually impossible that his criteria for reliable testimony
should be fulfilled, and denies that any religiously or philosophi-
cally worthwhile conclusions can be drawn from the occurrence of
miracles even if such testimony should be accepted. Hume would
not have complained.

Brougham looked at the Bible with eyes dazzled by the achieve-
ments of natural science, and he clearly regarded any attempt to
found religion on miracle as extremely hazardous, and instinc-
tively leaned towards an appeal to the facts of nature which were,
or could at least in principle be universally recognised. He
appealed to Bacon's dictum that atheism is not to be refuted by
miracles, but by the contemplation of nature, and he tried to
make a distinction between the function of revelation to teach us
proper ritual worship, and the function of natural religion to
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teach us the existence and powers of God: all of which leaves
us, in fact, resting upon the not very solid foundation of design
theology.

Here also, Brougham was partly conscious of the weaknesses in
the design argument. In his Discoursehe refers to Paley's watch and
explains that we distinguish this as a man-made article from what
grows wild because we learn this distinction by experience; which
suggests that we do not make the distinction, as Paley asserted,
because one thing has parts functioning together for a purpose
while the other does not. He also points out that Paley 'assumes
the very position which alone sceptics dispute. In combating him
they would assert that he begged the whole question; for certainly
they do not deny . . . the fact of adaptation.' However, far from
abandoning the argument, Brougham reasserts it: when we con-
template the eye, constructed as it is to achieve vision, we rightly
infer a maker, 'Because we nowhere and at no time have had any
experience of any one thing fashioning itself, and indeed cannot
form to ourselves any distinct idea of what such a process as self-
creation means'. In that case, we wonder what Brougham meant
by things growing wild and being found in the earth. The distinc-
tion between the artificial and the natural which he has just
attributed to the spontaneous recognition of experience is now
denied. 'Self-creation' and 'fashioning itself have become ident-
ified with human modes of production and the whole argument
thereby reduced to nonsense.

He also argues from the fact of adaptation to a divine maker in
precisely the same way as Paley, but insists on the superiority of his
own form of the argument because he believes he has demon-
strated that mind always exists independently of matter. Therefore
the purposeful mind evidenced in natural adaptation of means to
ends must exist independently of nature, just as the human mind
does.32 To which sceptics would reply that the inference from the
fact of adaptation to its origin in conscious design was just as much
a petitio principii for Brougham as for Paley; and his assertion of
mind's independence of matter simply contrary to observation.
The facts concerning mental life appealed to by Brougham,
although very significant, no more supported his conclusions than
they did in the case of Paley. What is noteworthy is that he could
be very much aware of Hume's scepticism and see the fatal objec-
tions to the orthodox natural theology, but still remain quite
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incapable of breaking away from it and embracing or producing a
genuinely fresh philosophy.

The controversy over Robert Chambers' anonymously pub-
lished Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation is well known, and it
is possible to dismiss the book as an ill-informed anticipation of
the much more securely grounded theory of evolution proposed
by Darwin and Wallace; but this is to miss its real significance.

Chambers opens his book33 with an acceptance of the nebular
hypothesis, ruling out chance and emphasising the * sublime
simplicity' of the uniform laws which governs all, the necessary
inference beyond the scope of science that 'there is a First Cause
to which all others are secondary and ministrative, a primitive
almighty will' beyond the grasp of finite faculties, and whom man
can only contemplate with wonder and adoration. At the same
time, Comte's calculations using mass, gravitation and distance in
the Cours de philosophie positifare quoted with approval, along with
reference to the work of the Herschels.34 The next chapter con-
cerns chemical elements, suggesting that there is a similar basic
matter throughout space, appearing in different forms according
to varying conditions. Geology figures largely in the book, and it
teaches us 'that the same laws and conditions of nature now
apparent to us have existed throughout the whole time'. Life
originates naturally, the opposite assumption being 'directly
opposed to the principles of philosophical investigation'.
Endeavours to produce life experimentally are not impious,
because this is merely an attempt to arrange the conditions under
which divine creative energy could be 'pleased to work'.35

The argument for a natural development from simple to more
complex forms of life over a very long period of time is supported
by an appeal to the natural processes we can actually observe. Man
takes his zoological place in the whole scheme, 'the true and
unmistakable head of animated nature'; although 'without regard
to the distinct character assigned to him by theology'.36

Chambers does not spend much time on biblical interpretation,
but he concedes that if Scripture clearly supported the idea of
direct creation, this would constitute 'a strong objection to the
reception of any opposite hypothesis'. However, 'I do not think it
right to adduce the Mosaic record, either in objection to, or
support of any natural hypothesis', because 'there is not the least
appearance of an intention in that book to give philosophically
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exact views of nature'. The reader of Vestiges who had never
opened a Bible might conclude from these ambivalent remarks
that the subject of creation finds no mention in its pages, or only
the most cursory and imprecise reference; but Chambers himself
knew better, and he therefore had to say something about
Genesis chapter 1. According to Chambers, scientific discovery has
actually made clearer the real meaning of Genesis 1, which records
God's will and intent rather than his direct acts, references to
God's 'making' being few and stylistically subordinate to the main
idea.37 Such comment on the text can only throw into relief
Chambers' primary interest in matters scientific.

His natural theology is no better. Adaptation, so well illustrated
by science, reveals design and therefore a designer, a creator. 'The
Natural Theology of Paley, and the Bridgewater Treatises, place the
subject in so clear a light, that the general postulate may be taken
for granted.' God creates by means of law and throughout the
whole universe. This is a far more impressive picture than one of
God creating every single creature or species which appears, an
idea 'too ridiculous to be for a moment entertained'. Neverthe-
less, 'the whole system is continually supported by his providence';
an idea Chambers does not elaborate.38 A comparison of this pious
assertion with insistence upon the legitimacy of attempting to
recreate the conditions in which life appears must raise the ques-
tion whether God would have the choice of displaying his creative
energy or not if those physical conditions should be successfully
reproduced. It is, of course, a question which defies an answer and
always will. If the great First Cause is beyond the grasp of finite
faculties, then we are going to have to rest content with the obser-
vation of secondary causes and dependence on the design argu-
ment. Chambers had no more a sound philosophical basis for his
assertion of religious belief than Paley and the Bridgewater
authors to whom he appeals.

Even worse is to come when Chambers enters upon the subject
of the mental and moral aspects of human experience. He refers
to insistence on the distinction between mind and matter, and the
distinction between the human mind and animals' instinct, and
argues that 'There is . . . nothing to prevent our regarding man as
specially endowed with an immortal spirit, at the same time that
his ordinary mental manifestations are looked upon as simple
phenomena resulting from organization, those of the lower
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animals being phenomena absolutely the same in character,
though developed within much narrower limits. '39

Mental action therefore belongs to the category of natural
things; mental phenomena are physically caused and conditioned;
the distinction between physical and moral is mere metaphysical
confusion; and therefore mental and moral activities are subject
to natural laws and statistical generalisation. The similarity of
man and animals is illustrated, although man is much more highly
developed. The whole is a reflection of 'Almighty Wisdom'.

Since man is a piece of mechanism and only part of a larger,
extensive piece of social mechanism, some variety of morals is
needed in society for its proper working. God has determined the
working of the mechanism through his laws, but he cannot be
blamed for evil, his purpose being the happiness of his creatures.
The reality of human choice is clearly assumed by Chambers,
although he quite fails to integrate this with the divine determin-
ism.4°

The 'Note Conclusory' shows that Chambers had no suspicion
of what the actual reaction to his book was going to be. He was a
journalistic layman anxious to put before the general public the
overall picture of the universe which was emerging from scientific
research. To this end he turned to experts for his scientific infor-
mation and in subsequent editions showed himself very willing to
correct errors and give a more accurate account of details: but
criticism of details, while necessary and useful in the improvement
of Chambers' volume, by no means explains the storm of contro-
versy he let loose. This was caused by his insistence that the con-
cept of development was essential for a proper understanding of
how the whole organic world had come to be what it now is, just as
the concept of gravitation was essential to a proper understanding
of the workings of inorganic nature. In this assertion Chambers
was simply being more honest and frank than many of his con-
temporaries and drawing the conclusion which they would have
done if they had felt free to do so. Because religious thinkers had
no philosophy with which to defend themselves against what they
perceived to be the damning implications in his basic conten-
tion, they fastened on weakness of detail; while those who
favoured an evolutionary hypothesis did not wish to be associated
with a premature statement based on insufficient evidence.
Nevertheless, the real problems raised by Vestiges are philosophi-
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cal, and Chambers no more had an answer to them than did his
critics.

In the various editions of the book Chambers refers favourably
to Lyell, Murchison, Sedgwick, Darwin, Owen, Buckland, Agassiz,
Paley and the Bridgewater authors, Babbage, the Herschels,
Henslow, Hugh Miller and Pye Smith. Gentlemen like these,
though, were not happy about having their names linked with
others such as Laplace and Comte, as if they had all contributed to
what must be a generally agreed picture of the universe in all its
aspects. Adam Sedgwick, Professor of Geology at Cambridge and
a conservative defender of the faith, reviewed Vestiges at some
length, much of the review being taken up with criticism of details,
designed to show that Chambers did not know what he was talking
about; but the real cause of fear and displeasure is the 'material-
ism' of Vestiges, referred to from time to time throughout the
article and often with such epithets as 'dismal' and 'irrational'
attached to it. Sedgwick insists that man's mind, however closely
bound up with matter and its laws, can comprehend these laws
and express them in general propositions, and that we have the
capacity for moral and aesthetic feeling and thought which cannot
be explained in purely naturalistic terms. Therefore 'there is an
immeasurable difference between instinct and reason'.41 Yet
Sedgwick did not appreciate the problems raised by his own view.
Each organic structure is a miracle as incomprehensible as the creation
of a planetary system .. . yet governed by laws and revolving cycles within
itself, and implied in the very conditions of its existence. What know we
of the God of nature (we speak only of natural means) except through
the faculties he has given us, rightly employed on the materials around

Confronted by passages like this, Chambers simply could not
understand Sedgwick's opposition. It seemed to Chambers that
the whole work of men like Sedgwick demonstrated the develop-
ment of the world according to law, and that they displayed an
unintelligible inconsistency in attacking his own explicit emphasis
on it, while at the same time acknowledging it and illustrating it in
their own writings.

Sedgwick produced a fifth edition of his Discourse on the Studies
of the University, 'With Additions and a Preliminary Dissertation',
the 'Preface' running from page ix to page ccccxlii, and the whole
being a vastly enlarged and confessedly somewhat repetitious
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critique of Vestiges. The nub of Sedgwick's case, however, is given
in a relatively brief introductory statement, from which the
following is a quotation:

The kingdoms of nature are presented to our senses in a succession of
material actions, so adapted to one another as to end in harmony and
order. All these changes and movements among the things around us
seem to be produced by powers of nature we call second causes: but the
mind of man cannot and will not rest content with second causes, and is
constrained to look above them to some First Cause. Among the things
produced by the hands of man we are able to separate works of accident
from works of design; we gain this knowledge by experience, and by
reflecting on what passes within ourselves: it is by taking this knowledge
with us in our judgments on the works of God, that we are naturally led
to a conception of an intelligent First Cause, capable of producing all the
phenomena of the visible world.43

Ironically, this could just as well have been written by Chambers.
It is also the case that while Sedgwick correctly pointed out that
Chambers' philosophy was utterly destructive of all moral and
aesthetic value, he was himself as little able to find legitimate entry
for such values into his own scheme.

That man, as a moral and social being is under law, we believe true; but
when it is affirmed that this law, as comprehended by ourselves, is of the
same order with the mechanical laws that govern the undeviating move-
ments of the heavenly spheres, we believe the affirmation to be utterly
untrue.

However, on the next page we learn that

In the sight of God every act of man, from childhood to old age, is, we
believe, as certain as the ordained movements of the heavenly bodies;
and we all allow that the Maker of the universe can work out the ends of
his prescient will by the actions of responsible and moral beings.

Sedgwick's subsequent remark is only too well justified: 'Out of
this conception of the God of nature spring some dark unsolved
questions on fate and free will, by which the reason of man may
well be staggered.' Nevertheless, he can confidently assert, 'I
affirm then that the moral conduct of man (whatsoever it may be
in the eye of God) is not, like the movements of the heavenly
bodies, bound up in any conception of a constant, undeviating
law.'44

Mere affirmation, unfortunately, in the whole context of
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Sedgwick's argument was not good enough. Moral value had
come to resemble the Queen of Spades: first you see her, then you
don't. The length, repetitiousness and virulence of Sedgwick's
comments on Vestiges suggest the struggles of a mind at war with
itself, groping and grasping for that final demonstration which
delivers us from a dead and Godless universe.

Chambers' Explanations was very largely a reply to Sedgwick's
Edinburgh Review criticisms.45 He clearly reasserts the universality
of the rule of law, including human life, despite the mysterious
unpredictability of the individual human being and the sense of
moral responsibility. He emphasises that his chief aim in writing
Vestiges was to show that God creates through law and not arbi-
trarily, and that this remains true even if a given scientific expla-
nation such as the nebular hypothesis is false. Nor is Chambers
prepared to find gaps in the working of nature's laws to use as
props for religious belief.
It is not surprising that the idea of an organic creation by special
exertion or fiat should be maintained by the advocates of these views, for
it is one of the last obscure pieces of scientific ground on which they can
show face. One after another, the phenomena of nature . . . have fallen
under the dominion of order or law.

Indeed, with respect to the origin of the organic kingdoms he was
prophetic:
So long as this remains obscure, the supernatural will have a certain hold
upon enlightened persons. Should it ever be cleared up in a way that
leaves no doubt of a natural origin of plants and animals, there must be
a complete revolution in the view which is generally taken of our relation
to the Father of our being.46

Chambers has no real reply to the charge of 'fatalism and
materialism' implied by his hypothesis, but he was stung by it to
castigate such critics for their fear of being themselves attacked by
the 'narrow-minded'. Severe criticism is meted out to scientists for
being too much concerned with narrow fields of research, the
escape into congenial pursuits and profitable alliances with the
realm of capitalist technology, to take a broader view and face pro-
founder questions. Herschel's Discourse receives sharp comment
for what Chambers considers its very limited view of the uses of
science. 'Existing philosophy . . . leaves us only puzzled. We know
not how to regard the phenomena of the world, and our own
relation to them.'47 The proper application of science, the recog-
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nition of the rule of law in all life, would save many from death,
suffering and misery, and lead to a much more responsible atti-
tude on the part of the educated, the wealthy and the influential;
and also to a more enlightened attitude towards the creaturely
world to which we are related.48

Chambers knew something of physical disability, as well as the
struggles of youth against relative poverty. The moral passion
which erupts in the Explanations is a signal that his development
hypothesis was no mere academic exercise, but part of a vision of
the unity and order of the world which, together with fierce demo-
cratic feeling and belief in a beneficent God, formed a deeply held
gospel. In his Preface to the tenth edition of Vestiges (1853), he tells
us that having rejected fiats, miracles and divine interferences as
inconsistent with the unified rule of law, the idea came to him
That the ordinary phenomenon of reproduction was the key to
the genesis of species. In that process . . . we see a gradual evol-
ution of high from low, of complicated from simple, of special
from general, all, in unvarying order, and therefore all natural,
although all of divine ordination.'49 He also later shrewdly points
out that if English naturalists set aside the development hypoth-
esis because it cannot be demonstrated from present experience,
they should set aside miraculous creative intervention for the
same reason.

Nevertheless, Chambers can offer no real reason why we should
believe in God, and although he teeters on the edge of adopting
creatio continua in reply to Hitchcock, his rule of law certainly
seems to annihilate moral value and leave us with a universe in
which God has become the unnecessary hypothesis. For all his
protestation Sedgwick was in no better position. His references to
'dead matter', 'dead elements' and 'laws of dead matter' assume
the very point at issue; as does his determination to see God in the
universe even though we know 'absolutely nothing' of actual
divine power, must conceive God anthropomorphically, and see
divine design in nature by reading our own experience into it.5°

The one established academic and prominent thinker who
appreciated the situation was Baden Powell, Savilian Professor of
Geometry in the University of Oxford, and Fellow of the Royal
Society. Powell recognised not only the great popularity of Vestiges
and the flexibility of the author in dealing with scientific criti-
cisms, but above all the essential similarity between the book and



162 Philosophy and biblical interpretation

the commonly accepted works and arguments of natural theology.
This led him to dismiss the vituperative criticism of Vestiges as no
better than the expression of religious prejudice, and there can be
no doubting the strength of his own feeling against what he
regarded as a bigoted and ignorant refusal to face established
scientific fact:

With a certain class of religionists every invention and discovery is
considered impious and unscriptural - as long as it is new. Not only the
discoveries of astronomy and geology, but steam, gas, electricity, political
economy, have all in their turn been denounced; and not least, chloro-
form. Its use in parturition has been anathematised as an infraction of
the penalty pronounced on Eveh1

Powell was born at the end of the eighteenth century, and he
carried with him into the nineteenth a vivid awareness of the way
in which a certain class of conservative thinkers had denounced
the application of reason to matters religious as carnal blindness
and sinful presumption, preferring to rest their faith on the literal
assertions of the Bible; and he was also aware of the impetus which
had carried that view over into what must be a century of radical
change quite inconsistent with it.52 In consequence, he did not
always fully appreciate the substance in conservative criticism of
new ideas.

Furthermore, his professional work and the mathematical bent
of his mind, along with the dominating influence of design
theology, inclined him to favour a resolution of the conflict
between science and religion which leaves the essential problem
unanswered. Nevertheless, among those thinkers who had the
opportunity to influence academic and public opinion in the
debate over science and religion, perhaps Baden Powell came
closest to finding a sound philosophical basis for religious belief.
He knew that the whole method of argument which the author of
Vestiges shared with his critics was wrong: 'a romance - a specu-
lation more or less grounded on fancy', 'a fable', and that he must
therefore try to offer a constructive alternative to this defective
natural theology.53

This endeavour found expression in a relatively early work dedi-
cated to Edward Stanley, Bishop of Norwich, who is commended
by Powell for having * asserted the revelation of God in the volume
of nature as our best guide to the manifestation of Him in the
pages of inspiration'.54 Paley's work is referred to, and so is its
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'reproduction' in the Bridgewater Treatises, but Powell expresses
dissatisfaction with 'the mere accumulation of particular instances
of design', and wishes to demonstrate instead an essential con-
nection between natural science and natural theology such that
the former, whatever the details of its discoveries, will always prove
a sound basis for the assertions of the latter; while natural
theology in its turn will provide the firm foundation upon which
to rest both the concept and content of revelation. This leads him
to consider the problem raised by the fear which religious
believers often feel concerning the study of 'second causes', this
fear being sufficiently widespread, even among the educated, to
constitute a real obstacle to the proper development of scientific
education.

Powell tries to remove the obstacle by giving an account of sec-
ondary causation which eliminates the element of necessity from
it while at the same time recognising that it is something more
than a mere generalisation from a number of instances. That is to
say, the connection between causes and effects is something other
than a mere regular sequence. When a loadstone attracts a piece
of iron we not only correctly expect this to happen, but feel cer-
tain that it will. According to Powell, this is because we can relate
the particular instance to a more general principle, and can relate
this principle in turn to more general laws, all of which are based
upon belief in the uniformity of nature as a fundamental assump-
tion of our thinking. This in turn means that the greater the
number of 'second causes' we discover, the greater the evidence
for the general order of the universe, and it is this general order
which shows that the universe is divinely created: a conclusion
which remained of central importance for Powell to the end of his
life.

He believed that in this way he had avoided the usual pitfalls of
the design argument. He supported Brougham's criticism of
Paley, that he was assuming precisely the point which sceptics
dispute. He recognised the danger of circularity in the argument
from final causes, and he referred to W. J. Irons' observation that
it is 'altogether fallacious and illusory', the assertion that design
implies a designer being a mere tautology. Powell warns against
reading into nature our own felt sense of voluntary effort and
being misled by words like 'chain', 'links', 'connexion' and
'production' in the description of causal sequences; and he
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commends Babbage's calculating machine analogy as correctly
illustrating the fact that even exceptions to the overall order of the
universe are only apparent.

Nevertheless, he could not agree with Irons that we must aban-
don natural theology for total dependence on revelation. Quite
the reverse. 'The conclusions of natural theology are limited in
extent, but demonstrative in proof: they are most important in
themselves; and indispensable in the foundations of any evidence
of revelation.'55 This also means that it is absurd to make revel-
ation a guide to physical truth, and in any case 'scientific and
revealed truth are of essentially different natures'. In religion we
have moral proof and faith, not the demonstrations of science,
and scientific truth cannot harm the moral and religious truth of
revelation.^6

At this point, though, the confusions in Powell's argument
become apparent. If scientific and religious truth are so different,
how can one be the essential foundation of the other? How do we
get from the recorded facts concerning second causes to the fact
of the great First Cause? Powell rightly insists that we are here
using the term 'cause' in two different senses, and he rightly
recognises that when we speak of the First Cause, we are using the
word figuratively. In this way he thinks to overcome Irons' objec-
tion that finite reason cannot achieve the knowledge of Infinite
Being. The knowledge is not direct acquaintance but based on
analogy with works produced by voluntary agents and intelligent
beings within our experience.57 But it must be confessed that this
seems to be no better than the assertions of Paley and the Bridge-
water authors, since analogy does not provide 'demonstrative
proof but requires its own justification. Nor is Powell's attempt to
avoid recognition of the actual force and necessity at work in
nature any more persuasive. When the loadstone draws the iron,
we believe that it is because of its 'magnetic property/power', and
the existence of necessitating force in nature cannot be explained
away in terms of general principles subsumed under wider gener-
alities. The hidden analogy with geometrical axioms, principles
and conclusions is wholly misleading.

The mixture of insight and confusion in Powell's thought
reflects the struggles of a mind trying to free itself from traditional
approaches to the problems raised by new knowledge. In the
Essays his main ideas are repeated and developed, and at the
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centre of them is Powell's recognition that the Paleyan design
argument is invalid combined with his profound conviction that
the overall rationality of the universe implies the existence of a
transcendent intelligence. This has the interesting consequence
that Powell regards the examples Paley uses as genuine illus-
trations of intelligence revealed through nature's works, while
rejecting Paley's claim that he was presenting a valid inference
from them to God; but it is difficult to see that Powell is in any
better case. Powell extends consideration from specific items
within nature, to nature or the universe as a whole; but with
respect to the attempted inference from nature to a transcendent
deity, does this make any difference?

Powell's central conviction was strengthened by the teaching of
Hans Christian Oersted, Professor of Physics at Copenhagen and
a disciple of Schelling. 'All effects obey natural laws; these laws
stand in the same necessary connexion as one axiom in reason to
another . . . Innumerable as are the effects determined by natural
laws in every object in nature . . . I deeply feel an unfathomable
reason within them . . . In short, nature is to me the revelation of
an endless living and acting reason . . . All existence is a dominion
of reason.' 'The laws of Nature are the thoughts of Nature; and
these are the thoughts of God. 's8

Such language is not to be dismissed as mere airy-fairy pseudo-
philosophical speculation. Oersted was actively engaged in
experimental research and Powell was a professional mathema-
tician very much in touch with scientific work being pursued in
various fields, and it was a source of wonder to such men that
nature could present herself to the serious observer as dynamic,
intricate and subtle to an unimaginable degree, and yet behave
according to principles readily intelligible to the mind of man.
Appreciation of nature's combined intricacy and simplicity, how-
ever, was one thing: the ability to conceive and create such a living
system was another, and infinitely beyond anything attainable by
humanity. Creation must therefore be attributed to a kindred but
infinitely larger intelligence, to which human manufacture would
provide some sort of remote analogy: a conclusion dangerously
near to that of Hume in the Dialogues.

One is reminded of the profound conviction of a more recent
physicist: 'Raffiniert ist der Herrgott aber boshaft ist er nicht'.59
Powell was moved by the same conviction:
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The actual laws and profound principles which regulate the mechanism
of the universe are the originals, the conception and expression of them
in the mind of man only the copies . . . All science is but the partial
reflexion in the reason of man, of the great all-pervading reason of the uni-
verse. And thus the unity of science is the reflexion of the unity of nature,
and of the unity of that supreme reason and intelligence which pervades
and rules over nature, and from whence all reason and science is
derived.60

Therefore to posit exceptions to the rule of law was to deny the
most significant fact about the universe revealed to human knowl-
edge. Even life itself must one day be explained in the terms and
categories of the exact sciences:

But the truly inductive inquirer can never doubt that there really exists
as complete and continuous a relation and connexion of some kind
between the manifestations of life and the simplest mechanical or chemi-
cal laws evinced in the varied actions of the body in which it resides, as
there is between the action of any machine and the laws of motion and
equilibrium . . . and that this connexion and dependence is but one com-
ponent portion of the vast chain of physical causation whose essential
strength lies in its universal continuity, which extends, without interrup-
tion, through the entire world of order, and in which a real disruption of
one link would be the destruction of the whole.61

It is not surprising that Powell could see the strength as well as
the weaknesses in Robert Chambers' Vestiges and should give such
a warm welcome to Darwin's Origin when it appeared. Yet the fears
and objections of conservative religious thinkers had their foun-
dation in something more than mere prejudice.

The idea that everything, including human life, was explicable
in terms of second causes not unnaturally aroused alarm and
opposition in many religious minds. With some justification
conservatives felt that even if belief in God could legitimately be
combined with this idea, such a God had become too remote to be
identified with the God revealed in Scripture and worshipped by
the Church. A reviewer dealing with Powell's contribution to
Essays and Reviews referred to his * scarcely-veiled Atheism'. 'These
words, "the self-evolving powers of nature", convey no meaning to
our mind if they do not intentionally resolve the notion of a
Personal Creator into the misty hieroglyphic of the Atheist.' 'Mr
Baden Powell, if there be meaning in words, gives up the very
being of a God.'62 It was in vain that Powell denied the existence
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of actual necessitating power in nature and endeavoured to
replace the concept of mechanical, blind or fated necessity with
that of rational necessity, logical sequence.^ Nobody believed this,
nor does anyone believe it now. Thousands of experiences every
day confirm the inescapable fact of necessary, compelling causal
connection. Human formulations, the laws, equations, principles,
calculations, records and predictions which go to make up
science, might well display necessary relationships and sequences
best described as 'logical5; but the forces which make natural
processes what they are display a different kind of compulsory
connection.

This is not to deny Hume's suggestion that nature's processes
might work according to an algebraic kind of necessity. The math-
ematical analogy emphasises the inevitability and regularity of
causal sequences, but it does not identify human rationality and
physical process, however closely connected we may believe them
to be. Furthermore, Powell's critics not unjustifiably regarded his
view as involving the destruction of human rationality. If all life,
including human, was to be explained in terms of development
out of lower forms, and ultimately out of chemical change, this
must include the human mind and soul. If Powell was not
prepared to allow real exceptions to the scope of scientific expla-
nation, then there was no room for the creative activity of a
transcendent deity, all must be deduced from principles of an
immanentist kind, and if God was allowed to ring up the curtain,
he was certainly not permitted to take any active part in the
play.

Powell treated the concept of creation as having two meanings:
the philosophical, in which it merely refers to our ignorance of the
way in which the physical world came into being; and the scien-
tific, which is the investigation of the physical antecedents of this
world as far back as we can trace them. The evidence of geology
and biology was appealed to, but above all, the principle that there
cannot be real 'breaks' in nature, that the connections studied by
science must be complete or otherwise science itself be rejected as
impossible:

Physical philosophy . . . cannot investigate or conceive a condition ante-
cedent to nature, or the case of its actual commencement. No science
can carry us, even in imagination, into a state of arbitrary and disordered
influences; a chaos has no existence in the ideas or the vocabulary of the
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inductive philosophy. A creation, in the same vocabulary, implies orderly
evolution. If we entertain any ideas beyond these, it can only be from
sources of quite another kind.64

Naturally, therefore, Sedgwick's idea of'creative additions' had to
be rejected; but this left men like Sedgwick and Owen wondering
about the status of a divine power which had been relegated to an
area of which human beings were necessarily for ever ignorant.
Neither in time nor in space was science to be denied, and the
rationality which was to be our bridge to transcendent Intelligence
would itself be subsumed under categories of evolutionary
process.

Powell himself refused to accept such conclusions from his own
premises. The unbreakable links which form nature's processes
produced man in so far as he is an animal, but not his spiritual
nature, which belongs to 'A DIFFERENT ORDER OF THINGS';65 a view
which coincided with his assertion that science and religion are
concerned with separate matters which are distinct in kind, and
with his stress upon the moral and spiritual character of the truths
expressed in the Bible. This aspect of Powell's philosophy might
also have been very profitably linked with his belief that ideas of
divine creation can only be justified by an appeal to considerations
of a very different kind from those which occupy science, but this
crucial link was not made. With reference to Christian theology
and its relation to scientific discovery he stated,

Its peculiar aim is entirely different and independent: its objects belong to
another order of things:, and its representations of them are avowedly not the
realities, but only their images:, they can be seen by us only . . . 'by means
of a mirror and in an enigma', in our present state; while it holds out a
future when 'we shall see face to face, and know even as we are known'.66

On this point Powell had to confess disagreement with Oersted,
who is quoted as saying,

If we are now thoroughly convinced that everything in material existence
is produced from similar particles of matter, and by the same forces, and
in obedience to the same laws . . . everywhere the creatures endowed with
reason are the productions of nature in the same sense as ourselves, that
is, their understanding is bound up with the organs of their body.

Powell, however, refuses to 'associate too closely the intellectual
and spiritual nature of man with the physical, on the essential
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distinction between which I have before enlarged';67 but he fails to
justify the rather large break which he is now making in the con-
tinuity of nature's overall life and growth. Powell was rightly trying
to do justice to all aspects of human experience, but dogmatic
assertion could no more satisfy his critics in this respect than it
could in the attempt to rid the world of efficient causation.

Failure to argue the matter through also left a very negative
impression of commitment to a divine creator and acceptance of
biblical authority. According to Powell, anthropomorphic pic-
tures of the deity, whether arrived at by Paley's argument or
derived from the Bible, create hopeless difficulties if taken
literally, and so-called proofs of God's existence are only rational-
isations of such already held ideas. We are led into misleading
scholastic jargon about First and second causes and the problem
of infinite regress; and we play into the hands of men like Comte
and Feuerbach, the former pointing out the arbitrary character of
nature's laws if they are dependent on the divine will, and the
latter asserting that we make God in our own image. The Old
Testament has been proved wrong in certain of its assertions
about the physical world, it is a collection of documents adapted
in style and content to the ideas and judgment of the ancient
society which produced it, and can only be safely interpreted in
the light of the distinctly superior New Testament, the truths of
which rest on altogether different grounds from those dealt with
by natural science. Yet the intrusion of the miraculous into
religion is also a mistake, creating the unworthy idea of a God who
has to interfere with his world to be effective, and demanding faith
An that which we do not know or understand, a faith which cannot
form the proper foundation for reasonable belief.

One is left wondering how such literature can lay any kind of
claim to authority. When the bulk of the Bible, the Old Testament,
is regarded as having lent support to bigotry and immorality as
well as being a source of untruth about the main physical features
of the universe, remarks about its literary characteristics, however
true, are scarcely sufficient to restore flagging devotion to preten-
sions of revelation: 'our only alternative is to regard that which is
not history as poetry, if we would avoid impugning the truth of these
accounts altogether'. Yet Powell himself, in the same place,
describes Genesis 1 as 'in the form of a circumstantial narrative ofthe
origin of the world', which suggests that it is not poetry; and even
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if it were, it is difficult to see how one could avoid 'impugning' its
truth, just as incitements to bigotry and immorality, however
poetically expressed, would not normally be regarded as divinely
inspired.68 The New Testament, despite its supposed superiority,
contains a highly significant element of the miraculous, and is not
without some violence of expression and dogmatic emphasis
which easily lend themselves to the service of intolerance and
persecution. Powell's assertion that revelation must be based on a
sound natural theology appears to be only too true.

If the concept of creation can only become meaningful by
making it refer simply to the appearance of that which did not
previously exist and applying it to the orderly evolution which is
revealed to observation and careful inductive method, then
biblical or any other religious assertions about divine creation
must of necessity be figurative; and presumably descriptions of
God must also be figurative and often anthropomorphic, because
God himself is no more observable and measurable than his
creative work. We must therefore depend on Powell's argument
from the intelligibility of the universe to the transcendent divine
intelligence as our justification for using language about God at all
or attaching any value to biblical assertions about God and his
demands on and promises to mankind: but Hume's scepticism
dissolves Powell's argument as surely as Paley's. If the human mind
has evolved and survived through the long eras of change in the
life of the planet, it is not surprising that the world should be intel-
ligible to it. Such intelligibility is an essential part of the mind's
adaptation to its environment, without which it would not exist at
all.

Nevertheless, much that Powell said about science, the Bible
and the concept of creation was true even though at the time it
seemed to be destructive of religious belief; and he also gave
recognition to the element in human experience, and Kant's
emphasis upon it, which could have provided him with the real
basis for a fruitful natural theology. In 1854, as one of three judges
appointed to award the Burnett Prizes for studies in natural
theology, he read through 208 essays, noting the similarity of argu-
ment in most of them, and obviously looking for something fresh
which showed a proper appreciation of the philosophical issues
involved.69 In his own reflections on these issues he shows some
sympathy with Kant, who 'draws with a clear and masterly hand the
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important distinction between strict philosophical reasoning and
that kind of moral persuasion which prevails among mankind at
large, and suffices for all practical purposes'. Later Powell states
that 'the language of theology expresses by the phrase creation
. . . some act, the nature of which it is utterly beyond the power of
human reason to conceive and which, so far from explaining,
professedly shuts out all explanation, and can only be a conception
of faith! J° It is here, in these two points, that Powell could have
found the beginning of a fresh approach to natural theology,
including the peculiar nature and position of mankind in the
world, and a fruitful, unforced connection with what is of
profound value in the biblical literature.

Unfortunately he failed to recognise the real value and the full
implications of his own best insights, with the result that his
thought taken as a whole is flawed and undeveloped. He was like
a prisoner successful in his effort to escape the cell, but careful to
take his ball and chain with him. His agnosticism, his emphasis
upon faith and the moral and spiritual nature of man, his recog-
nition of a kind of truth which persuades by an appeal to criteria
unknown to scientific method, and his groping after an appreci-
ation of the true character of the biblical literature could all have
borne much fruit; but failure to break completely with design
theology involved the inevitable frustration of any such promise.
The ghost of ancient Jewish cosmogony was not the only one
requiring exorcism. Although at the very outset of his argument
Powell had reverently laid Paley to rest, watch and all, his mind,
like many others, was still haunted by that genial, well-intentioned
and persuasive shade.



CHAPTER 8

The later nineteenth century

The year i860 may be taken as a convenient, if not perfectly
precise, chronological marker with respect to thought about
religion in Britain. The evidences in favour of a wholly naturalistic
interpretation of life, including religion, had been growing
stronger throughout the century, and by the year i860 a kind of
breaking point or turning of the tide had been reached. A
profound and lasting trend was established, and it was the triumph
of scientific method: not the consequence of some sudden
revelation or discovery, but as the culmination of intellectual
endeavour going back to the eighteenth century. Basil Willey links
the publication of The Origin of Species, of Essays and Reviews and of
Colenso's The Pentateuch and the Book of Joshua Critically Examined as
'Three great explosions . . . which rocked the fabric of Christen-
dom and sent believers scuttling for shelter';1 but while these
events unquestionably made a sharp impact on thinking people,
they did not of themselves establish some unheard of novelty
which in turn set in motion or released forces hitherto dormant.
They were symptomatic of a social and intellectual shift long since
begun, and by expressing it they increased awareness of change
already proceeding and encouraged it.

The idea of an evolutionary explanation for the appearance of
life on the planet was by no means new; and the evidence in its
favour was always gradually accumulating, a fact to which the
Bridgewater Treatises themselves bore witness in contradiction to
their main intention. Darwin and Wallace presented their
hypothesis to the Linnean Society in 1858, having arrived at a
similar conclusion wholly independently of each other. They
welded evidence into an argument which now became too
probably correct to be easily dismissed, and which demanded
serious investigation by other biologists; but if these two had not
produced the hypothesis, someone else would have done.

172
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Taken along with progress in chemistry, physics, geology,
astronomy and medicine, it was clear to any honest and unpreju-
diced person by i860 that scientific methods could establish truths
about the natural world with a probability often indistinguishable
for all practical purposes from certainty. Of course, some con-
clusions were partial and subject to further refinement; disputes
were commonplace, as, for example, over the age of the earth;
sometimes scientists operated with hypotheses of greater or less
probability; but even where there was argument and uncertainty it
had to be accepted that it was scientific method which would
sooner or later bring the truth to light, to the extent that truth was
attainable at all.

Natural theology as understood by Paley was not suddenly
rendered invalid by the advance of science. Invalid argument
enjoys the privilege of transcendence over mere temporal change;
but the developing view of nature enforced the point for all those
who had eyes to see. A survey of the natural world with the inten-
tion of proving the basic tenets of religion gradually ceased to be
a serious proposition.

At the same time genuine biblical criticism was beginning to
appear as an intellectual force whose presence could not be
removed and whose development could not be stopped. Such
criticism had been practised in Germany for many years, and
scholars in this country were well aware of the fact, although the
general attitude towards it was one of hostility. Yet the textual,
literary and historical problems which gave rise to such critical
study were not the mere products of a perverse imagination. They
were an integral part of the text, waiting to confront anyone who
undertook the task of properly understanding it. At the same time,
the picture of the universe and life on earth being developed by
natural science was totally at variance with the biblical picture, and
the adoption of the critical or scientific method of studying
biblical literature avoided the embarrassment of trying to evade
the discrepancy by means of forced reconciliations or futile
attempts to deny the scientific evidence. Historical and literary
criticism set the biblical documents firmly in their historical con-
text and accepted that they were products of an ancient mentality
which knew far less about the natural world than the educated
population of nineteenth-century Britain.

The old idea that we should not seek information about the nat-
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ural world in books which were intended to convey religious and
moral truth was given a new and crucial significance. Scientific
method applied to the Bible could claim the double advantage of
removing any possibility of conflict between the Bible and the
natural sciences, and of concentrating attention upon the
spiritual messages intended by the ancient authors. By i860 a
sufficient number of British scholars appreciated these facts to
ensure that historical and literary criticism became the domi-
nating trend in biblical interpretation, and in this way the true
nature of the ancient literature was brought to light and demon-
strated beyond reasonable doubt, so that the Bible could be
accepted for what it was, rather than for what it was not.

Scientific method triumphed therefore in the sense that it made
claims to truth which no honest, unprejudiced and informed
person could or would deny, and from about i860 onwards
increasing numbers of people in Britain accepted scientific
method as the sole or chief means of establishing the truth,
whether this was the truth in some specific area of inquiry or the
truth about the universe as a whole. Natural scientists began to
gain some real independence of ecclesiastical authority and its
influence on social status and prospects for a career. T. H. Huxley
became the best-known propagandist for this independence, and
prophet of an agnosticism which regarded the positive prop-
ositions of religious belief as already destroyed by Hume's
scepticism and Kant's critical philosophy.

Most people, of course, were no more able or willing to engage
in serious experimental work than they were able or willing to
engage in serious theological debate or biblical exegesis: con-
clusions and explanations had to be accepted on authority, and
after i860 that authority gradually but very definitely passed to the
scientist and away from the priest and bishop. It became increas-
ingly obvious to thinking people that the facts of science could not
simply be denied; that the first eleven chapters of Genesis could
no longer be regarded as unique or absolutely accurate as a
portrayal of the origins of the world and mankind; that the
biblical literature expressed religious and moral crudities as if they
reflected truth about the nature of God; that many of the so-called
events recorded challenged credulity beyond breaking point,
while science and technology produced contemporary 'miracles'
open to common inspection. Naturalistic explanation was con-
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vincing and displayed its triumphs daily. It could be readily
appreciated at an unsophisticated level, like the errors of the
Bible; and the general tendency to prefer it was established then
and has increased its influence to the present day. It was also
increasingly apparent that the Church had no generally agreed
religious philosophy. The gospel was proclaimed and dogma
recited, but no unified reply was offered to the inquirer or critic
who wondered how any credence at all could be given to claims on
behalf of a transcendent deity.

The dangers and limitations of historical generalisation must be
admitted, and claims to truth may receive a response similar to
Pilate's when confronted by the claims of Christ. It was the case
then as it is now that issues in any individual mind or the collective
mind of any given community were not necessarily either clear-cut
or fixed. The sociological aspects of religious belief are complex
and subtle; but when full weight has been given to qualifications
and reservations, a general trend is discernible and has continued
to the present day, and that is the production by natural science of
increasing evidence that a wholly naturalistic explanation of life is
the correct one. Unless we are to be utterly cynical about the
capacity of the human mind to appreciate truth; unless we are
prepared to see human thought as merely a species of instinct,
dominated by prejudices which have their origin in the determin-
ing influence of heredity and environment, then we must recog-
nise the possible willing correspondence of thought with fact, the
possibility of real mental adjustment to what is demonstrably the
case or made probable by the weight of evidence. That there was
a distinctive approach to things which could be designated
'scientific', and that it developed a strong fascination for the
Victorian imagination, is undeniable, and Sherlock Holmes is
perhaps the most powerful symbolic expression of the fact. When
we try to define 'scientific', as when we try to define 'religious', the
complexities and subtleties of human life, both in its individual
and in its social aspects, defy us, and what starts out as a definition
must become encyclopaedic if it is to be comprehensive. Yet both
terms refer to something readily recognisable and real in both
individual and society: and after i860 in Britain it was the scientific
approach to nature and 'revelation' which seemed to increasing
numbers of thinking people to offer the unprejudiced attempt to
establish a proper correspondence between thought and fact.
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It may seem natural to conclude from these remarks that those
who rejected or ignored scientific claims, and even denounced
them, were ignorant or prejudiced or just plain dishonest; but the
situation was not and is not so simple. It was one thing to accept
the positive gains afforded by commitment to scientific methods
of inquiry, but a very different matter to accept the full impli-
cations of a wholly naturalistic explanation of life. Those who held
to religious belief and who were not prepared to water it down to
mere sentiment or some kind of subjective response to the greater
world of which mankind is a part were confronted by the necess-
ity of avoiding the wholly naturalistic conclusion. To some this
seemed simple enough: the natural sciences revealed truth about
nature, while religious experience down the ages, especially that
recorded in the Bible, revealed truth about God, the super-
natural. These were regarded as two essentially different kinds of
truth which could never come into conflict with each other, and it
was open to anyone to accept both. The answer to the science/
religion conflict therefore was to be a sharp dualism.

It is not out of the question that the finite human mind should
be compelled to rest content with a dualistic view of reality, how-
ever powerful the mind's own tendency is to seek satisfaction in a
coherent and unified system; but if so, both aspects of the duality
must display convincing evidence of their existence. Furthermore,
religious belief in Britain not only asserted the existence of God,
but that the world has been created, and is sustained and provi-
dentially governed by him. He is no absentee God. When there-
fore such a profound and significant relationship is asserted to
exist between nature and God, it comes as something of a surprise
to be told that assertions about God and assertions about nature
not only do not, but cannot contradict each other because they
are of a wholly different character; which also implies that they
cannot confirm or illuminate each other either.

At first the explanation seems plausible enough, as can be seen
by means of a simple analogy. We may say of a man that he is kind
and generous and conscientious in his work, and we may say of the
house in which he lives that it has three bedrooms, a dining room
and kitchen and is semi-detached. Religious assertions about God
are like those about the man, and scientific assertions about
nature are like those concerning the house: the truth or falsity of
one set of assertions has no connection with the truth or falsity of
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the other set. Yet it is at the point where the analogy breaks down
that it becomes instructive. We find out what nature is like in
basically the same way as we find out what the house is like: but
how do we find out about God? In the analogy, the man and the
house are both knowable in roughly the same sort of way, and if
questions are raised about statements concerning the man, we
know at least in principle how they can be checked, and this is not
so very different from ways in which statements about the house
can be checked; but if the man was never seen in the house, or
leaving or entering it, if no one knew where he worked or actually
met him; if the garden was overgrown and the house unfurnished,
or occupied by people who said they knew the man but could not,
even in answer to the most persistent inquiries, introduce us to
him: we should accept verifiable statements about the house, and
we should accept the distinction in meaning between propositions
about the man and the house, but regard such a distinction as of
no significance in the absence of any evidence that the man
actually existed.

We can, of course, legitimately alter the analogy, and say that
the man not only lives in the house, but made it and maintains it;
and both the idea of 'living in' and that of 'making' can be more
closely defined or explained so as to reflect more clearly just how
we envisage God's relationship with his world. It is obvious in this
case that at least some assertions about the man and his house
might be connected, and even if we can never meet the man
despite long Kafka-like searches for him, we may deduce ideas
about him from the state of the house: and in the same way we may
deduce ideas of God from nature.

In this case, however, the sharp dualism has been surrendered,
with all the risks that that involves; risks vividly portrayed by Hume
in his Dialogues and brought home to religious thought in the later
nineteenth century by destructive criticism of Paley from varied
quarters. If Paley's natural theology had been valid, there would
have been a bridge from the natural to the supernatural; but even
then, as Hume demonstrated, it would have been by no means
certain that conclusions concerning the divine nature would have
been at all in keeping with the teaching of the Church.

The reaction of conservative religious thinkers is therefore
understandable and is not to be dismissed as the mere effusion of
ignorance and prejudice. Religious philosophy was in a state of
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confusion. Some people still defended Paley's argument, even
though they might believe that it required restatement in some
supposedly modified form. Others rejected such argument
altogether, but could only provide equally dubious alternatives;
and there was no general agreement as to how philosophy should
meet incipient atheism. He who eats with the devil must use a very
long spoon: and those who were by temperament and upbringing
suspicious of appeals to a corrupted human reason must have felt
that attempts to meet unbelief by means of argument were futile
endeavours to convert Satan on his home ground.

Liberal critical scholars believed that the Bible contained
inspired religious truth, but they preferred to leave the justifi-
cation of such belief to others. They willingly conceded the
authority of the natural sciences in their own sphere, but also
applied the principles of naturalistic explanation to the interpret-
ation of the biblical literature. They did not regard themselves as
engaged in or implying by their methods a wholly naturalistic
interpretation of the Bible, and they looked upon it as contain-
ing profound religious and moral truth which God willed to
reveal to mankind; but their method of study by its very nature
involved, and does involve, the concentration of attention upon
the human elements in its composition and transmission, and in
all of its very varied contents. This is why such biblical study has
at times been described as 'scientific'. Critical scholars assumed
that the Bible was inspired revelation but set aside the assump-
tion for the purposes of critical research, just as a natural
scientist might assume that the world is God's creation, but
rigorously set aside the assumption in the prosecution of his
professional work. The liberal critical approach to biblical
interpretation was essentially and inevitably a phenomenological
exercise.

Liberal scholars freely acknowledged the problems of biblical
interpretation and agreed that the biblical literature should be
read and studied like any other. The Word of God comes to us as
the words and deeds of men, and this means that the biblical
literature must be amenable to explanation in naturalistic terms;
indeed, it must demand such explanation. At the same time they
assumed that sacred truth would shine by its own light in the eyes
of the honest inquirer, and since sacred truth is not scientific,
errors in matters scientific could be cheerfully conceded. The
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weakness of this position was that naturalistic explanations were
self-explanatory, and the phenomenological approach could
stand on its own feet; while the claim that religious truth had been
revealed through nature and the affairs of men still remained to
be justified.

This kind of criticism was utterly inconsistent with the simple
understanding of inspiration and revelation which sees God as
guaranteeing by his providential activity that the sense of every
biblical text shall be open to every sincere believer, and unques-
tionably true. The proper critical study of the Bible involved the
recognition of biblical error, error which could not have appeared
if it were the product of direct and unambiguous divine revel-
ation, even granted that God spoke in a language and by means of
cultural concepts which his hearers could grasp.

Conservatives inevitably saw such scholarly criticism as a fatal
concession to the spirit of the age. Liberal critical methods
involved the surrender of the supernatural, and it was asking far
too much of faith to put its trust in reason to reinstate God in his
world. It was altogether simpler and more in keeping with the
spirit of true piety to accept the biblical miracles as true and
obvious signs of the divine presence and activity, setting the seal
on a biblical message which, thus guaranteed, would make its own
moral and spiritual impact on a lost humanity. Had not Our Lord
himself appealed to the overwise in his own generation to believe
at least for the very works' sake?

After all, the issue between belief and unbelief was not simply
clear-cut. Only ignorance and desperate cynicism could dismiss
the Bible as merely a collection of errors and moral crudities, and
sceptics could no more produce an agreed philosophy than the
Church. Immanent moral and aesthetic values were just as much
a problem for unbelief as the transcendent was for belief; and,
most fundamental of all, if sin and salvation mean anything, they
denote something rather more than the exchange of an incorrect
mental picture of the universe for a correct one. Conservatives
made out their case under the powerful conviction that there
were aspects of human life profoundly more important than the
fallible conclusions of human reason and that such conclusions
should not be allowed to undermine the supreme authority of the
Word of God conveyed through the biblical revelation. The
occupational hazard of conservative thought was the too cavalier
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treatment of genuine intellectual difficulties and a tendency to
engage in unconvincing rationalisation.

Liberal thinkers were also moved by consideration for moral
and spiritual realities of central significance in human life and
which perpetually resist reduction to wholly naturalistic expla-
nation; but they were also convinced that the results of rational
inquiry could not be so easily dismissed. Such results might be
refined and developed, but in many cases represented discovery of
fact which would remain substantially unaltered; and rational
inquiry could be put to good use in biblical study and by means of
honest exegesis bring to light religious truth which would other-
wise lie unappreciated in the obscurity of its original cultural
setting. The occupational hazard of liberalism was too great a con-
centration on the human element in the Bible and failure to give
proper recognition to the significance of the supernatural in it.
Biblical theology on this basis was hamstrung from the start. The
biblical Theologies' which were to emerge in the liberal tradition
would be fine and illuminating descriptions of the religious ideas
to be found in the Bible, but to what extent these ideas might be
accepted as true for humanity regardless of the historical context
in which they appeared was a problem which could not be
addressed.

For both conservatives and liberals philosophy was a distinct
discipline regarded with more or less distrust by both parties. And
yet it was only by means of philosophy that the problems raised by
Hume and enforced by the natural sciences could be met, the
eternal distinguished from the ephemeral in the biblical revel-
ation, and a true theology, or metaphysics, constructed.

Henry Longueville Mansel well illustrates both the need for,a
correct philosophy and the profound change which had taken
place in British thought since the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury. His Bampton Lectures on the limits of religious thought,
given and first published in 1858, were a display of intellectual
power in argument distinctly more impressive than Darwin's
Origin or anything the contributors to Essays and Reviews could pro-
duce.2 Dean Burgon has left us a vivid account of the excitement
created in St Mary's on the occasion of their delivery:
The interest which Mansel's delivery of his Bampton Lectures excited in
Oxford was extraordinary: the strangest feature of the case being, that
those compositions were so entirely 'over the heads' of most of those who
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nevertheless every Sunday morning flocked to S. Mary's to hear them.
The Undergraduates' gallery, which accommodates about half the
congregation at S. Mary's, was always entirely filled with attentive and
enthusiastic listeners; but it may be questioned if one in a hundred was
able to follow the preacher. The young men knew, of course, in a general
kind of way, what the champion of Orthodoxy was about. He was, single-
handed, contunding a host of unbelievers, - some, with unpronounce-
able names and unintelligible theories; and sending them flying before
him like dust before the wind. And that was quite enough for them. It was
a kind of gladiatorial exhibition which they were invited to witness: the
unequal odds against 'the British lion' adding greatly to the zest of the
entertainment; especially as the noble animal was always observed to
remain master of the field in the end. But, for the space of an hour, there
was sure to be some desperate hard fighting, during which they knew
that Mansel would have to hit both straight and hard: and that they liked.
If was only necessary to look at their Champion to be sure that he also
sincerely relished his occupation; and this completed their satisfaction.
So long as he was encountering his opponents' reasoning, his massive
brow, expressive features, and earnest manner suggested the image of
nothing so much as resolute intellectual conflict, combined with con-
scious intellectual superiority. But the turning-point was reached at last.
He would suddenly erect his forefinger. This was the signal for the final
decisive charge. Resistance from that moment was hopeless. Already
were the enemy's ranks broken. It only remained to pursue the routed
foe into some remote corner of Germany, and to pronounce the
Benediction.3

Burgon goes on to refer to the immense sensation which the
publication of the lectures produced on the continent and in
America as well as in England, but enthusiasm and thoroughly
justified admiration for Mansel's intellectual athleticism were no
substitute for a proper grasp of the issues which by then actually
confronted religious believers in Britain. The future belonged not
to Mansel but to Darwin, even in part to Colenso and Essays and
Reviews, and the reason for this is instructive and not without
irony. If the intellectual invaders who threatened the establish-
ment were of German origin, so was the ally who provided the
British champion with the weaponry necessary for their destruc-
tion; and while the annihilating power displayed was exhilarating
during the battle, more sober subsequent reflection shows it to
have undermined the foundations upon which it was placed
and which it was meant to defend. This was not the intention of
the ally, but implied the need for more careful training in the
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employment of equipment which he had placed at Britain's
disposal.

Mansel saw himself as a latter-day Butler, applying the approach
of the Analogy to Idealist criticism of Christian theology in funda-
mentally the same manner as Butler had made out his reply to
deism. Butler had strongly emphasised the limitations of human
reason and couched his own argument in terms of the probability
which guides common sense in the affairs of everyday life. The
speculations of pure reason had been dismissed as worse than use-
less. Deists admitted that there was strong evidence in nature for
the existence of an intelligent creator, but once this was granted
there was no good reason to reject a biblically based Christianity
and every reason to accept it. The analogy between belief in God
based on a correct view of nature and belief in God based on a
correct view of revelation was so close and mutually illuminating
that they must stand or fall together: and a judgment based on the
generally accepted principle of probability, the principle used for
every other important decision in life, would bring in a verdict of
acceptance for both.

Like Butler, and in accordance with the title of his lectures,
Mansel stressed the limitations of human reason, and endeav-
oured to show that revelation offered Christianity's Idealist critics
the belief in God which they wanted, and in terms which were
within the capacity of reason to grasp. Futile speculation was to be
replaced by the plain, readily accessible message of the Bible, and
the revelation of God contained in a record of human experience
and therefore intelligible to a mentality entirely adapted to this
world's environment. Mansel wanted to inculcate a humility which
would surrender the arrogant attempt to bring religious doctrine
within the bounds of rational criticism, and to encourage a faith
which would acknowledge revelation as the only possible source of
knowledge about God.

Both Mansel and Butler, therefore, depended on a critique of
reason, and a demonstration that if certain critics of Christianity
re-examined their own argument, they would be obliged to accept
revelation rather than rejecting it; but once this general similarity
has been indicated, it must be admitted that there was a crucial
difference between these two thinkers. This difference lay in the
critique of reason, which Mansel borrowed from Kant both
directly, and also indirectly through Sir William Hamilton. The
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Kantian critique was far more extensive both in its negative and
positive aspects than anything Butler dreamt of; and while Butler
based confidence in revelation on the supposed truth of deistic
natural theology and argued that acceptance of it should lead
naturally to acceptance of Christian belief, Mansel demolished the
foundations of German Idealism and hoped to rebuild confidence
in Christianity on the ruins of the metaphysical systems he had
now completely undermined.

It was one thing, however, to make a wreck of Idealism, but a
very different matter to replace it with a convincing demon-
stration of biblically based truth. If concepts of the Absolute and
Infinite are simply beyond the range of finite human reason, if in
the very nature of the case they cannot be grasped by an earth-
bound human understanding, then they were presumably beyond
the grasp of the men and women whose experiences go to make
up the biblical record; and if what is expressed in the Bible is
something essentially other than the Absolute and Infinite, then
the images of God presented to us could be the fruit of immanent
forces at work rather than picturesque adaptations of the tran-
scendent revealing itself to our limited intelligence. Feuerbach
could be right, and God might be the glorified image of man,
projected into the sky by culturally determined fancy, rather than
the concretely evidenced ultimate reality. Mansel's demolition job
was done so thoroughly that one is left wondering why we should
not jettison Christian theology along with the works of Hegel,
Fichte and Schelling.

Mansel might have claimed that the biblical revelation was
based on unique knowledge, on modes of spiritual communi-
cation not open to the rest of mankind, but this line of approach
was firmly rejected.4 More to the point, he might have faced the
problem squarely and considered more seriously and sympatheti-
cally Kant's own answer to it; and it is very significant for an under-
standing of nineteenth- and twentieth-century religious thought
in Britain that he not only did not do so, but positively rejected the
Kantian solution. For Mansel, the idea of religion within the
limits of mere reason was a contradiction in terms: religion
involved acknowledgement of the unconditioned transcendent,
which was precisely what reason alone could not reach. He
accused Kant of identifying religion with morality and maintain-
ing that the supernatural and historical were not necessary to
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religious belief; and he also denounced Kant's attempt to find a
firm basis for religious belief in our moral sense as inconsistent
with his critical conclusions.

This firm rejection of Kant's positive aims left Mansel with no
alternative but a straightforward appeal to the Bible as revelation,
and this was no doubt his intention; but while such an appeal
might be sufficient within the circle of the unquestioning faithful,
it was wholly inadequate when dealing with the Church's critics, or
even those among the faithful who could not suppress the rise of
doubt. Some justification had to be offered for regarding a collec-
tion of ancient records as 'revelation', and Mansel was not
unaware of the fact. Somehow he had to show that human
cognition is capable of establishing contact through the Bible with
that supernatural, unconditioned Absolute, the Infinite God,
whom he has shown to be beyond the grasp of human reason,
without at the same time rebuilding what he has pulled down.

Mansel emphasised that God is represented in the Bible by
means of symbolic terms which are more or less adequate and
which we rightly interpret personally. God is revealed through
partial manifestations and indications of his nature which human
beings can only appreciate in terms of personality, and without
this consciousness of personality we could have no belief in God at
all. Nevertheless Mansel recognises that concepts of the infinite
and absolute have to be used in Christian theology, even though
he has demonstrated that human reason cannot grasp them, since
it is only by using them that we can express essential truth about
God.

He easily gets round the apparent contradiction in his argu-
ment by insisting that such abstract ideas as they are used in
Christian theology have a purely negative sense: we think of the
love or wrath of God in human personal terms, but at the same
time feel and acknowledge that no limit or condition can qualify
the divine love or wrath as they do human love and anger, and in
that sense the divine is infinite and absolute.

The natural response of critics and doubters would be to ask
why we should believe that there is any being to whom such
descriptions apply. If we can give positive content to concepts of
infiniteness and absoluteness and produce evidence that such
ideas represent real knowledge, then we can claim to have crossed
the divide between nature and history on the one hand, and the
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supernatural, transcendent God on the other: but if we deny such
positive content to these concepts, and insist that they can only be
complementary to our consciousness of the relative and finite,
then we are still trapped on the earthly side of the divide, left with
only those ideas which Mother Nature has vouchsafed as fit for us
to play with.

Mansel's answer to the question of critics and doubters was
virtually no answer at all. According to Mansel, the biblical revel-
ation was to be accepted in faith and humility. The testimony of
Scripture should be accepted as a fact, intended for our practical
guidance, in which case it would be plain and intelligible. It was
only when treated as a subject for speculative analysis that it
became incomprehensible.

Those who could accept this naive approach to the ancient
literature would already have abdicated the use of reason, and
placed themselves well beyond any risk of controversy; but
Mansel's task was to offer a reasonable defence of Christianity, and
while he was justified in deploying the Kantian critique against
sophisticated flights of speculation, it was a very different matter
to try to sidestep queries which went little beyond the demands of
common sense. The faith of a rational being includes reasonable
thought, and Mansel, of course, knew it:

Reason does not deceive us, if we will only read her witness aright; and
Reason herself gives us warning, when we are in danger of reading it
wrong. The light that is within us is not darkness; only it cannot illumi-
nate that which is beyond the sphere of its rays . . . Within her own
province, and among her own objects, let Reason go forth, conquering
and to conquer. The finite objects, which she can clearly and distinctly
conceive, are her lawful empire and her true glory. The countless
phenomena of the visible world; the unseen things which lie in the
depths of the human soul; - these are given into her hand; and over
them she may reign in unquestioned dominion.5

Very well: but we must return yet again to the question how this
earth-bound thought can claim union with the transcendent. To
point us to the Bible is merely to reiterate the question.

It was hard for Mansel to kick against the pricks, and inconsist-
ently with his criticisms of Kant he had to admit that it was the
consciousness of moral obligation which compels us to assume
the existence of a moral deity and to regard absolute standards
of right and wrong as constituted by the nature of that deity.6
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Combined with his correct emphasis on the central significance of
the concept of personality in Christian religious thought, this
could have formed the true basis upon which to construct a
positive alternative to Idealism; but for Mansel it remained only an
acknowledgement, prevented from further development by a mis-
guided rejection of Kantian insights.

The attempt to make the Bible an all-sufficient testimony to
truth independent of rational inquiry also placed Mansel in an
awkward position in relation to the rise of scholarly biblical study.
Once the problems uncovered by biblical criticism and related
studies have been conceded, two consequences follow, neither of
which was welcome to Mansel. First, the idea of a plain and
readily intelligible biblical message, open to the grasp of any
simple-minded inquirer, has to be surrendered. Second, it is pre-
cisely the very varied human element in the scriptural texts which
is highlighted by criticism, thereby emphasising the central prob-
lem for Mansel of how to get from the human/historical/natural
to the divine. If Moses and the prophets, the apostles and the
evangelists could be treated as men like ourselves, then the
Kantian critique was just as applicable to them as to Hegel, Fichte
and Schelling.

Mansel showed himself very uneasy with Rowland Williams'
ideas of biblical interpretation and expressed fears of the
thoroughgoing rationalism 'determined at all hazards to expel the
supernatural from Scripture': something which might be
expected in Germany, but not in those 'who, like Dr Williams,
hold fast the doctrine of the Incarnation of the Son of God'.7
Williams for his part regretted the absence from Mansel's lectures
of even the rudiments of biblical criticism: 'In all his volume not
one text of Scripture is elucidated, nor a single difficulty in the
evidences of Christianity removed', with the result that 'his blows
fall heaviest on what it was his duty to defend'. Williams also
realised the misleading nature of the supposed similarity between
Mansel's argument and Butler's.8 Nevertheless, although
Williams' comments were justified, he did not go to the root of the
problem. Once in the arena of honest doubt, free thought,
reasonable questioning, controversy, the introduction of concepts
like 'revelation' and 'incarnation', far from answering the
problem, are merely a begging of the question:
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We may seek as we will for a 'Religion within the limits of the bare
Reason'; and we shall not find it; simply because no such thing exists; and
if we dream for a moment that it does exist, it is only because we are
unable or unwilling to pursue reason to its final consequences. But if we
do not, others will; and the system which we have raised on the shifting
basis of our arbitrary resting place, waits only till the wind of controversy
blows against it, and the flood of unbelief descends upon it, to manifest
itself as the work of the 'foolish man which built his house upon the
sand'.9

There was something terribly prophetic in this statement which
envisaged a future in which fierce Victorian religious contro-
versies would appear at best as mere historical curiosities.

Not everyone was enthusiastically in favour of the lectures, and
Mansel himself had to admit that his argument was in some
respects controversial. Notable among his opponents was F. D.
Maurice, who published several hundred pages of vigorous
criticism based on a fundamental misunderstanding of Mansel's
position.10 In the Preface to his volume Maurice makes a signifi-
cant slip: Mansel is quoted to the effect that there cannot be a
'direct manifestation of the Infinite Nature of God', which
becomes in Maurice's repetition, 'direct manifestation of the
Nature of God', the omission of 'Infinite' being crucial. Maurice
insisted that knowledge of God in this world can be genuine even
if limited, and made much appeal to the Bible in support of his
contention. Mansel could only reply that they were both saying the
same thing, and there can be no doubt that he must have warmly
supported much of the positive and still valuable exposition of the
text which Maurice offered. When the difference between them is
seen in relation to the future of religious thought in Britain, two
comments are necessary.

First, Maurice like Mansel believed that any honest mind could
and would find the biblical message plain and persuasive, and that
the Church had nothing to fear from rational study of the text. He
inveighed against the rationalistic approach to Paley's Evidences
in the universities and warned of the evil consequences which
followed upon the disillusionment of young men who felt cheated
when they were promised objective, unprejudiced investigation,
only to discover that they were being led along a well-worn path to
predetermined conclusions. Yet no more than Mansel could
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Maurice accept genuine biblical criticism, and his estrangement
from Colenso illustrates the fact.11

Second, Maurice misunderstood Mansel's argument, but his
rejection of it was probably the instinctive reaction of someone
who sensed that Mansel had undermined belief rather than
strengthening it. There was implicit in Maurice's response to
Mansel the admission that if human knowledge is of necessity
confined to experience of this world, this must apply to the human
beings whose knowledge forms the foundation of the biblical
record; in which case it must be illusion rather than revelation.

What might be called the human side of inspiration and revel-
ation received full recognition in the Bampton Lectures for 1885
given by Frederic W. Farrar.12 Farrar started out from the fact that
the universal Church had never defined 'inspiration', and he
firmly rejected the idea of 'mechanical' inspiration, by which he
meant that the men and women who in various ways produced the
Bible had not been somehow guided or addressed by God so as to
override their natural human responses and prevent error. God
reveals himself always in the same way to all men and women, and
the degree of truth revealed depends on the capacity of the
human receiver to respond to and grasp the revelation. The Bible
has a particular claim on our attention because, simply as a matter
of fact, some parts of the biblical record show a depth of under-
standing not generally to be found. As a record of divine revel-
ation to certain people the Bible contains error and is overall of
unequal value: but it also contains profound and essential truths
which will be recognised by those who in the present are obedient
to Christ and open their minds and hearts to the work of the same
Holy Spirit who was at work in biblical times.

Farrar put his main point in another way by asserting that there
was no essential difference between biblical history and history in
general. The light of God destroys idolatry, and 'HISTORY is a ray
of that light of God. A great part of the Bible is History, and all
History, rightly understood, is also a Bible. Its lessons are God's
divine method of slowly exposing error and of guiding into truth.'
Quoting Fichte, 'God alone makes History, but He does this by the
agency of man.' Again, 'secular History too is a revelation. It is, as
Vico called it, "a civil Theology of Divine Providence".' And Farrar
refers with approval to the view of Sebastian Franck: 'He regarded
all history as a Bible.'*3
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It followed from this that Farrar would recognise the import-
ance of biblical criticism, which endeavours to get at the original
meaning of the biblical writers by carefully studying the historical
context in which they worked and the historical circumstances in
which the men and women of the Bible lived; but he insisted that
the main spiritual truths conveyed by the Bible are few and clear
and open to any simple believer. Spiritual and moral truth were
not to be left to the mercy of technical skill, no matter how useful
the latter might be in illuminating the biblical text. He also
severely castigated much learned exposition as no better than a
perverted rationalisation of the text, produced by wrangling
clergy who had falsely set themselves above the rest of the Church.

Farrar regarded the concept of progressive revelation as essen-
tial to a proper understanding of the Bible and accepted as fruit-
ful Lessing's view of God as the educator of the human race. It is
no doubt understandable that someone who wished to express
inspiration in dynamic terms and who believed that God was
continually revealing himself as knowledge increased should be
sufficiently impressed by the work of Darwin to see in ideas of
growth and development the chief clue to grasping the nature of
the biblical revelation; and Farrar was to speak with warm approval
of Darwin before the lectures were finished. Nevertheless, the idea
of progress in revelation raises more problems than it answers. In
so far as it draws attention to the adaptation of God's communi-
cation to the capacity of the receiver and emphasises the personal
character of the divine-human relationship it may be welcomed;
but in so far as it suggests an analogy with organic growth in man's
ever-changing knowledge of God it must be dismissed. Apart from
the insurmountable difficulty of making it fit the evidence, it
should, in the context of Farrar's argument, have meant that men
would know more of God centuries after the biblical period than
during it: a conclusion which he would not have accepted.

The problems of biblical interpretation, its wide variety and the
relationship between the readings of the simple-minded and those
of the sophisticated critic are acknowledged by Farrar, but not at
all adequately dealt with; but the basic problem for Farrar arises
from his assertion of the essential similarity between biblical
history and all other history. The question is not so much how we
can know when God is being revealed to us as against when he is
not, but how we can know there is any revelation of God at all. Why
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should we believe that it is God who is making history and not just
men? How would the history of the British Empire or the rise of
modern Germany or the facts of life in Renaissance Italy tell us
about God? And why should we not read the biblical account of
Israel's birth and the rise of the monarchy in a purely secular
sense, and regard the religious interpretation put upon these
events as, from a later and more enlightened point of view, so
much superstition? Farrar's assertion is not invalidated because it
raises such questions, but they do demand an answer: and this
means entering the realms of philosophical discussion. By 1885,
however, serious biblical study and philosophy had become
separated disciplines.

If Farrar unified the witnesses of biblical and more general
history to the revelation of God, he wished to see natural science
and religion as two distinct but equally legitimate areas of human
activity. His eirenical aim in so doing should be fully appreciated.
He spoke of the attitude of religious believers towards scientists as
'an attitude first of fierce persecution, then of timid compromise,
lastly, of thankless and inevitable acceptance'. There was scarcely
a nascent science 'which the accredited defenders of religion have
not in their ignorance striven to overwhelm; scarcely a great dis-
covery which, in the first instance, they did not denounce as
heretical or blasphemous'. The Church record in this matter was
'Five hundred years of mistaken opposition, from the days of
Roger Bacon down to those of Darwin'.H

Farrar accepted the solution of regarding science and religion
as 'twin sisters, each studying her own sacred book of God . . . Let
them study in mutual love and honour side by side, and each pro-
nounce respecting those things which alone she knows. 'J5 This was
consistent with his view that the divine mind was being expressed
in current events and movements; but the influence which he
gladly acknowledged scientific discoveries and hypotheses had
had, and could be expected to have, on religious belief give the lie
to any hope of peaceful co-existence based on the utter dissimi-
larity of scientific and religious interests. Furthermore, according
to Farrar the sacred book of religion included all history. If both
history and nature reveal God, there must surely be some connec-
tion between them: a consideration made all the more likely by
the obvious fact that human beings belong to both realms. We
must also face the question with regard to nature which we have to
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face with regard to history: What is the evidence that facts or
events reveal the transcendent God? How are we to counter the
claim that what we really can know of facts and events suggests that
complete knowledge would lead us to regard history/religion not
as a separate book but as an appendix within the book of nature?
This was precisely the tendency of Darwin's work, and this was why
not all religious believers would share Farrar's enthusiasm for the
man and his work.

Farrar's failure, however, was different from Mansel's. The
latter looked backward to what was permanently outmoded; the
former at least tried to look forward and appreciate the views
which any credible future religious belief in Britain would have to
satisfy. What they both needed was an adequate philosophy.

This need is also to be seen in Essays and Reviews, first published
in i860, and Replies to 'Essays and Reviews) two volumes in which
true and valid comment is by no means confined to one side.16 The
opening sentences of Essays are an acknowledgement of the
fundamental threat posed by science to religious belief, which the
remainder of the volume underlines rather than answering. 'In a
world of mere phenomena, where all events are bound to one
another by a rigid law of cause and effect', we may imagine endless
cycles in a meaningless succession of events. 'This supposition
transforms the universe into a dead machine.'^ Temple might, at
that stage in the nineteenth century, have substituted an organism
for a machine, but this would only have strengthened the anti-
religious case. Like Farrar, Temple wanted growing knowledge
about nature to be regarded as a new book of revelation, without
offering any reason why we should so regard it; and his view that
intellectual studies in general would act upon the progress of
mankind by using biblical study as a kind of centre and focal point
was merely naive.

Rowland Williams' essay also resembled the later lectures of
Farrar in that he wanted to reduce the difference between the
experience recorded in the Bible and the general experience of
mankind, and therefore depicted God acting through conscience
and morality rather than through obviously supernatural inter-
ventions in the normal course of events. Williams did not deny
that unusual happenings could be consequent upon faith, but he
did wish to deny any religious significance to what was merely
strange and irrational. Geology had shown that changes in the
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earth's structure, even the most colossal, could be explained in
terms of causes still in operation; and biblical criticism had like-
wise shown that God's work recorded in 'Revelation' was to be
seen in just the same terms as his work among men in all times and
places.

The reference to liberal criticism inevitably suggested German
scholarship, and Williams explicitly based his essay on the work of
the outstanding German scholar Baron Christian C. J. Bunsen,
who spent much time in Britain. There could be as little doubt of
Bunsen's piety as of his scholarship, and towards the end of his
essay Williams mentions Bunsen's attempt to enrich the Lutheran
liturgy through a collection of evangelical songs and prayers. He
then goes on to make an interesting criticism:

Yet if it be one great test of a theology, that it shall bear to be prayed, our
author has hardly satisfied it. Either reverence, or deference, may have
prevented him from bringing his prayers into entire harmony with his
criticisms; or it may be that a discrepance, which we should constantly
diminish, is likely to remain between our feelings and our logical necess-
ities.18

H. J. Rose in Replies seized on this remark and gilded it with his
own somewhat more sweeping comment:

it often happens that a German will not cast off a certain phase of faith
when he has demolished every ground which an Englishman would
deem a rational and logical foundation for holding it. We ought not,
therefore, to be surprised at finding that . . . Baron Bunsen . . . had a
great love for devotional hymns, framed upon a very different hypoth-
esis, and addressed to a very different frame of mind.^

Leaving aside Rose's absurd caricature of the typical muddled
German over against the typical sensible Englishman, it must be
conceded that he had touched on the fundamental weakness of
Williams' essay, which lay behind Williams' own reaction to
Bunsen's book of prayers and songs; and that is that prayer has no
place in a world entirely explicable in naturalistic or humanistic
terms. If the obviously supernatural, the miraculous, is denied as
admissible evidence for religious belief, and if we are simply left
with the common experience of humanity, some explicit justifi-
cation is required for the claim that this experience points beyond
its earthly limitations to the transcendent deity.

Nor did conservatives always agree among themselves, as can be
illustrated from two Quarterly Review articles. In one, concerning
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Essays and Reviews, Williams is criticised for asserting that it was the
goodness of the works wherein lay the appeal of Christ. The
reviewer comments, 'as if the appeal of Christ was mainly to the
inherent goodness, and not to the manifest power of the works -
a fallacy so utterly transparent that it is needless in exposing it to
do more than enunciate its terms'. In the other, a review of Aids to
Faith, we find a different emphasis: 'Even miracles themselves were
not, properly speaking, instruments of conversion to those before
whose eyes they were wrought; they did but call attention to the
message which was the instrument of conversion.' This reviewer
warmly commends the argument of Mansel's essay in Aids, accord-
ing to which the exercise of the human will in the natural world
can have effect, and therefore the divine will can also be exercised
to influence events, and miracles are then seen as the conse-
quences of action by a personal agent for moral purposes.20

The latter interpretation of the miraculous may seem obviously
reasonable. We enjoy the best of both worlds, and there is
apparently little to separate Mansel, Williams and the second
conservative reviewer, while the attitude of the first reviewer can
then be dismissed as an expression of mere hidebound prejudice;
but because the fundamental issue has not been dealt with, the
position was not, and is not, so simple. Williams insisted that
narratives of the miraculous must be subject to the same kind of
critical assessment as any other historical narratives, and he was
bound to do so if he was persuaded by the work of Bunsen or any
other liberal scholar. The uncompromising conservative would
then rightly demand to know why any apparently miraculous
event described in the biblical narrative should be regarded as
really miraculous. It would seem to such a conservative that if
events, however remarkable, are to be understood in terms of
humanity's general experience and if the instruments of divine
intervention are morality and conscience, the specifically biblical
witness to God is dissolved away and there is no ground for
equating the Bible with revelation.

C. A. Heurtley made precisely this comment on Baden Powell's
essay. Powell welcomed Darwin's Origin as substantiating on
undeniable grounds the origination of new species by natural
causes, and as destined to revolutionise opinion in favour of the
principle that nature's powers are self-evolving. Powell also made
an emphatic distinction between the world of matter and the
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region of the spiritual, and asserted that human testimony was
inevitably confined to the facts observable by normal perception
and could not reach to the supernatural. It is not surprising that
Heurtley saw in such argument the banishment of religion, and
that the Quarterly Review should accuse Powell of 'scarcely veiled
Atheism'.21 It is also not surprising that Heurtley should make the
basis of his reply to Powell an appeal to the incarnation and
resurrection of Christ, since all the contributors to Essays and
Reviews were notable members of the English Church; but it was
precisely the case that the essayists had radically widened the
terms of reference within which the argument had to take place.
Real atheists and sceptics, and those who were to become known
as agnostics, were no longer spectators at some colourful ecclesi-
astical tournament where little but personal honour was at stake;
they were participants in the conflict, demanding satisfaction or
rightfully claiming victory over liberals and conservatives alike.

The head-on nature of the disagreement between liberals and
conservatives is also illustrated by Christopher Wordsworth's
vehement and mindless attack on Jowett, and the fact that Samuel
Wilberforce could write his Preface to Replies without having read
the essays which comprised it. The whole issue seemed obvious to
such men: once liberal critical principles had been admitted, the
supernatural was ex hypothesi excluded and the Ark of the Lord
had passed into the camp of the Philistines. Jowett, however,
believed that explicit and willing acceptance of biblical criticism
was the cure for two evils. The first was the large variety of
interpretations which had arisen because men had sought in
Scripture only the confirmation of views which they already held;
and the second was the tendency to see critical observations which
any intelligent person could make for himself as necessarily
expressions of unbelief and atheism. Jowett wished to make schol-
arly biblical study a normal part of liberal education, like the study
of Sophocles and Plato, and he was optimistic about the establish-
ment of the original meanings of the biblical authors and the
general effect this could have on the unity of Christendom; and
although today we might make a more sober assessment of the
achievements and potential of criticism, much in his essay is true
and well said. The only serious problem which remains is the usual
one concerning the inspiration of the Bible, its claim to authority
as revelation.
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Jowett remarked,

As the idea of nature enlarges, the idea of revelation also enlarges; it was
a temporary misunderstanding which severed them. And as the knowl-
edge of nature which is possessed by the few is communicated in its
leading features at least to the many, they will receive with it a higher
conception of the ways of God to man. It may hereafter appear as
natural to the majority of mankind to see the providence of God in the
order of the world as it once was to appeal to interruptions of it.22

For the conservative such words meant death to religion. The
apparent equation of nature with revelation, Providence with
history and the Bible with great literature, ruled out evidences of
the supernatural. As Wilberforce stated, the claim that we can only
give assent to that which is within the grasp of the unassisted
human intellect must lead to an essentially atheistic pantheism,
and there was something inherently absurd in asserting doctrines
which were then held to be open to discussion.

Jowett and other liberals could only have replied to such criti-
cism by entering the realms of metaphysical discussion, but they
were satisfied with the self-evident Tightness of many of their
positions regarding detailed exposition of the biblical text or
investigations into Church history. Therefore critical scholarship
should be presented vigorously and clearly to the educated public,
and it would persuade simply by means of its inherent correctness.
This approach is very clearly illustrated by C. W. Goodwin's essay
on the Mosaic Cosmology. Goodwin has no difficulty demolishing
past attempts to reconcile Genesis and geology, and having con-
ceded everything science can demand, has equally little difficulty
stating the religious message of Genesis chapter 1. G. Rorison in
Replies expresses a large measure of agreement with Goodwin; but
there was a breaking point. Either one accepted the supernatural,
or one did not; and if the supernatural were accepted, then along
with the human element in the Bible there would be no difficulty
recognising the divine; and the presence of the divine would
guarantee the absence of positive error. This then leaves us with a
dilemma: to accept Goodwin means, as Rorison correctly per-
ceived, abandoning any clear evidence of divine revelation. The
unity and design of the world, progressive revelation and a kind of
divine pedagogy are wholly inadequate to the task of lifting us
from nature to nature's God, and from history to providential rule
and supervision. To accept Rorison means denying error in the
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biblical text, a counsel of despair which can only lead back to the
kind of attempted reconciliation between science and the Bible
already rejected by both writers. Rorison himself demonstrated as
much by trying to maintain that the opening account of creation
is to be understood in terms of poetic parallelism and symbolism.
We must understand the influence of the Divine Spirit on the
mind of the author to have been such that when new knowledge
came 'the general dignity, congruity, and religious impressiveness
of the lesson should suffer no harm from the advent of such
knowledge': phraseology which can mean anything or nothing.^
In fact, neither the public confession of biblical error nor the
attempt to cloak and dissemble it before the face of the uncom-
mitted will persuade any honest mind. However pious and how-
ever sophisticated, it will create the correct impression of being so
much sales talk. Lists of errors will exhibit the fallibility of 'revel-
ation'; lists of dodges will exhibit the fallibility of the expositor.

The publication of Darwin's Origin of Species in 1859 seriously
aggravated what was already becoming a very difficult situation for
defenders of the faith. If the concept of evolution was not new, in
Darwin's hypothesis it provided significantly greater strength to
the science side in the science/religion conflict, and to those who
wished to use science as the justification for scepticism, and
inflicted a correspondingly heavy blow on those who defended
religion. Darwin and Wallace by their own research added greatly
to the large number of facts already accumulated which suggested
or demanded explanation in evolutionary terms, and Malthus was
adapted to provide a plausible mechanism whereby mere change
could be transformed into the inevitable development of varied
species. The fearful spectacle of a world entirely explicable in
naturalistic terms had taken another and massive step towards
realisation.

Indeed, one could go further. A concept so broad in its
reference and comprehensive in its scope could be taken as the
expression of something more than the summation of findings in
zoology and botany. 'Evolution', that is, causally determined
change in directions fixed by purely immanent forces, could be
taken to represent the whole naturalistic enterprise, describing
the history of the earth, the solar system and the universe, as well
as the long process whereby plants and creatures of very varied
types had appeared on the planet. Robert Chambers, Darwin's
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notorious predecessor, had opened his book with reference to the
nebular hypothesis, and if the concept of development was to be
the key to understanding the antecedents and consequents of the
appearance of life, the whole range of the sciences would provide
contributions to its fuller understanding. Evolution therefore
meant atheism, the all-sufficiency of scientific explanation, sys-
tematically excluding the supernatural, and making life itself the
ultimate flowering of physical processes rather than a transcen-
dent gift.

Much natural science was concerned with questions other than
those directly related to biological evolution, and yet the evol-
utionary idea could be taken as bringing into focus the ultimate
explanation of life implied by all scientific endeavour. If it were
true, not only did this make it impossible to accept the details of
Genesis chapters 1 and 2 at their face value; it also seemed to make
the whole idea of divine creativity redundant. This devastating
conclusion had long since been anticipated by religious believers,
but Darwin and his supporters unified massive evidence into a
justifiable and wholly naturalistic system which was too firmly
based to be dismissed or rationalised away. Darwin's hypothesis
was open to serious scientific question, and its publication was
followed by many years of scientific argument and discussion; but
the tendency of the argument was to prove its fruitfulness rather
than its falsity.

Initially, therefore, it was possible for conservative religious
believers to challenge Darwin with some show of reason. This is
well illustrated by the notorious debate between Samuel Wilber-
force and T. H. Huxley at the Oxford meeting of the British
Association held in i860: a contest which Huxley is supposed to
have won by a knock-out blow, although it would be truer to say
that it was won comfortably by Wilberforce on points.24 Neverthe-
less, continued conservative attempts to solve a genuine problem
simply by denying evolutionary theory have proved futile. At the
same time, it must be confessed that liberal attempts to come to
terms with Darwin were no better.

Exactly thirty years after the publication of Darwin's Origin a
group of Anglican scholars published a collection of essays
entitled Lux Mundi, generally remembered for the hostility it
aroused among the conservatives on account of concessions to
liberal ways of interpreting the Bible and what was taken to be an
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undermining of Jesus' teaching authority.2^ Of far greater signifi-
cance, however, was the attempt to come to terms with the theory
of evolution by seeing in it a revealed truth which recalled the
Church to a proper recognition of the immanence as well as the
transcendence of God, and which was a timely reminder of the
Johannine Logos doctrine linking the incarnate human life of the
second Person of the Trinity with his work in creation. If this
attempt to bring science within the framework of Christian
theology is open to severe criticism, it must nevertheless be recog-
nised that the essays of Aubrey Moore and J. R. Illingworth on the
subject were bold and constructive and imply the need to make a
positive assertion concerning theology and science, or give up
Christian belief altogether.

Moore, on T h e Christian Doctrine of God', acknowledged that
religion saw man's relationship with deity in personal and moral
terms, while 'philosophy' insisted that the object of knowledge
must be a unity. That is, two mutually exclusive truths could not
simply be left side by side. This meant that Darwinism, from a
religious point of view, must be making clearer or re-emphasising
already revealed truth, and according to Moore this was precisely
the case:

Either God is everywhere present in nature, or He is nowhere. He can-
not be here and not there. He cannot delegate His power to demigods
called 'second causes'. In nature everything must be His work or
nothing. We must frankly return to the Christian view of direct Divine
agency, the immanence of Divine power in nature from end to end, the
belief in a God in Whom not only we, but all things have their being, or
we must banish Him altogether. It seems as if, in the providence of God,
the mission of modern science was to bring home to our unmetaphysical
ways of thinking the great truth of the Divine immanence in creation,
which is not less essential to the Christian idea of God than to a philo-
sophical view of nature.26

Moore chose to call his interpretation of the evidence a 'higher
pantheism', and this phrase was accepted, although with justifi-
able hesitation, by Illingworth, who saw in the opening of the
Fourth Gospel an assertion that the incarnation was not a unique
event, bearing no relation to the doctrine of creation, but the
supreme expression in human history of what is and 'always has
been true. The Logos is involved in the creation of life from the
beginning and continually.
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According to Illingworth this truth became neglected through
concentration on the work of Christ in individual salvation, but its
revival in the nineteenth century would mean the restoration of
final causes to the realm of nature and give a sound intellectual
grounding to that profound sense of the divine in nature felt by
many scientists and expressed by poets and artists.

Of course, both Moore and Illingworth knew that they were
putting a theological interpretation on to the scientific data.
Christian theology was accepted as true, the theory of evolution
was accepted as true, and this was the way in which both had to be
understood in a unified scheme: but the question remained
whether or not the interpretation could actually be made to fit the
facts. The assertion that God is immediately at work in nature is
not only not evident in nature itself, but appears to be contra-
dicted by much that occurs. If God is so careful of the sparrow that
falls, why is nature so organised that a great superfluity of them are
created only in order to be inevitably annihilated? Venereal
disease and AIDS, cancer and myxomatosis, death by starvation
and violence, all these and much else of a painful and repulsive
character are part of 'nature'.

The dismissal of secondary causation as in effect an illusion
obscuring the immediate activity of God strikes not only at the
heart of all scientific endeavour, but all common sense. Once we
substitute immediately observable concrete facts for an abstract
generalisation it becomes impossible to suppose, for example,
that the wind blowing autumn leaves off the trees is really God at
work, not least because God would have to be at one and the same
time the force of the wind and the life of the tree, active in the
leaves that fall and in the leaves that remain. Is God pushing up
every blade of grass and guiding every worm, not to speak of the
bird that eats the worm and the cat that stalks the bird? How is this
omnipresent deity related to the processes of our own bodies?
And how is divinity operating when the materials and forces of
nature are bent to the purposes of men in the production of
things?

The following passage from Moore's essay summarises his whole
argument and illustrates its fundamental weakness:

The religious equivalent for 'immanence' is 'omnipresence', and the
omnipresence of God is a corollary of a true monotheism. As long as any
remains of dualism exist, there is a region, however small, impervious to
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the Divine power. But the Old Testament doctrine of creation, by exclud-
ing dualism, implies from the first, if it does not teach, the omnipresence
of God. For the omnipotence of God underlies the doctrine of creation,
and omnipotence involves omnipresence. Hence we find the Psalmists
and Prophets ascribing natural processes immediately to God. They
know nothing of second causes. The main outlines of natural science, the
facts of generation and growth, are familiar enough to them, yet every
fact is ascribed immediately to the action of God. He makes the grass to
grow upon the mountains . . . 27

Almost every assertion in this quotation is untrue or misleading:
the omnipresence of God, as well as being an ambiguous phrase,
is not a corollary of monotheism, and the insertion of 'true'
indicates that we are dealing with monotheism not simpliciter, but
as understood by Moore. The term 'dualism' is ambiguous. It is
evident from the Bible, all history and today's newspaper that
there are, and always have been, areas impervious to the divine
power, in the sense that in them there is no evidence of the actual
exercise of divine power and plenty of evidence to the contrary. If
Moore includes nature in such areas, then he is begging the ques-
tion. If he means only realms of human affairs, he is wrong. The
facts therefore imply dualism in the sense that the world and God
are different, and that the world has a certain independence of
God; but it does not imply dualism in the sense that there are two
gods. The Old Testament account of creation denies dualism in
the second sense, but asserts it in the first; and it does not imply
the omnipresence of God in nature.

The term 'omnipotence' is vague, and does not necessarily
involve the concept of omnipresence. That it can be defined so as
to exclude it was well known to the older natural theologians.
Finally, psalmists and prophets do not ascribe natural processes
immediately to God, as Moore would have realised if he had
stopped to ask himself why he had felt it necessary to insert the
statement about the facts of generation and growth being well
known to them. All of the psalms, many of the prophecies and
almost the whole of Job are poetic expressions and contain, along
with much else in the Old Testament, abundant figures of speech.
The Old Testament can only be made to support the doctrine of
creatio continua by ignoring the fact.

Charles Gore in his essay on 'The Holy Spirit and Inspiration',
an essay which got him into such trouble with the conservatives,
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wanted to depict all life as the gift of the Holy Spirit; yet he could
also speak of the mere forces of nature which dominate human
beings and prevent them realising their true freedom. A similar
distinction was made in order to explain the imperfections of a
divinely inspired Scripture: but we are left wondering how the con-
cept of a merely natural life is related to the concept of life which
in its entirety is the gift of the Holy Spirit.

The basic weakness from which Lux Mundi suffered is made
clear in the Preface, also written by Gore. The aim of the volume
was to present the ancient and unalterable truths of Christianity in
terms which would be more readily intelligible to contemporary
society: 'to put the Catholic faith into its right relation to modern
intellectual and moral problems'; 'to present positively the central
ideas and principles of religion, in the light of contemporary
thought and current problems'.28 Yet the challenge which faced
the Church was not one of mere rephrasing or absorbing fresh
material, but of getting to grips with an outlook wholly inimical to
belief in the transcendent, the supernatural. Faith can scarcely be
expressed in the language of scepticism or a naturalistic enter-
prise inherently atheistic.

Furthermore, Gore and his colleagues genuinely wanted fair
and frank discussion, but they were continually aware of the strong
conservative presence in the Church, and the desire to avoid
offence meant that orthodox conclusions had to be guaranteed.
This is not to say that the essayists were not themselves genuine
orthodox believers, but there was never any chance that the
radical rethinking necessary for a proper restatement could
actually take place. Gore admitted that the three subjects sin,
historical evidence and miracles could not be treated through lack
of space; but he gave the assurance in so many words that the right
conclusions would have been reached if more thorough treatment
had been included. Both the omissions and the assurance were
mistakes, since the attempt to handle these subjects in unpreju-
diced fashion would have taken any thinker to the heart of the
conflict between belief and unbelief, and would have shown that
the problems are by no means all on one side.

George J. Romanes was an eminent biologist and a man of
deeply sensitive faith whose belief was seriously shaken by what he
regarded as the double assault of Darwinism and negative biblical
criticism. He realised the inadequacy of Paley's natural theology
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and at first regarded Christianity as 'played out' and destined to
fall victim to a purely rational system;29 but faith was restored
partly by what might be called the conservative results of New
Testament liberal criticism in Britain and partly by acceptance of
the theology expressed by Aubrey Moore. Romanes recognised
that there were some matters of a significance too far-reaching
and profound to be settled by rational argument, but he also knew
that some account must be given of Christian belief, and he could
only cope with evolutionary theory by identifying causation with
the divine will and, like Moore, seeing God active everywhere. His
answer to the problem of evil and suffering raised in acute form by
this view was that the waste and pain were justified by the results,
the highest and best arising out of a struggle which eliminated the
weaker and inferior; and this could be related to a hope which
Illingworth expressed, that a new and greater humanity, fore-
shadowed by Christ, might arise in later stages of the evolutionary
process.

As pointed out earlier, the obvious objection to this essentially
Utilitarian explanation for the existence of evil is that a genuinely
omnipotent deity has no need to be a Utilitarian; and if we
surrender the omnipotence, what happens to the corollary of
omnipresence? John Stuart Mill gave forceful expression to the
criticism:

If it be said that God does not take sufficient account of pleasure and
pain to make them the reward or punishment of the good or the wicked,
but that virtue is itself the greatest good and vice the greatest evil, then
these at least ought to be dispensed to all according to what they have
done to deserve them; instead of which, every kind of moral depravity is
entailed upon multitudes by the fatality of their birth; through the fault
of their parents, of society, or of uncontrollable circumstances, certainly
through no fault of their own. Not even on the most distorted and
contracted theory of good which ever was framed by religious or philo-
sophical fanaticism, can the government of Nature be made to resemble
the work of a being at once good and omnipotent.3°

Mill could not accept that the God revealed in the teaching of
Jesus was the same as the God of nature, and he pointed out that
in practice believers sacrificed the omnipotence of God in the
interest of preserving his goodness.

Mill's willingness to surrender prepossessions and evaluate the
evidence for rational religious belief as objectively as possible only
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throws into relief the seriousness and difficulty of the problems
which existed for any thinker on this subject in the late nineteenth
century. He rejected the traditional natural theology, but still felt
the tug of the argument from design, and was consequently some-
what at a loss to know how to estimate the evidence of evolution by
natural selection in this respect. He was prepared to believe in a
deity of limited power struggling with the evil or intractable forces
of nature. He believed that good was accomplished by human
beings, not in some kind of return to nature, but in controlling
and restraining natural forces on a carefully selective basis; but he
failed to follow up his own insight that it was possible to define
'nature' so as to include rather than exclude human nature. He
regarded God as ruling nature through secondary causes and as
not exercising any direct influence on the human will, leaving
himself perilously dependent on the design argument if he was to
retain natural theology at all; while at the same time he rejected
the miraculous on similar grounds to those of Hume, and raised
the perfectly reasonable question why, if God deviates occasionally
from his ordinary mode of government in order to accomplish
good, he does not do this more often. Yet, finally, he wanted to
encourage hope, the outlook without which the quality of human
life was liable to deteriorate greatly; and he was profoundly
impressed by the ministry of Christ recorded in the gospels.

There was indeed a general concern among thinkers of all types
to preserve the quality of life, which certainly included, whether or
not it could be defined as, life's moral quality. This quality of life
was to be recognised and justified, although some in effect
destroyed it without in any way meaning to do so; while others
veered towards making it the basis of their argument for religion,
without actually doing so. Frederick Temple in his Bampton
Lectures of 1884 asserted that the fundamental evidence for the
existence of God 'is to be found in the voice of conscience',3* but
he envisaged the exercise of the will which is essential to morality
as being a kind of occasional breaking into the uniformity of
nature, this uniformity being general rather than absolute. Like-
wise, divine miracles were exceptional acts, and along with Paley
and the argument from design, corroborations of the moral and
spiritual message of the Bible. Needless to say, genuine insight,
like the seed among thorns, stood not a chance in this environ-
ment.
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St George Mivart believed that theism should have a rational
basis, although the foundation upon which he built his justifi-
cation of religious belief was not dialectical, but our awareness of
free will, causation, morality and obligation. These are facts which
can neither be explained nor explained away: they are 'primary
and fundamental intuitions'.32 The original creation of the world
is no concern of physical science, which deals with the already cre-
ated natural order ruled by secondary causes. The theist will see
God acting on this order through natural laws, and he will detect
intelligent guidance in the evolutionary process; but this will be
because he already believes in God, the creator, on the basis of his
fundamental intuitions, and he will bring this belief to the facts
uncovered by science:

The theist, having arrived at his theistic convictions from quite other
sources than a consideration of zoological or botanical phenomena,
returns to the consideration of such phenomena and views them in a
theistic light without of course asserting or implying that such light has
been derived from them, or that there is an obligation of reason so to view
them on the part of others.33

Nevertheless, if the basis of religious belief is a set of intuitions
common to humanity, Mivart's argument implies that a suf-
ficiently honest reflection upon experience will persuade anyone,
and therefore that genuine religious belief will have a universal
character, whatever cultural differences there may be in its
expression.

It also implies that the laws of nature in themselves provide no
foundation for faith, but there were others who tried to argue
differently. The concept of law seemed to offer an appropriate
means whereby the divine transcendence and immanence could
be combined, and the demands of both theology and science
satisfied. Perhaps the most famous attempt to argue along these
lines was Henry Drummond's Natural Law in the Spiritual World,
published in the summer of 1883. The vast number of copies sold
and the correspondence which Drummond received bear witness
to the profound anxiety created in many minds by the impli-
cations of a wholly naturalistic explanation of life. The book arose
out of the fact that Drummond taught classes in both science and
religion, and his awareness that science had a much more obvious
power of persuasion than religion, especially if the latter meant
dogma based on authority or appeals to the miraculous. Just as
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Herbert Spencer and others had extended the principles of
science into social theory, so Drummond wanted to extend them
into religion. He rejected Bushnell's treatment of nature as
providing mere symbols of religious truth, and tried to present
concrete illustrations of a world ruled by law in both its spiritual
and natural aspects, thus removing any reason for seeing the two
as in some kind of opposition to each other.

Drummond wanted to see law operating in religious experience
in just the same way as it is seen operating in nature, but the most
he could hope to achieve was the establishment of analogies
between scientific and religious experience, and the question
whether or not the analogies were justified would still remain to
be answered. As he himself put it, 'It is clear that we can only
express the Spiritual Laws in language borrowed from the visible
universe. Being dependent for our vocabulary on images, if an
altogether new and foreign set of laws existed in the Spiritual
World, they could never take shape as definite ideas from mere
want of words.'34

Hume, and more recent thinkers such as Ayer and Russell,
would not have been slow to draw the sceptical conclusion implied
in the opening sentence.

Drummond himself came to regard the argument of the book
as unsatisfactory, although to the end of his life he felt the need to
make some kind of reconciliation between science and religion.
The Duke of Argyll also appreciated the dismay which could result
from the contemplation of a universe governed by iron necessity,
and in his volume The Reign of Law, sought to replace this picture
with one which took into account the amenability of natural
processes to description in terms of intelligent purpose, and the
fact that human beings could bend these forces to achieve their
own ends on a large scale. The world was altogether more flexible
and personal in character than the sceptic claimed. Argyll's
account of the various meanings which could be attached to the
term 'law' in science was lucid and accurate; and he accepted
evolution as a fact, which should be interpreted as the history of
creation. Huxley made a scathing attack on Argyll, but it is the
latter who is persuasive on the subject of 'law' in science, and not
Huxley, who seems to have been overwhelmed by resentment
against any religious apologist who included in his apologia
positive assertions about science.
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Argyll's problem was to establish a possible view of the universe
as the actual one, and while much of what he said was valuable and
worth while, he could only appeal to the traditional design argu-
ment to reach the desired conclusion. He did this with full confi-
dence in its validity, even though at the same time he made the
fatal admission which concedes all to the sceptic: 'It is true,
indeed, that in all human machinery we know by the evidence of
sight the ultimate agency to which the machinery is due, whereas
in the machinery of Nature the ultimate agency is concealed from
sight.'35 What was supposed to be open to immediate inspection
was the machine-like design of nature, a view which can only be
regarded as a silent tribute to the influence of Paley.

John Henry Newman, like Drummond and Argyll, emphasised
the unity of the world and the consequent unity which should
mark our knowledge of it; and he argued for the recognition of
theology as a science within what would be regarded as a normal
university education. At the same time he rejected the idea that
God was known through the processes and laws of nature, insist-
ing that this would reduce religion to mere sentiment, a kind of
pantheistic admiration which one person might feel and another
might not, the one attitude being as much or as little justified as
the other.

Newman's assertion that God is more than nature seems
obvious enough to any Christian theist, but his conclusion that
theology is therefore a science suggests that God is the object of
theological or religious knowledge in the same way as nature is the
object of the natural sciences. Newman's problem was to show
how this is so bearing in mind the not insignificant number of
people who disclaimed such knowledge or even asserted it to be
impossible, or who claimed the knowledge but had doubts about
it. It was one thing to display a 'scientific' theological knowledge
when this comprised expertise in documentary evidence concern-
ing doctrine, but confrontation with outright scepticism was
another and very different matter. Within the walls of Christen-
dom, Newman moved with a certain fundamental assurance, even
if that movement involved a gradual, momentous and anguished
change of belief; but when he peered out at the surrounding
paganism he was at a loss. He could see traditional natural
theology leading to the scepticism of Hume, but he could only
dismiss that philosopher as 'This acute, though most low-minded



The later nineteenth century 207

of speculators', and along with Hobbes and Bentham brand him
as 'simply a disgrace'.36

If Newman was at a loss, his work is nevertheless not without
value. It has the character of 'clearing the decks'. He knew what
line of argument not to follow, and he stated clearly the impli-
cations genuine religious knowledge would have for the authority
of the natural sciences. In an address to medical students of the
Catholic University of Ireland, November 1858, he pointed out
that if belief in the God who is more than nature is true, then
sometimes perfectly correct medical knowledge will have to give
way to advice based upon very different, moral and spiritual,
considerations. Absorption in scientific research could lead men
to mistake the truth of their discoveries for their overriding law-
fulness, but 'a thing may be ever so true in medicine, yet may be
unlawful in fact, in consequence of the higher law of morals and
religion having come to some different conclusion'.37

This raises the suspicion that the labelling of religious or
theological knowledge as 'scientific' might be misleading, and
there are indications in this collection of lectures and essays that
later reflection led Newman towards a different view. In so far
as Newman tried to justify religious knowledge in the terms he
originally set out, he ran the grave danger of rehabilitating the
kind of natural theology he had rightly rejected, but the following
statements take us into a different realm of thought:

But the phenomena, which are the basis of morals and Religion, have
nothing of this luminous evidence. Instead of being obtruded upon our
notice, so that we cannot possibly overlook them, they are the dictates
either of Conscience or of Faith. They are faint shadows and tracings,
certain indeed, but delicate, fragile, and almost evanescent, which the
mind recognizes at one time, not at another . . .

we depend upon a seat of government which is in another world; we are
directed and governed by intimations from above.38

Newman was understandably horrified when he saw education
developing in conscious distinction from the knowledge of God,
but what he was doing in reply was not so much arguing for the
inclusion of a subject in the curriculum, as feeling after a whole
view of the world, a metaphysical system of quite different
character from that which could be constructed from the purely
empirical deductions permitted or encouraged by the natural
sciences.
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John Tyndall in his presidential address to the British Associ-
ation gathered in Belfast reached a conclusion at the opposite
pole to Newman's although his argument was not without its para-
doxical character. Part of it was an imaginary discussion between
Bishop Butler and a disciple of Lucretius. The conclusion of
Butler's reply to the Lucretian is that even a complete scientific
description of the world, including human beings, 'cannot satisfy
the human understanding in its demand for logical continuity
between molecular processes and the phenomena of conscious-
ness. This is a rock on which materialism must inevitably split
whenever it pretends to be a complete philosophy of life.'39
Tyndall comments that such reasoning is unanswerable. Later we
read, 'Man the object is separated by an impassable gulf from man
the subject. There is no motor energy in intellect to carry it without
logical rupture from the one to the other.'4° Tyndall asserts the
inexplicable significance and mystery of life and morality, and
points to the deep-seated feelings of awe, reverence and wonder
which form the immovable basis of religion; and we begin to
wonder why he should have suffered such bitter attacks from the
faithful. We seem to have here genuine clues to the distinct but
essential contributions which both religion and science must
make to our proper understanding of the world and man's place
in it.

Hopes, however, are doomed to disappointment, and we realise
that fierce opposition to Tyndall was far from being the mere
fulmination of bigotry. His conclusion is that religion becomes
'grotesque' and 'mischievous, if permitted to intrude on the
region of knowledge, over which it holds no command', but is
'capable of being guided to noble issues in the region of emotion,
which is its proper and elevated sphere'.41 According to Tyndall,
though, all life is indissolubly joined with matter; mind is con-
trolled by matter; and all events are to be explained in terms of
absolutely unbroken causal sequence. He refuses to regard this
explanation of things as materialistic because he wants to regard
the power at work behind all phenomena as a mystery; but taken
with his dismissal of ideas of a transcendent deity as merely anthro-
pomorphic, the best we can hope for by way of religious belief is
pantheism. The believer is relieved of even that which he hath.

J. R. Seeley approached the controversy from a different angle
but tried to promote a similar point of view. According to Seeley,
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the supernatural was not essential to Christianity but a mere
'accident', and he proferred as an alternative uniting science and
religion a kind of Spinozism in which both scientific method and
the sentiments and insights of great literature would join to give us
a rounded and true appreciation of the world and our life in it.
The present question relates not to any God who is beyond
Nature, but to a God who is only Nature called by another name.
And the question whether any worship worth calling worship can
be offered to such a Deity'.42 Seeley's answer was positive, and he
was pained that in consequence he should have been thought to
deny Christianity and the Bible.

William James, in his classic Gifford Lectures, given around the
turn of the century, made explicit comment on Newman's attempt
to justify theology as a science. James clearly understood what
Newman was aiming at, but believed that the role of reason could
only be to find evidences in favour of already established feeling,
however complex the relation between feeling and rational reflec-
tion might be. This meant that philosophy could never satisfy the
hope of producing a demonstration that this or that religion was
true, that there was a God of this or that nature; and not without
considerable justification, James claimed that the history of
religious belief and practice proved as much. His conclusion was
that philosophy must abandon metaphysics and deduction in
favour of criticism and induction, and theology be transformed
into 'science of religions'.43 He referred favourably to Seeley's
Natural Religion, regretting that it was too little read, and in his
Postscript he even pleaded that polytheism should be taken more
seriously, as being in any case the real religion of common people;
thereby returning to an idea which Hume had cynically floated a
century and a half before, and which was also not distantly related
to Mill's belief in a God of finite power.

Finally, reference must be made to two thinkers who expressed
and by their own work encouraged intellectual tendencies which
passed into the twentieth century and, directly or indirectly,
powerfully influenced the minds of those who gave serious
thought to religion. The first is S. R. Driver, who became Regius
Professor of Hebrew and Canon of Christ Church in the Univer-
sity of Oxford, and the second, Thomas Henry Huxley.

It is precisely their representative character which makes these
two men significant for British thought, and certainly not any
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original, unique contribution to knowledge. Driver's influence
was crucial because of his learning, his caution, the balanced and
objective character of his judgment, his integrity and commitment
to religious belief and his position both in academic circles and
the Church.44 First he became persuaded through the most care-
ful study that German critical scholarship was the correct method
of attaining a right understanding of the biblical text, and then
during the last two decades of the century proceeded to establish
this method as the dominant one in all serious biblical study.
Driver summed up in himself all that was best and most construc-
tive in liberal criticism, and because he had taken time to be con-
vinced by it himself, and because he did not enter the field with
some theoretical axe to grind, the sheer reasonableness of this
approach shone through his work and was able to make its own
impression by means of its own undeniable weight.

Furthermore, Driver once and for all relieved students of any
obligation to render consistent the literal assertions of Scripture
and the literal assertions of science when these are in obvious
conflict, and he unambiguously drew attention to the essentially
religious and moral character of the biblical message. Henceforth
critical study should proceed quite undistracted by findings in the
natural sciences, using the whole apparatus of scholarship to make
clear the unchanging spiritual truths couched in the language and
forms of ancient Near Eastern peoples.

Driver, however, felt the need to give some justification of this
procedure by making clearer exactly what was going on when
some biblical assertions were dismissed as wrong or of mere sec-
ondary importance, while others were taken to be expressions of
eternal truth. He did this by distinguishing between the form of
the biblical message, and its content. H. E. Ryle likewise referred
to the 'form' of the Hebrew narrative, which 'is but the shell and
husk of the Divine Message'^ Criticism, according to Driver, was
concerned with the outer form, or human aspect, of the Bible, and
signs of human error and weakness could be willingly conceded
since this in no way affected the value of the treasure to be found
in the earthen vessels:
It is impossible to doubt that the main conclusions of critics with refer-
ence to the authorship of the books of the Old Testament rest upon
reasonings the cogency of which cannot be denied without denying the
ordinary principles by which history is judged and the evidence esti-
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mated . . . the conclusions which satisfy the common unbiassed and
unsophisticated reason of mankind prevail in the end . . . Those con-
clusions affect not the fact of revelation, but only its form . . . They do not
touch either the authority or the inspiration of the scriptures of the Old
Testament.46

The character of any particular passage was therefore not to be
decided a priori but by applying the canons of judgment normally
employed in historical and literary study:

There is a human factor in the Bible, which, though quickened and
sustained by the informing Spirit, is never wholly absorbed or neutralized
by it; and the limits of its operation cannot be ascertained by an arbitrary
a priori determination of the methods of inspiration; the only means by
which they can be ascertained is by an assiduous and comprehensive
study of the facts presented by the Old Testament itself.47

When Driver employed the historical method in the interpret-
ation of the Book of Genesis, using material from earlier lectures
in the Oxford School of Theology, he readily admitted that this
revealed uncertainties in certain parts of the book, but insisted
that this did not detract from the spiritual value of its contents. For
example, the truth about God's relationship with the world had
been grafted on to the false science of antiquity. The first eleven
chapters contained much that could not be regarded as a record
of historical fact, but 'the seemingly historical narratives' con-
veyed an implicit spiritual message.48 At this point, however, we
must question the innocent-looking distinction between form and
content, external form and inner substance, spiritual truths and
the material fabric once necessary to give them substance and
support. It conjures up pictures satisfying to the imagination, the
worthless husk or shell being removed in order to release for our
consumption the nourishing grain or kernel: but can the distinc-
tion, so plain to observation in the analogy, be so readily applied
to the biblical text? An illustration may make the problem clearer.

Let us suppose that we are introduced to someone who, we are
most earnestly informed, has messages to convey of the most pro-
found significance for mankind, but whose mode of expression
creates difficulties for the listener. He speaks in a strange tongue,
but the mutual friend will translate. His diction is unclear and his
grammar imperfect,but repetition and careful attention will solve
these problems. The content of the messages will amply repay the
effort, we are assured.
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So far, the distinction between form, the manner of expression,
and content, the matter to be expressed, is sensible and helpful.
We do not wish to miss something of great importance merely
because it comes to us in an odd, at times garbled and piecemeal
form and in a foreign language; and we respect the mutual friend.

Let us suppose, however, that as we listen we are first of all
regaled with statements of fact which we know to be untrue, and
which our friend agrees are well wide of the mark; and that as we
proceed we are further regaled with many narratives concerning
the ancestors of the stranger, some of which are entertaining but
incredible, and some of which are more or less repulsive. There-
fore, after some time we ask for a pause in the proceedings, and
not wishing to appear discourteous to the stranger, ask our friend
when we are going to get to the important part. He then tells us,
to our astonishment, that it was important from the beginning,
and that he had warned us not to be put off by the foreign tongue,
the indistinct speech, the repetition and inconsistency. We reply
that we were quite prepared for a difficult mode of expression,
and are still happy to put up with it, and even to learn the
stranger's language and habits of expression ourselves; but we can
see little of value in what has so far been said, the content of the
so-called message.

Our friend sympathises with the difficulty, but then explains
that much of what we call the content of the message is really only
part of the mode of expression. Not only are the language and
pronunciation and general 'style' of the stranger inescapable
cultural characteristics, but so also what he says: the antiquated
picture of the world he expounds, the wheelings and dealings of
long-deceased ancestors, tales of envy, deceit, murder, genocide,
revenge, the slaughter of countless animals, not to speak of
natural events which strain credulity to breaking point; and all of
these not merely presided over and connived at by some primi-
tively conceived deity, but actually commanded by the same.
These are all part of the form, the mode of expression.

Whatever the limitations of this caricature might be, two related
truths are at this stage apparent: first, the distinction between
form and content has ceased to be properly observed and the
words are being used in a manner not generally understood, and
confusing rather than helpful. Second, if profound and perma-
nent truth is really contained in the stranger's utterances, some
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way of eliciting it must be discovered quite other than merely
translating his language and learning to appreciate his cultural
characteristics. Driver's approach was not wrong, but inadequate.
His actual method of getting at the religious truth of the Bible was
to select what he already believed to be the truth and ignore the
rest as part of the dispensable form in which it appeared; but this
is merely to leave unanswered the question why we should accept
one part of the text rather than another.

An even more fundamental question left unanswered is why we
should accept any part of the text at all in so far as it claims to
reveal truth about God. Driver thought that he had disposed of
science's challenge to biblical authority by relegating its relevance
to parts or aspects of the text which have no doctrinal significance,
but the scepticism based on scientific success not only calls into
question the inspired character of given documents, but the very
existence of the one who is supposed to have inspired them. Not
only is doubt cast on the envoy's credentials, but also on the
existence of the kingdom which he is supposed to represent.

Even conservatives could not avoid being influenced by the
critical method which Driver did so much to establish in Britain,
and yet conservative circles have only accepted such scholarship in
part and with varying degrees of reluctance or even hostility. This
has left conservative groups in the Church stranded between
extremes of banality and near superstition on the one hand, and
cautious willingness to receive acceptable conclusions supported
by scholarship on the other.

Yet the conservative criticism has point: if we treat biblical books
just like other literature, we are ignoring their essential character.
The biblical documents belong to the world of nature and human
affairs, but they proclaim a deity unique, transcendent and imma-
nent. The severance of God and nature implied in the liberal
critical approach is untrue to the fundamental character and pur-
pose of the documents themselves, as well as leaving naturalistic
explanations free to run rampant through every department of
the natural order, including the human.

If liberal critics confine themselves entirely to treating biblical
books by means of literary, historical and critical methods recog-
nised in all fields of similar research, they are merely participating
in the naturalistic enterprise. What is required, however, is not
that this participation should be surrendered, but that it should be
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set within a wider context. Surrender would mean failure to
acknowledge what is only too true, that the documents belong very
much to this world. The addition of philosophical reflection, on
the other hand, is not a mere appendix to the main enterprise, but
an attempt to grapple with the problems raised by taking the pro-
claimed purpose of the documents seriously. To do this only for
the sake of developing an historical understanding of the docu-
ments involves a self-defeating abstraction of one area of human
history and literature from all the rest, and a denial of what the
biblical authors themselves strenuously maintained.

In biblical study, Driver typified the general approach to
religious matters suggested by James: whatever private belief
might be held, the student or scholar as such should concentrate
upon what reason could establish with certainty or probability.
The enterprise was to be a purely phenomenological one, to
which personal religious affirmation might or might not be
attached. The self-proclaimed envoy was to be treated simply as a
human being, like everyone else. If, however, he should turn out
to be the genuine ambassador of a real kingdom with which one
had to enter into some kind of relationship, what then? Being
thoroughly informed about the nature of the representative is
scarcely a substitute for decision making about that which he
represents.

Ironically, T. H. Huxley fully appreciated the situation. Huxley
was bitterly opposed to 'the clergy', 'ecclesiasticism', 'theology',
that is to say, the religious establishment and its dogmatic systems;
but he claimed to be a genuine believer in the Bible and its
highest moral and religious teaching. He welcomed German
biblical scholarship and had some acquaintance with critical
methods, and he was obviously pleased to find support among
churchmen for the rational undermining of conservative
positions and consequent weakening of conservative influence in
society. At the same time he believed in scientific method as the
one sure path to discovery of the truth, rejected the distinction
between the natural and the supernatural, and looked upon the
universe as entirely governed by causal connections which were, at
least in principle, describable and explicable in rational terms.
Human nature and human artefacts were part of nature as a
whole, the products of natural forces which must provide the
ultimate explanation for all human thinking and willing.
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When Huxley was taxed with being an atheist, or materialist, or
disciple of Comte, and in effect destroying the religion and
morality which he claimed to support, he hotly denied the charge.
Criticism, however, forced him into making positive declarations
about his overall outlook, what might be called his philosophy,
and inventing a title which would correctly reflect this philosophy
over against such unwanted labels as 'atheist' or 'materialist'. The
title which he produced was 'agnostic': one who does not know.

Huxley's philosophy, on his own admission, owed much to
Hume, and something to Kant. It could be described as a kind of
garbled Kantianism. According to Huxley the ultimate nature of
reality is and must be utterly unknown to us. This puts materialism
and idealism, spiritualism, on an equal footing. We cannot know
reality in itself; we can know only states of our own consciousness.
Sometimes it is convenient to describe these states in material,
physical terms; sometimes it is convenient to describe them in
spiritual, idealist terms. We should never, however, read back into
reality the materialist or idealist modes of expression which we
happen to find convenient. About that we must be, and forever
remain, agnostic.

At this point Huxley might appear to be an awful warning of
what happens when philosophy is allowed to infiltrate discussions
on serious topics, but it is truer to say that he is an awful warning
of what happens when philosophy is dabbled in and merely
plundered to provide impressive-looking rationalisations of an
already adopted position.

Huxley did not actually believe that meeting people and agree-
ing or arguing with them was merely encountering states of his
own consciousness, or that examining rocks or fossils was simply
giving concentrated attention to his own states of mind. If he
really had thought this he would have explicitly embraced some
kind of idealism, but in fact he did the exact opposite. After brave
attempts to pretend that the material and spiritual had equal
claims to expressing a kind of pragmatic truth, Huxley made quite
clear his real opinion, which was that descriptions and expla-
nations in physical terms were vastly more helpful and fruitful
than those in spiritual terms. That is to say, we are back with the
view which characterised Huxley's whole working life: the natural
sciences alone can tell us the truth about the world and our life in
it.
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The complicated prevarications and confusions into which
Huxley occasionally lapsed reflected a war between his head and
his heart. Something in him wanted to cling to morality and
religion, while at the same time his reason, allied with anti-clerical
prejudices, produced a view of the world destructive of moral
value and religious hope. Agnosticism was Huxley's method of
trying to dodge the consequences of a wholly naturalistic expla-
nation of life, an attempt to keep what he wanted, and profoundly
needed, of morality and spiritual hope, while keeping science free
from any kind of interference from or subjection to external
authority.

Huxley was the type of things to come, a nation and society
ruled by agnosticism, science and technology free from all but
financial restraint, and a highly selective appeal to morality and
religion when convenient.

The liberal scholarly version of biblical religion could offer no
challenge to such an outlook; it could only suffer the dubious
compliment of being invited to join the club. Huxley well charac-
terised its weakness:

Inspiration, deprived of its old intelligible sense, is watered down into a
mystification. The Scriptures are, indeed, inspired; but they contain a
wholly undefined and indefinable 'human element'; and this unfor-
tunate intruder is converted into a sort of biblical whipping boy. What-
soever scientific investigation, historical or physical, proves to be
erroneous, the 'human element' bears the blame; while the divine
inspiration of such statements, as by their nature are out of reach of
proof or disproof, is still asserted with all the vigour inspired by conscious
safety from attack. Though the proposal to treat the Bible 'like any other
book' which caused so much scandal, forty years ago, may not yet be
generally accepted, and though Bishop Colenso's criticisms may still lie,
formally, under ecclesiastical ban, yet the church has not wholly turned
a deaf ear to the voice of the scientific tempter.49

Biblical criticism could therefore be recognised as a scientific
method of establishing truth, but only at the expense of surren-
dering theology.

It was pointed out to Huxley in his own lifetime that his so-called
agnosticism must lead to the death of religion and the collapse of
morality: a prophecy which can perhaps be better appreciated a
century later than it could at the time.



CHAPTER 9

Immanuel Kant

It has been maintained that in the nineteenth century 'The main
philosophical influence was that of Immanuel Kant'; that
Kantianism was the guiding principle in the religious thought of
the century, mediated by Schleiermacher and Ritschl; and that
Kant's many-sidedness 'was to make of him . . . a power from which
the mind of the ensuing century seemed to have little wish to free
itself.1 As far as British religious thought was concerned it would
appear that nothing could be further from the truth; and if it had
really been the case, there would be some difficulty accounting for
the dominating influence of Paley and the general confusion
which marked the latter part of the century. There is no denying
that the name of Kant was well known and that some acquaintance
with his philosophy was not uncommon, and there is also no deny-
ing that thinkers were entitled to take from Kant's teaching what
they regarded as valuable and reject what they regarded as false;
but to speak of a dominating influence implies general under-
standing and acceptance of the critical philosophy, and there is
little evidence of either.

In his substantial study of Essays and Reviews, Ieuan Ellis has
referred to the influence of German thought on the essayists, an
influence which went far beyond that of Baron Bunsen and which
was to be seen at times more clearly in their other works. Kant is
one of those singled out for particular mention; but the Germanic
influence was also subject to significant qualification. Idealism
would appear to have been at least as important as Kant. Even
Idealism, however, had not taken sufficient root in English
thought to provide or suggest a clear alternative to the old
theologies which had been rejected. There was widespread hos-
tility to or distaste for German philosophy, shared to some extent
by Jowett; and Ellis' remark, 'From these references it should be
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obvious that the essayists used the German teachers for their own
purposes',2 indicates a fundamental weakness in the idea of a
dominating Kantian or more general Germanic philosophical
influence.

Frederick Temple was, apparently, faithful to Kant to the end of
his life and often based sermons on him, and Temple was also no
doubt not alone in being impressed by Kant's emphasis on
morality and conscience; but Temple's assertion in his Bampton
Lectures of the occasional interference which could be made by a
morally guided will in what was otherwise the general uniformity
of nature was far removed from Kant's answer to the problem of
free will in a world ruled by causal necessity. Furthermore, if
religious thinkers liked to make use of Kant now and again to
support belief, Huxley appealed to the Kantian epistemology to
support agnosticism. Henry Mansel was another who tried to
employ Kant for his own purposes rather than allowing a
proper grasp of the critical philosophy to guide his own think-
ing. To speak of influence in such a case is merely misleading.
The analogy of a child playing with fire would be nearer the
mark.

To say that Kant exercised significant influence over
nineteenth-century British thinkers would mean that they under-
stood his critical philosophy, at least in its main features, and that
this knowledge changed their thinking, or determined its direc-
tion from the start. This would not necessarily be by way of agree-
ment. The explicit and clearly worked out rejection of the critical
philosophy, or parts of it, would equally indicate influence. Kant
himself openly acknowledged the revolutionary impact of
Humean scepticism on his own mind, while at the same time he
rejected scepticism, and aimed to replace it and the dogmatic
systems which it destroyed with a well-grounded metaphysics.

It was Paley who exercised an almost mesmeric influence over
British religious thinkers, directly or indirectly reinforcing the
appeal of a long-established natural theology, and this was the
influence from which they found it almost impossible to free
themselves.

The difference between Kant's response to Hume and Paley's is
of crucial significance. As we have seen, Paley met the scepticism
of the Dialogues with a flat denial and simply reasserted the argu-
ment which Hume had destroyed. Kant, on the other hand,
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accepted what was correct in Hume's contention, and welcomed
Hume's scepticism as a force which could bring about much-
needed change. Paley wished to reforge the broken link with
tradition; Kant recognised that something altogether new must be
forged to replace it. In the words of Gerald Cragg, 'An age which
had ventured to challenge revelation had assumed that natural
religion was impregnable; Hume reduced it to a tenuous shadow
of its former self.' Cragg also correctly points out that Hume's
position as a neutral observer was at the same time his greatest
weakness and that the true sequel to Hume was provided by Kant's
critical philosophy.3

OUR KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORLD

Kant's own reference to Hume's influence is well known: 'I freely
admit that it was in fact the recollection of David Hume which
first, many years ago, interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave
a completely different direction to my investigations in the field of
speculative philosophy.'4

The opening words of his most famous work in its first edition
also bear indirect testimony to the power of Humean scepticism:
'Human reason has this peculiar fate that in one species of its
knowledge it is burdened by questions which, as prescribed by the
very nature of reason itself, it is not able to ignore, but which, as
transcending all its powers, it is also not able to answer.'5

Hume's insistence that human knowledge is confined to human
experience in and of this world was accepted by Kant as a starting
point. Time and again Kant asserts that human knowledge is only
possible because objects are presented, given to us, and we know
them through their effect upon our senses. Without this presen-
tation of objects to our sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste, we
should know nothing. Sense perception, therefore, forms an
essential part of what Kant calls Erfahrung, translated 'experience'.
Without the objects presented to us through the senses there
could be no knowledge, no 'experience'.6

There is, however, another essential element in knowledge; and
that is the active contribution of the knowing mind. What we
might call the raw material provided through sensation would
remain an undifferentiated, unintelligible mass if it were not set in
order by the active, constructive mind; and it is this ongoing
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activity of the mind working on the objects given through the
senses which constitutes knowledge, experience:

But though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow
that it all arises out of experience. For it may well be that even our
empirical knowledge is made up of what we receive through impressions
and of what our own faculty of knowledge . . . supplies from itself. If our
faculty of knowledge makes any such addition, it may be that we are not
in a position to distinguish it from the raw material, until with long prac-
tice of attention we have become skilled in separating it.7

The Critique of Pure Reason was Kant's attempt to separate out the
mind's contribution to knowledge, and thereby establish just what
reason could achieve and what was beyond it. He accepted
Hume's claim that reason often overreaches itself in asserting so-
called truths and demonstrations which carry human thought
beyond what it can possibly know. This is essential to the main
theme of the Critique of Pure Reason but is repeated time and again
in the other Critiques. The acceptance of what is true in Hume's
empiricism and scepticism was a great strength in Kant's critical
philosophy. Kant, as it were, absorbed beforehand criticism of
religious belief based on empirical discovery, and willingly con-
ceded to the sceptic that which scepticism could rightfully claim.
There was, nevertheless, a fundamental difference of aim between
the two men. Hume's critique of reason was meant to weaken
reliance upon it in the interests of a demand for tolerance in social
life, especially in its religious and political aspects. Hume wanted
to destroy dogma and zealous prejudice by undermining their
supposedly rational foundations, and to replace them with a
healthy and tolerant scepticism operating within the limits of com-
mon sense. This was scarcely an adequate basis for religious belief,
and one is left with the impression, as far as Hume is concerned,
that such belief is an optional extra.

Kant's aim was to recognise not only the limits but also the
legitimate uses of reason in order to place metaphysics on a sound
basis, and the very title of the Prolegomena clearly says as much. The
severe limits imposed by Hume on the capacity of reason to dis-
cover truth were largely endorsed by Kant, who time and again
insists that there can be no knowledge except that which is related
to the objects given through sensation: but with one crucial excep-
tion, which makes Kant's critique the preparation for a well-
founded metaphysics rather than the confirmation of mere
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scepticism. This exception is moral knowledge, hinted at in the
Critique of Pure Reason and playing an essential role in the later
development of the critical philosophy.

Surprisingly but consistently Kant includes space and time in
the mental contribution to experience. It is easy for anyone to
appreciate that what an object looks like, or sounds like, or tastes
like depends very much on the state of our own seeing, hearing
and tasting. This is very obvious in the case of sound, which we
hardly regard as belonging to the object at all. A ringing bell or a
vocal ensemble may be described as making or producing a sound
rather than possessing it. If we stop to reflect on the taste of some-
thing, we realise that it is in us rather than in the object. The same
is actually true of colour, although in this case it is by no means
obvious that this is so. Light travels so fast and our perception
works so swiftly and unconsciously that colour is naturally and
spontaneously attributed to the object.

Variations in, for example, sight and taste lead different indi-
viduals to ascribe different colours or shades, or different degrees
of sweetness or bitterness, to the same object: and yet it is qualities
such as these which actually help to make up the object of our
experience. If this 'object' is so dependent for its character and
constitution upon our mental state and our senses, why not regard
it as wholly the product of our own mind and sensation? In order
to preserve the independent reality of the object we can attribute
to it so-called primary qualities, over against the so-called sec-
ondary qualities dependent on our capacity for varied sensations.
These primary qualities, such as extension, place and shape, were
supposed to constitute the unchangeable substance and character
of the object, over against the changeable qualities such as colour
and touch which varied according to the observer's senses.

Kant rejected this explanation and argued that both spatial and
temporal qualities, far from belonging to the objects which are
given to the senses, belong instead to the perceiving human mind.
According to Kant, they are certainly different from the qualities
which exist through sensation, and must be thought of rather as a
framework imposed on the raw materials of experience provided
through the senses. The human capacity to perceive and know the
world is so constituted that it spontaneously and unconsciously
imposes dimensions of space and time on everything presented to
it:
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Space . . . as condition of outer objects, necessarily belongs to their
appearance or intuition. Taste and colours are not necessary conditions
under which alone objects can be for us objects of the senses. They are
connected with the appearances only as effects accidentally added by the
particular constitution of the sense organs. Accordingly, they are not a
priori representations, but are grounded in sensation . . . Further, no one
can have a priori a representation of a colour or of any taste; whereas,
since space concerns only the pure form of intuition, and therefore
involves no sensation whatsoever, and nothing empirical, all kinds and
determinations of space can and must be represented a priori, if con-
cepts of figures and of their relations are to arise. Through space alone
is it possible that things should be outer objects to us.8

However strange Kant's view may seem, it does render his
account of our knowledge of the world thoroughly consistent and
coherent. Instead of supposing that we perceive things to some
extent according to the dictates of our own faculties and to some
extent as they really are, as if everything in our experience were
partly our own creature and somehow also partly the thing as it
really is in itself, Kant recognised that everything-is wholly and
inevitably viewed according to our total integrated mental and
physical make-up. It is in the nature of the case impossible that
something, some chunk of reality, should present itself simply as it
is, should somehow break through to our self-conscious awareness
without being affected by our senses and cast of mind. Although
he was much impressed by the scientific work of Isaac Newton,
Kant's account of space and time was very different from that of
Newton. Newton looked upon them as vast receptacles within
which objects were positioned or moved and events took place,
and throughout which existed the omnipresent and eternal deity.
It does not follow, therefore, that because Newton's ideas have
been refined or superseded, and because Euclidean geometry is
not the unique and absolute truth which Kant took it to be, that
the main features in Kant's account of human knowledge have
been destroyed. Kant's view of time and space remains, indepen-
dent of the particular mathematics and physics he mistakenly
believed to be the last word on the subject.

Karl Heim has given an excellent account of the way in which
Kantian epistemology should be seen in relation to modern devel-
opments in mathematics and physics:
Modern physics . . . has been recognizing ever more clearly that physical
facts cannot be completely described or exactly defined at all without
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including the cognitive subject in the definition from the very outset. In
reaching this conclusion modern physics has provided a surprising
confirmation of the Kantian critical principle that there is no objective
experience which is not the experience of a subject whom reality objec-
tively confronts. The ego and the object can indeed be distinguished
from one another by means of an abstraction, but they cannot be con-
cretely detached from one another. But if the subject and object cannot
be isolated from one another at all as separable quantities, then the
entire dispute between the physicists and the Kantians rests on an error
in the posing of the problem. It is quite meaningless to ask whether the
subject carries within himself the structural law of space or whether this
is contained in the object.

Heim points out that the different 'spaces' with which math-
ematicians deal can be 'transformed' into one another, thereby
reflecting the fact that the structure of the space in which reality
becomes perceptible to us is always founded on the actual nature
of that reality:

This indicates clearly that behind the various spaces there is something
which is common to them all, something which cannot be exhibited in
an intuitively perceptible form, but which can nevertheless be formu-
lated mathematically in terms of equations of transformation. From the
other point of view, in the latest phase of contemporary physics, quan-
tum mechanics, even more than in Einstein's theory of relativity, the
observing subject is more than ever involved as a factor in the physical
process. This has resulted in the calling in question of the objectivity and
the general validity of space.9

Kant attached very great importance to his emphasis on the
dynamic and constructive part played by the mind in our knowl-
edge of the world. He likened it to the Copernican revolution in
astronomy. Copernicus had found the basic solution to intractable
astronomical problems by focussing attention on the contribution
which the rotating earth-bound observer makes to his own view of
the universe. This had made possible the vast development of
astronomical knowledge we now take for granted. Likewise, Kant
focussed attention on the observing, knowing self, and was
thereby able to offer a solution to otherwise insuperable prob-
lems, and, he hoped, open the way to the development of a well-
founded metaphysics.

Nevertheless, Kant insisted time and again on the existence of
the vast world of interrelated objects independent of the observer,
and he seems to have regarded the existence of this world as so



224 Philosophy and biblical interpretation

obvious as to require no argument, and perhaps to be so basic to
experience as not to be capable of further demonstration at all.
This feeling of the obviousness of the fact seems to lie behind
Kant's remark that we must be able to think things in themselves,
since 'otherwise we should be landed in the absurd conclusion
that there can be appearance without anything that appears'.10

Throughout the Critique of Pure Reason and the Prolegomena there
is a powerful sense of the sheer givenness of things, and the need
to posit their objective existence in order to make experience
intelligible, even though we cannot know them just as they are in
themselves. Because things in themselves must be understood, in
the sense of being assumed, Kant called them noumena, 'things-
assumed-by-understanding'; while things as they appear to us he
called phenomena, 'appearances'. The term 'noumenon' and
'phenomenon' in any given case, therefore, refer to the same
thing, either denoting it as it is in itself, or else denoting it as it is
known in human experience.

The distinction between noumena and phenomena is simple
enough, but could be misleading. It is easy to slip into the assump-
tion that we are thinking about two different sets of things, two dif-
ferent kinds of world, whereas both terms, as already pointed out,
denote the one world of things, but regarded from two different
points of view.

Kant himself was often anxious to stress the mental and sensu-
ous contribution to our experience of the world, and this was,
after all, his own 'Copernican revolution'; but it sometimes led to
a correspondingly negative attitude towards the utterly unknow-
able noumena, encouraging the misleading impression already
referred to of two worlds, and raising a serious doubt about the
existence of noumena, although such doubt makes no sense at all
in the context of Kant's whole critical philosophy.

Nor are phenomena 'appearances' in the sense of being mere
illusions or simply subjective states of consciousness. On the
contrary, phenomena are the actual things, whether natural or
artificial, which make up the whole world of our experience.
Despite the misleading character of some Kantian phrases taken
out of their context, the overall Kantian picture of the universe is
of a vast collection of things, among them human beings capable
of self-conscious awareness and of reflection upon the other
things which surround them and impinge on them. Genuine
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knowledge exists and is commonplace; and where there is such
knowledge, it is a knowledge of things, not the mere apprehension
of mental images cast upon some purely subjective screen.
The transcendental idealist is, therefore, an empirical realist, and allows
to matter, as appearance, a reality which does not permit of being
inferred, but is immediately perceived. Transcendental realism, on the
other hand, inevitably falls into difficulties, and finds itself obliged to
give way to empirical idealism, in that it regards the objects of outer sense
as something distinct from the senses themselves, treating mere appear-
ances as self-subsistent beings, existing outside us. On such a view as this,
however clearly we may be conscious of our representation of these
things, it is still far from certain that, if the representation exists, there
exists also the object corresponding to it. In our system, on the other
hand, these external things, namely matter, are in all their configur-
ations and alterations nothing but mere appearances, that is, represen-
tations in us, of the reality of which we are immediately conscious.11

Kant himself set out from the problem of causation raised by
Hume, combining acknowledgement of the correctness of
Hume's argument with acknowledgement of the growing success
of the sciences. No purely rational basis or justification for scien-
tific research can be given. It is impossible to observe or demon-
strate necessary connection in nature, and for all we know or can
prove, such necessity may not really exist; and yet nature as we know
it is ruled by such necessity, and we can neither think of nature nor
live our lives as human beings nor carry out the experimental work
of science without assuming and consciously accepting the
apparent fact.12

Kant resolved the paradox by seeing necessary connection as
part of the mind's contribution to knowledge and experience. The
part or faculty of the mind concerned was called by Kant Verstand,
translated 'understanding'; and he meant by this the capacity
which the mind has to take the impressions made on the senses by
things in themselves and turn these into consciously recognised
objects, related to one another and unified into an harmonious
whole in the experience of the individual. Furthermore, Kant
firmly rejected the idea that this was a psychological description of
human learning, experience and knowledge, and claimed that it
was a process proceeding according to logical rules which must
characterise the activity of any rational being. In this way Kant
insisted that what he was describing and explaining was not what
merely happens to be the case, but is what must be the case.
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Therefore, the necessity linking cause and effect, as part of the
work of Verstand, understanding, had the force of logic: it existed
in the mind before ever sensation was stimulated and experience
made possible.

Kant insisted on this because he was anxious to distinguish this
kind of explanation from the one offered by Hume, which made
the necessity lie only in a mental habit engendered by the
customary association of certain objects. As Kant pointed out, this
was not a truly necessary connection between things, but the sub-
stitution for it of a contingent connection between ideas.

There is both strength and weakness in the Kantian argument,
but it is strength which preponderates. It is true that the distinc-
tions which Kant makes are both useful in our attempt to under-
stand human knowledge, and also very misleading when they are
made too sharp to be properly reintegrated into what is, after all,
a single personal experience: as if the ingredients of a recipe were
somehow rendered incapable of properly combining into the
finished cake. Kant also overstressed the part played by rules in
knowledge and experience, and seemed to believe that they could
bestow objectivity and order on what would otherwise remain
merely subjective. For example:

The 'understanding' is therefore not simply a capacity for developing
rules out of the comparison of 'appearances': it is itself nature's lawgiver.
That is to say, without 'understanding' we should not be aware of any
such thing as nature . . . since 'appearances' by their very character can-
not occur independently of us, but exist only in our capacity for sense-
perception.^

When Kant raises the question how our sensations, or sense-
perceptions, can come to be regarded as independently existing
objects, he refers this to the rule-making capacity of the mind
which brings everything together into one ordered consciousness.
For example:

If then we inquire what kind of new quality is produced by referring our
sense-perceptions to an object, what new dignity is thereby conferred on
them, we find that it consists in nothing more than binding together
such sensations according to a certain kind of necessity and subjecting
them to a rule. Or, conversely, that the only means whereby our sen-
sations can be given objective significance is that there must be a certain
regulated order in their temporal sequence.J4

It is not altogether surprising that this aspect of the Kantian
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critique should have been seized on and developed so as to create
systems in which mind becomes the fount and origin of all reality;
but Kant himself repudiated such developments as quite out of
keeping with his real intention. This intention is revealed in his
repeated insistence on the independent reality of things as they
are in themselves apart from the knowing mind, and his explicit
rejection of any idealist philosophy inconsistent with this
independent reality. The consequence in Kant's philosophy, how-
ever, is that there are two kinds of objectivity, each one sharply
separated from the other: one belonging to things in themselves,
and the other belonging to things as they appear to us. The
serious difficulty in the way of accepting this view is not the
existence of the two kinds of objectivity, but the sharpness of the
distinction between them.

Kant believed that the certainties of mathematics and the
sciences had to reflect the logical structure, the rationality of the
human mind: only if nature is the creature of the mind can we
gain unquestionable knowledge of its constitution and working.
This meant that things in their noumenal aspect had to become
totally, absolutely unknowable and without influence, so that in
our quest for knowledge of nature this aspect of things could be
and ought to be left entirely out of account. We could then rest
assured that our present knowledge, as the product of the mind's
own investigation of its own construction of nature, was both real
and certain. The remaining problem was to explain how the con-
structions of mind and sense could appear as external objects.

The sheer objectivity of things, however, requires no expla-
nation, and not only are Kant's attempts to explain objectivity
unconvincing in themselves, but they are also inconsistent with his
own fundamental insights. Objectivity is simply the givenness of
things and their relationships in their unknown, noumenal aspect.
Objectivity, the sheer confrontational quality of the world in
relation to any given individual self, lies on the noumenal side of
the divide but produces its own phenomenal consequence in our
knowledge and experience. Furthermore, as Kant explicitly recog-
nised, the individual self is also in itself a thing, a noumenon,
which can be presented to its own observation and self-
consciousness as a phenomenon, an 'appearance', a fact of
nature. That is to say, on Kant's own showing the sharp division
between noumena and phenomena does not exist. The individual
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self is the sensitive and dynamic meeting place of things as they are
in themselves and the same things as they are known and felt.
There is no gainsaying Kant's fundamental point that absolutely
everything we know comes to us through the determining influ-
ence of our own perceptual apparatus and frame of mind; but it is
things and their relationships which we know, and not a set of
phenomena triggered off in the imagination by a quite different
set of noumena existing wholly independently of the thinker. Men
and women, after all, not only observe and reflect upon things, but
frequently manipulate them, and are continually subjected to
their own force and resistance. The true position has been well
expressed by F. R. Tennant:

Kant teaches that we can know only the existence of the thing in itself:
yet we must suppose that it determines and conditions our knowledge in
some way - there must be some kind of rapport between us and noumena,
or otherwise we could not even know that noumena exist.

But while we thus have acquaintance only with the sensible or phenom-
enal, we are having rapportvnth, and phenomenal knowledge of or about,
the noumenal. We do not, in this latter sense of 'knowledge', know the
phenomenal only: rather, we know the noumenal through the phenom-
enal. The phenomenon is, so to say, the utterance of the ontal to us; if the
noumenal shines forth or appears to us, as the phenomenal, it cannot be
totally unknowable.

Tennant goes on to suggest that what is important for us is not
that our knowledge should be an exact replica of reality, but that
it should be a reliable guide to it; just as a map of the Lake District
is not a picture or model of it, but nevertheless fulfils its purpose
as an accurate guide. *5

This implies that distinguishing the mind's contribution to
knowledge and experience from that of the things we know and
experience can never be fully accomplished. It is a distinction
which can only be approximated. We cannot stand outside the sit-
uation and measure each contribution, and there is an unbroken
continuity between the self-conscious experience of the individual
and things which he is experiencing. Sounds, tastes and smells are
only loosely connected with objects, although we still regard them
as somehow part of the object. Colour, and hardness or softness to
the touch seem to be much more part of the object; while shape
and size we regard as utterly independent characteristics of the
object, although it is perfectly obvious that size and shape vary
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continually according to the viewpoint of the observer, just as do
the implements which we use to measure them. The Kantian
critique of empirical knowledge therefore encourages a healthy
agnosticism concerning its ultimate objective validity, and suggests
that we might do better to confine ourselves to pragmatic criteria
when trying to appreciate and evaluate scientific discovery and
progress.

Although Kant was himself greatly impressed by the knowledge
gained through scientific investigation, he was also quite explicit
about its provisional nature. Questions about the world which are
answered in empirical terms can never satisfy reason because they
always give rise to further questions, and this has its implications
for mathematics and the sciences since they are, in the nature of
the case, confined to answering questions about phenomena,
'appearances'. Their scope is unlimited within the vast field of
things as they are grasped through human sense-perception, but
beyond that field they cannot go.

Mathematics is concerned only with 'appearances'. That which cannot
be an object of knowledge through sense perception, such as the con-
cepts belonging to metaphysics and morality, lies completely outside its
sphere and it can never lead us to, nor does it have the slightest need of
such an object. . . Natural science will never reveal the inner nature of
things, that nature which is not 'appearance' but which can in fact serve
as the ultimate, fundamental explanation of 'appearances'; yet it is
equally true that natural science has no need of this for its own physical
explanations. Indeed, if such an ultimate explanation were offered to it
from elsewhere, for example, the influence of immaterial beings, natural
science should firmly reject it and give it no place whatever in its devel-
oping powers of explanation. Rather should natural science always base
its explanations on what belongs to experience as the object of the senses
and can be brought into connection with our actual perceptions accord-
ing to the laws of empirical knowledge.16

Developments in mathematics and the sciences since Kant's
time have fully borne out his belief concerning their colossal
scope for increasing our knowledge of the natural world; and the
capacity of the senses to receive information about that world has
been extended to a very remarkable degree through the use of
instruments and apparatus. The understanding has been fed with
a vast amount of raw material well beyond the capacity of techni-
cally unassisted sense-perception to take in, with a corresponding
stimulus to curiosity and determined inquiry. It would be
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astonishing if all this knowledge turned out to be only a highly
sophisticated acquaintance with the mind's own productions, and
if the real world of things in themselves, things in their noumenal
aspect, should turn out to be completely different; but the funda-
mental Kantian position still holds true. We know what is
presented to the senses, however developed those senses may be
through the use of instruments and however ingenious the
apparatus of presentation may be; and we know according to the
faculties of our knowing mind. That which we know is the inde-
pendent, external world; but we know it in our own way, and there
is an impassable barrier between our knowledge and things as they
truly are. We trust that such knowledge does not mislead us, and
we have good reason to do so as long as it produces practical
consequences which we can foresee and manipulate; nor do we
have any alternative; but when reason strays beyond the control of
fact and tries to reach the ultimate nature of things in themselves
or the origin of things in creation, physics has become meta-
physics of the type forbidden by both Humean scepticism and the
Kantian critique.

The uncertainty and randomness which to some extent charac-
terise the behaviour of atomic energy as at present understood do
not contradict the basic Kantian picture of the universe. Human
thought and action are still dominated by the experience of
necessary causal connection which comes to us as a fundamental
and absolutely inescapable feature of the world as we know it, and
without which the strange and paradoxical discoveries of modern
physics would themselves never have been made. If real indeter-
minacy and randomness do lie at the root of all change, we must
remember that Kant, following Hume, explicitly denied that
causal necessity was either discoverable or demonstrable. Kant was
concerned with the world as it is in our experience of it and not
with the world as it might be if what is genuinely random should
become its dominating feature; and human beings, simply as a
matter of fact, experience very varied kinds of force, and not
statistical probabilities.

MORALITY

Human experience is reflected in human language. Some
assertions are based on experience, resulting from the obser-
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vations made through sense-perception and directly or indirectly
recording it. Other assertions are based on language itself and the
meanings attached to it. Kant called the first kind of statement
synthetic a posteriori because it asserts a connection, a 'putting
together' of things which we can know only 'following' actual
perceptions.

The second kind of statement he called analytic a priori because
it asserts something about the words and phrases we use which can
be discovered by analysing their meaning, and which must be true
or false by definition.

It was, of course, fundamental to Kant's whole philosophy that
no knowledge at all is possible until we have had 'experience', that
is, had objects presented to us through the five senses, Sinnlichkeit,
and grasped them by means of 'understanding', Verstand;1? but
once granted this basic condition of human consciousness, Kant's
distinction between the two kinds of statement is quite clear. The
assertion that the cat is on the mat must be based on observation,
and we can only know whether or not it is true after, a posteriori,
looking in order to find out. On the other hand, what we mean by
'cat' and 'mat' is already determined before, a priori, we look, and
no amount of looking would be of any use if such meanings were
not already established and generally accepted. Whatever particu-
lar verbal expressions might be used, the concepts of 'cat' and
'mat' must already exist in our minds, along with ideas of a great
many other things and their relationships, in order that we should
make sense of things and communicate with "one another.

Kant, however, recognised that human experience and thought
include far more than what is provided simply through sense-
perception or required by clarity of expression, and that this extra
is also reflected in language. We do not assert only what is in fact
or in principle observable through sense-perception, or what is
tautologous or a matter of definition. Kant therefore posited a
third kind of assertion, the synthetic a priori. This gives actual
information, really connecting things and not expressing mere
definition or clarification, while at the same time being absolutely
certain and not merely justified by the data supplied through
physical sensation. We often wish to say that something is true, not
simply as a matter of fact, but that it must be true and that the
necessity or compulsion is a logical one, and not merely a psycho-
logical one such as instinct or habit.
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Kant believed that all mathematical reasoning and all the most
important assertions of natural science are of the synthetic a priori
type. Scientists spend much time simply trying to find out what,
simply as a matter of fact, is the case; but their ultimate aim is to
establish what must be the case, and this necessity is reflected
in the mathematical expression of the laws and principles which,
as we say, govern the universe. Certain chemical combinations
and reactions take place because they must; other combinations
and reactions do not take place because they cannot. Light
behaves in certain ways because it must, and in consequence we
can make reliable inferences about such things as the move-
ments of planets, the constitution of the stars and the appearance
of rainbows. When machinery fails or the milk goes sour we put
it down to cause and effect, not gremlins or disgruntled
fairies.

Whether or not the whole of mathematics is describable in
terms of the synthetic a priori is a question for mathematicians to
settle; but Kant's insistence that mathematics is the expression of
real information and not merely an analysis or definition of terms
is often true. Equations are tightly related to the discovery of fact
and are also often exploratory in character. On the basis of pre-
diction, experiments can be set up and observations made, and
particular mathematical arguments vindicated, modified or
rejected in consequence. The discovery of the elliptical shape of
planetary orbits round the sun, of the existence of the planet
Neptune, of the wobble in the orbit of Mercury and the bending
of light in a strong gravitational field are famous examples of this
interaction between mathematical 'necessity' and the contingency
of facts which have to be sought out and confirmed or denied. The
vast universe of objects is presented to us as a colossal contingency:
for all we know it might have been quite different and it might
become quite different; but within that great contingency necess-
ity rules, and human knowledge and expression inevitably reflect
these two intimately related aspects of the world of which we are a
part, which is to some extent the creature of our own minds, and
with which we must come to terms.

For Kant, the link between metaphysics on the one hand, and
the natural sciences on the other, is that the essential subject-
matter of both is expressed in statements of the synthetic a priori
type. The ground of certainty in both may be different, but if the



Immanuel Kant 233

propositions of physics have a rational basis, so do the prop-
ositions of metaphysics.

There are elements in our overall, general experience of life
which mere empiricism cannot adequately describe, let alone
account for. Among these, moral values were of fundamental
significance for Kant. According to Kant, we are all aware of moral
good and bad, moral right and wrong, as facts of life which cannot
be described or explained in any other terms, and which make
a unique and unqualified demand upon our attention and
obedience. Our duty is that which we are called upon to obey
regardless of any other consideration, no matter what the cost may
be in terms of health and welfare or even life. If what is required
of us is a moral demand, then it is absolutely right, and if what is
forbidden is a moral prohibition, then it is absolutely wrong.

Kant was perfectly well aware, of course, that morality is woven
into the fabric of life itself and is worked out in terms of what
people do and think and feel, but he was all the more anxious on
that account to distinguish the specifically moral from all the
other elements in any given situation. He repeatedly warns us that
the moral cannot under any circumstances be justified in any
other terms: moral obligation, duty, possesses a sovereign auth-
ority which owes nothing to any empirical circumstance and which
cannot be derived from any external being, not even God. He
even carries his argument to the length of asserting that an action
can be considered moral only if it is done out of conscious and
deliberate obedience to duty, the moral law. Obedience to the
moral command must be the sole motive in such a case, and it is
by no means sufficient for what claims to be a moral action that it
has been done merely in conformity with the moral law.

Kant's point may seem to be far-fetched, but we must remember
that he was trying to isolate and identify something specific and
that this does lend his analysis a certain artificial character, but
only of the type which is bound to characterise any such enter-
prise. Kant himself compared his argument with the endeavours
of a chemist to sort out the elements in a given compound. An
imaginary situation might help to make clearer and more plaus-
ible what he was aiming to achieve.

Let us suppose that we are walking along a beach with heavy seas
pounding the shore. We suddenly see a man tearing off his shoes
and clothes, plunging into the waves and striking out to sea. We
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then see a child in obvious difficulties, thrashing about in the
waves but scarcely able to keep afloat and being carried further
out to certain death. The man, however, is a strong swimmer and
within a few minutes the child is rescued.

We instantly feel that this was a moral action, an act of bravery
and compassion. That the child should be rescued is an obvious
moral good and that the man should risk his life to accomplish
this end is obviously a morally right action. When we meet Kant
later in the evening and are discussing the incident with him over
a drink we are inclined to be impatient with him when he asks us
about the man's motives, and insists that the actual consequence
of the deed cannot in itself justify our praise on moral grounds.
We offer, with an ironic smile, to stand him a glass of hemlock. We
then discover, however, that Kant has been leading us on: he
knows more about the incident than we do. He puts it to us that if
we had not been so anxious to rush back to town and be the first
to spread the news we might have noticed some discreetly camou-
flaged equipment, and realised that the whole incident was no
more than a stunt, the enactment of a dramatic scene from some
epic film. The child was never in any danger and the swimmer was
a well-paid stuntman who regarded the performance as easy
money. That is to say, the events which we observed could in them-
selves tell us nothing about the moral quality of the deed, and
once we have learnt more about the facts of the case we naturally
conclude that it was not a morally commendable act at all: and we
do so precisely because we now know that the man's motive was
not at all what we supposed it to be.

Or let us suppose that we had been sufficiently observant to see
the equipment and that we had actually been asked to remain still
for a few moments while a brief scene could be shot on a deserted
shore. We admire the skill of the actors and comment on this in
our later evening conversation with Kant. The philosopher then
tells us that the convincing display was actually the consequence of
things going wrong: the child really had got into difficulties and a
nearby technician who was a good but not exceptional swimmer
really had risked his life getting the child back to safety. What we
had witnessed was, as they say, a real-life drama: and we now agree
with Kant in commending the man on moral grounds, and we do
so precisely because we now know that the man's motive was a
purely moral one.
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Or let us suppose that the incident had nothing whatever to do
with film-making and that the man really did rescue a child in real
difficulties: but Kant then points out to us that, far from being the
end of the matter, it was only the beginning. The child has very
wealthy parents and the man is a notoriously unscrupulous
criminal who has merely seized the opportunity to take the child
hostage and drive a hard bargain with people whom he regards as
well able to afford a very large ransom. Once more our judgment
on the man's action changes, not merely because we have learnt
more about the circumstances, but because these reflect his state
of mind, his motivation, and it is this which is crucial in influ-
encing our opinion.

Kant himself suggested an illustration to bring out the same
point. A man has a strong desire for a particular woman. A gallows
is erected outside his house and he is told that he can satisfy his
desire for the woman on condition that he is hanged immediately
afterwards. This sets up a conflict within the man between fear and
desire. However, let us suppose, says Kant, that the man is invited
to cooperate with the ruler of his country in an act of serious injus-
tice against an honourable fellow citizen, with death as the penalty
for refusal. This also sets up a conflict within him, but as Kant indi-
cates, it is a conflict of a quite different type from the first.18 The
moral element makes all the difference.

There can be no doubt that the whole of Kant's lengthy argu-
ment concerning morality involves an implicit appeal to us to
reflect upon our own experience, and there can be equally no
doubt that when we do so, we are compelled to acknowledge the
existence of something deeply rooted in our consciousness which
we must recognise as having precisely the peculiar, unique and
overruling character denoted by Kant. It is what gives meaning to
terms such as 'conscience' and 'duty' and to the categories we so
frequently use in decisions, arguments and discussions as to what
is right or wrong, what people ought or ought not to do. Also, as
Kant insisted, moral values cannot be explained in any other terms;
and even those who believe that in theory they can be so explained,
and therefore explained away, cannot in practice escape them.
They are an integral part of what it means to be human.

Nevertheless, we feel that some kind of justification is needed
for granting the legitimacy of demands which often involve, or
would involve if we obeyed them, the denial of natural desires, the
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acceptance of pain and the sacrifice of much that is valuable to us,
even including life itself. Kant himself acknowledged this and in a
remarkable passage raised the question what possible origin there
could be for so sublime a concept and force in human life as that
of duty. His answer was that its origin lies in human personality,
and in that aspect of it which belongs to the noumenal world, and
which gives each person true freedom and independence of the
phenomenal world of things. Every person belongs to both worlds,
and even persons are, in their phenomenal aspect, subject to the
laws of cause and effect, empirical necessity; but with respect to
their reason and conscience they rise superior to the mechanism
of nature, and enjoy the consciousness of pure practical laws given
by reason. Not surprisingly, we accord all honour and respect to
such rational laws because they express our real freedom and
superiority to the merely natural world.!9

Kant's moral philosophy well illustrates the importance of the
distinction between noumena and phenomena already estab-
lished in his theory of knowledge; but it also means that the weak-
ness which characterises his handling of that distinction remains
and threatens proper appreciation and development of his
insights. The insights nevertheless remain, and are highly signifi-
cant.

The foundation of Kant's moral and religious philosophy is the
sheer fact of morality and the peculiarly authoritative character of
duty, moral obligation. Starting out from this fact, Kant then
argued that human beings must be free, since freedom is implicit
in moral obligation. Someone cannot be obliged to do what is
impossible for him: and Kant was very clear on the point that while
genuine freedom is necessary for the existence of moral obli-
gation, we can only know that we are free through our knowledge
of the moral law:
The concept of freedom, in so far as its reality is demonstrated
through the presence of an absolute law of practical reason, now
becomes the keystone in the whole structure of pure, even speculative
reason.

While freedom is the ratio essendi of the moral law, the moral law is the
ratio cognoscendi of freedom. This is because we should never be justified
in accepting that there is any such thing as freedom . . . unless we were
already clearly aware of the moral law in our reason. On the other hand,
if there were no freedom we should never be confronted by the moral
law within ourselves.20
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Kant readily agreed and even emphasised that a human being
has no freedom from an empirical point of view. As an item in the
phenomenal world every human being is subject to the same laws
of cause and effect as everything else, and we can therefore know
neither freedom nor morality simply by observing events, not even
by observing them within our own experience. On the other hand
we do know morality, and are even intimately aware of it. It is not,
however, presented to us through the senses like all other knowl-
edge, but is presented a priori to the reason; and freedom, which
we cannot know directly, is implicit in it. We therefore frequently
make, and feel compelled to make, moral judgments which are
synthetic because we are convinced that they are assertions of fact;
but are a priori because what is essential to them as moral judg-
ments is contributed by reason and not to be found by empirical
investigation, any more than necessary causal connection is to be
found by that method.

However awkward and artificial Kant's description of the
individual's overall experience may be, there can be no doubt that
it is true to life. There is a striking honesty about his attempt to do
justice to every aspect of the human situation and his refusal to
simplify matters by ignoring something or by reducing one
element or aspect to another. The sharpness of his distinction
between the noumenal and the phenomenal is once more a weak-
ness in his exposition, leaving us with the superficial impression
that each person suffers a kind of Jekyll and Hyde existence, enjoy-
ing freedom and morality in the noumenal world but existing
simply as a predetermined beast in the phenomenal or natural
world. Kant continued to wrestle with the problem of giving
proper expression to his thought in the Critique of Judgment, first
published in 1790, and in the following passages Kant faces and
tries to overcome the danger of being taken to assert a hopeless
dualism:

If, then, a vast gulf has in fact been fixed between the realm ruled by the
concept of nature as known through sense perception, and the realm,
beyond the senses, ruled by the concept of freedom, so that no crossing
over is possible from the first to the second, not even through the
theoretical use of reason, just as if they were completely different worlds
of which the first could have no influence on the second . . . The under-
standing [ Verstand] gives laws a priori for nature as the object of sense-
perception to produce a theoretical knowledge of nature in a possible
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experience. Reason [Vernunft] gives laws a priori for freedom and its par-
ticular kind of causality, as that which lies within the subject beyond the
senses, to produce an unconditional practical knowledge. The realm
ruled by the concept of nature under the one legislation and that ruled
by the concept of freedom under the other are completely cut off from
all reciprocal influence which they could have on one another, each
according to its own basic rules. This is because of the great gulf which
divides appearances (phenomena) from that which lies beyond what can
be grasped through the senses. The concept of freedom determines
nothing with respect to the theoretical knowledge of nature; and like-
wise, the concept of nature determines nothing with respect to the prac-
tical laws of freedom: and it is to that extent impossible to throw a bridge
from one realm over to the other.21

Nevertheless, the first passage is followed by the statement that
there must be some means whereby freedom can fulfil its moral
purposes in nature, and nature must somehow be understood so
as to be amenable to such influence; and the second is followed by
the assertion that free choices must have their effect in the
phenomenal world. That is, moral ends must be actually attain-
able in the natural world of which man is a part.

It is not surprising that Kant was accused of self-contradiction in
this matter, although it was an accusation which he firmly repudi-
ated. The problem arises out of his oversharp distinction between
noumena and phenomena, of which talk about two realms or
worlds is an illustration. There is only one world, a fact which Kant
had no wish to deny, but which he simply assumed while at the
same time insisting upon distinctions which he rightly regarded as
necessary and useful. Reiterated emphasis upon distinctions, how-
ever, created a false impression, perhaps sometimes even in his
own mind. In the present instance the need to recognise the ulti-
mate unity of the world, including mankind, was wrung out of
Kant, but in no way does it actually contradict his basic theory of
knowledge, and it was to this that he appealed as a solution to an
unnecessary dilemma.

In so far as we are considering things as observers, even
happenings and facts within ourselves, they are phenomena and
we inevitably see them in terms of determined relationships. They
are events in which one thing or set of circumstances arises of
necessity out of another, or in which various elements help to
determine one another's character and place in the overall
scheme. In such an incident as that already imagined, in which a
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child is rescued from drowning, we can at least in principle give a
complete description of events as they are observed along with the
constitution of the participants and elements in the situation, and
such a description, in so far as it concerns itself with that which can be
perceived, will involve only one type of causality, that of the necess-
ary connection of cause and effect. At the same time, we shall
make moral judgments about such a situation, and many others,
and we shall feel certain that such judgments concern real
elements in these situations even though these elements are not
open to observation. These elements of moral value and freedom
of will cannot be presented to us as objects through what we might
call the filter of the senses; but it is necessary to remember that
even the objects which can be so presented - the child, the sea, the
man, etc. - cannot be presented to us as they are in themselves.
The phenomenal is an aspect of things, and we are not at all
entitled to regard it as the whole or as conveying to our under-
standing and knowledge the true and ultimate nature of things.

Kant was so profoundly concerned to assert the reality of duty
and human freedom that he was equally anxious that people
should not expect to find them, or evidence of them, by looking
in the wrong place. For Kant this was Hume's fundamental
mistake, and it was a mistake which could only result in barren
scepticism. If we would understand the world in its ultimate
nature, to the extent that is granted to us, we should stop expect-
ing to find it in empiricism, in that which is presented to us
through sense-perception. Hence Kant's much repeated insist-
ence on the distinction between noumena and phenomena, and
an almost fierce determination that this distinction should be
observed by all those who take the trouble to think about such
things. Yet 'noumena' is just another name for things in their true
nature, and moral values are noumena which we can know direct
through reason, and freedom is that which we can know by impli-
cation through reason. This is genuine a priori knowledge, and is
the only genuine knowledge of an object a priori through reason
that there is; at the same time, carrying the certain knowledge of
freedom with it, even though freedom cannot actually be known
directly.
The moral law is as it were presented as a fact of pure reason of which we
are ourselves conscious a priori and which is absolutely certain. What fol-
lows from this is that no example of the moral law can be found in merely
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empirical knowledge, and this is exactly what might be concluded.
Therefore the objective reality of the moral law cannot be demonstrated
through any deduction or any effort of theoretical reason, whether spec-
ulative or empirically supported. Nor can it be demonstrated a posteriori
through being willing to surrender its absolute certainty and thereby get
it confirmed through empirical knowledge. Nevertheless, it stands firm
in its own right.22

What is very remarkable, however, is that an idea of reason is actually to
be found among real objects, although it cannot be perceived, and there-
fore its possibility cannot be demonstrated. That is the idea of freedom.
As a special kind of causality its reality is revealed in experience through
the practical laws of pure reason and actual deeds in accordance with
them, although considered as a theoretical concept it would go beyond
what can have meaning for us. It is the only one of all the ideas of pure
reason whose object is a fact and which must be reckoned among those
things whose existence can be known.23

According to Kant, therefore, the moral is reason's a priori con-
tribution to experience, giving us concrete information and there-
fore making possible synthetic judgments; but not of the sort
which can be verified empirically, however bound up with empiri-
cal elements they may be. The moral is as much an expression of
the noumenal in our experience as the physical objects we
encounter, and with the same objectivity, but presented to us
through reason and not the senses.

It must be repeated that Kant's argument is ultimately an appeal
to experience. If what he says is true, then we are indeed aware of
moral obligation, duty, which is quite different from desire or
inclination, even it if happens to chime in with both. We believe
and even assume that there is a very significant difference between
things which happen because they must, and things which happen
because of human choice and decision; and while we feel that
people can be praised or blamed for that over which they have the
power of choice and decision, we feel that such praise or blame is
pointless, senseless, when mere force compels consequences. At
the same time we know that we cannot hold up moral values for
inspection, and that in searching for free will we are chasing a will
o' the wisp. The deep and inalienable sense that the power of
responsible choice and decision is an essential part of our very
selves nevertheless remains, no matter how much of a mystery it
may be for the investigator; and as Kant himself pointed out, it is
the great stumbling-block for all empiricists, and therefore, we
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may add, for all sceptics who take empiricism as the foundation of
their unbelief.

Kant himself gives the simple illustration of rising from a chair
as an example of a freely accomplished action, while at the same
time recognising that from the point of view of an observer who
wants to give a full explanation of nature, including human
behaviour, the sense of freedom must be an illusion, or otherwise
nature becomes chaos.24 We could develop this criticism of free
will by claiming that a detailed biochemical description of the
action would reveal an unbroken chain of causes and effects; and
if the person concerned were the subject of psychological exam-
ination, his own description of his inner consciousness would be
made up of explanations strongly suggesting the working of com-
pelling forces, masking their compulsive force by a swift and sub-
conscious spontaneity. Do people rise out of chairs for no reason
at all? If we reply that the reason is choice, we are merely entering
a vicious circle from the observer's point of view, including that of
the subject in so far as he has been put into the position of an
observer of his own actions, feelings and motives. It turns out that
he wanted light or warmth, to communicate with someone, to find
a book, to attend a meeting; and the action then becomes part of
a web of events which extends in ever-widening horizons from
tastes and inclinations related to the chemistry of the body, to the
influences of home and upbringing, sub-cultural and wider cul-
tural influences, genetics, education, etc., etc.

And yet, when the observer's case has been made out as fully as
it can be, I myself still insist upon and cannot avoid the distinction
between the compelled and the chosen and the concept of free-
dom which goes with them: a concept which Kant rightly asserted,
which cannot by itself be given any positive content, but which is
nevertheless a rational idea from which we cannot escape.

Kant's noumena and phenomena are two sides of the same
coin. The coin observed is made up of phenomena linked for the
observing mind in chains of cause and effect. Yet reflection upon
observation compels us to admit that phenomena are noumena as
we perceive them, things in themselves presented to us and
become things-for-us; and the causal connection is part of the way
we perceive things. No amount of observation can uncover the
actual necessity in the connections of things, and we can therefore
neither assert nor deny it of things in themselves; but this is the
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way we must perceive the world, while in a quite different fashion
we are compelled to acknowledge and assume genuine freedom.
We are left with the paradox that seen in one way all events are
determined, but seen in another way there are very significant
breaks in the causal connections, inexplicable fresh beginnings to
interrupted causal sequences.

It follows from this that no amount of scientific research will
ever discover or demonstrate the existence of morality and free
will, both of which are essential elements in the Christian, and
much other, religion. Commitment to scientific procedures as the
sole methods of determining truth entails the denial of morality
and free will before ever investigation begins. Whether intention-
ally or not, those who are dedicated to objective observation and
rational argument strictly based upon it as the means to establish-
ing truth have already decided that morality and freedom no more
belong to the real world than fairies and demons. Nor is the
analogy merely flippant: fairies and demons represent active
personal wills, and intentions which are either good or bad, and
systematic scientific research cannot tolerate the possibility of
such forces in its explanations, as Kant himself pointed out.

There is no small irony in this situation. The decision to commit
oneself wholly to the scientific outlook is itself an ongoing act of
will, and the person so committed does not cease to be human,
and continues to make genuine moral judgments; but this does
not alter the fact that there is a contradiction between the two
frames of mind, and an unhealthy tension between the two out-
looks. T. H. Huxley, the father of modern agnosticism, well illus-
trates the fact. Time and again he denied freedom and destroyed
the basis of morality, and time and again he sincerely repudiated
any such implications of his scientific outlook. The consequence
was his muddled agnosticism, bequeathed by the nineteenth
century to the twentieth in lieu of a proper assessment of the
relationship between science on the one hand, and morality and
religion on the other. Huxley typified in his own person the
future character of a whole society which he himself helped to
create.

The alternative was and still is to recognise the highly significant
limitations of science, and the fact of duty, the inescapable moral
responsibility of men and women which demands that the whole
of life, including science, shall be brought under its sway.
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RELIGION

When we return to Kant's question about the origin of duty, it
must be confessed that his answer to the question is open to the
same kind of objection as his attempt to justify the objective
character of phenomena: there is too much emphasis on the
significance of law and a certain forgetfulness, very strange in
Kant, that morality, duty, carries with it a striking appearance of
self-authentication.

Kant started from the fact that all deeds imply some principle or
maxim according to which they have been done. In the case of
moral actions this might be some principle such as 'A promise
must be kept', or 'Do not steal'. According to Kant, if such a
maxim could be turned into a universal rule which all men could
obey, then it was morally right; whereas if it was a morally wrong
maxim, the attempt to universalise it would reveal a self-
contradiction. For example, to say that lying is justified when it
brings advantage to the liar could not be universalised, since it
would lead to a breakdown of all trust and would destroy itself as
a practical principle by which people could live. The principle of
keeping promises, on the other hand, strengthens mutual trust
and could be the more easily observed for being universally
acknowledged.

It takes little reflection, though, to realise that there are quite
selfish maxims which can be cheerfully universalised by the sinner
without any fear of self-contradiction, and Kant came perilously
close to admitting as much. A man might wish for a life of moder-
ate pleasure and ease, and there would be no contradiction in
supposing that everyone should make it their aim in life. Talents
would be neglected, of course, but talents can be used for ill as well
as good; and even if the man felt some moral unease about such
neglect, this would in no way demonstrate a contradiction in the
rule by which he lived and which he was happy to see other men
live by. Kant tries to escape from this conclusion by saying that the
man as a rational being could not actually will such a state of
affairs, but this is merely importing into the situation the moral
principle which he was supposed to be explaining.

Similar remarks apply to the case of a man who does not wish to
put himself out in order to help other people. It is not to the point
that the man might find himself in the position of needing help
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and then think differently: the point is that there is no self-
contradiction in willing that all people should act according to the
original principle, and we must therefore surrender this idea as a
test of any given maxim's moral value.25

It is in fact impossible to find moral rules which can be regarded
as absolutely and universally binding. Principles that we should
never lie or steal or that we should always be kind and generous
either become mere tautologies, or suffer from the contradiction
of easily imaginable circumstances in which they cannot be
applied. Let us suppose that a woman and her baby are starving,
while nearby a wealthy farmer enjoys plenty - a not altogether far-
fetched scenario. The farmer knows the woman's plight, but
ignores it. The woman takes milk from the farmer's dairy and
survives with her child. We may say that in this case she was steal-
ing, but that stealing is not always wrong: it may be defined as
taking something belonging to someone else without their knowl-
edge or permission, but in the circumstances, such taking was
justified. The woman had an obligation to her helpless child, and
so, in fact, did the farmer, who is the one to be blamed for not
responding properly to the demands of the situation. Or we may
put the same argument in another way, insisting that stealing is
always wrong by definition, but refusing to apply the concept to
this kind of action. The woman was simply taking a step towards
the more equitable distribution of wealth, and doing so in
obedience to the demands of duty regarding her child.

Kant was not, of course, wrong to connect universality with
morality, and in a sense we readily sympathise with the connec-
tion. If something is right, we feel that it must be right for every-
one; and not just sometimes right, but always so. If something is
morally right or wrong for X in a given situation, then it is true for
everyone in the world that placed in the same position as X, they
are under the same obligation. The rules cannot as it were be bent
in order to satisfy privilege or grant special favours.

Nevertheless, even when this has been granted, it remains the
case that ostensibly similar circumstances can be crucially differ-
ent, and rules remain a crude instrument for dealing with the
complexities of human existence. Furthermore, and of greater
significance, the universality must depend on the morality, and
not vice versa. If someone enjoys eating apple pie, it matters not
how many other people share his taste; but if we think it right that
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someone has surrendered his apple pie in the interests of sending
a donation to Oxfam, then we believe that it is right for everyone
in a similar position to take similar action, however reluctant we
might be to admit it and follow his example.

If, then, we reject Kant's explanation of duty, moral obligation,
in terms of rational law, we must either rest content with the
acceptance of it simply as a fact, a revelation to reason and
conscience with self-evident authority; or we must look elsewhere
for its authentication. In deciding between these two alternatives,
it is worth while considering other things which Kant had to say
about morality and the overall situation in which human beings
find themselves, although we shall be led to a conclusion which
was explicitly rejected by Kant himself.

While he repeatedly and rightly insisted upon the absolute and
unique nature of duty's demand upon us, Kant also recognised
the obvious fact that human beings often do not do what is right,
and often find it extremely difficult or apparently even impossible
to avoid preferring what is wrong and sometimes appallingly
wicked. He also recognised that every person naturally desires his
own happiness. For Kant, of course, this meant the kind of happi-
ness which is morally good, but it is equally clear that he meant
real happiness and true welfare. To deny such happiness and
welfare to human beings is itself immoral; and therefore the truly
good and upright person legitimately expects happiness in pro-
portion to his moral deserts. Yet in this world it is frequently the
case that moral good can only be achieved at personal cost and
sacrifice; and it is certainly very far from being the case that virtue
is consistently rewarded and wrongdoing punished.

With regard to the last point, Kant even rejected it as a desirable
state of affairs, pointing out that any such system of rewards and
punishments is destructive of freedom, and therefore, of course,
morality. 'Yet especially to regard all punishment and reward only
as the instrument wielded by a higher power, which should have
the sole purpose of setting rational beings in motion towards their
final end, happiness, is all too plainly a mechanical manipulation
of the will totally destructive of freedom.'26

According to Kant, then, human beings are confronted by a
moral demand which no excuse can evade, but which human
weakness prevents from being fulfilled in this world. Nevertheless,
the freedom to accomplish moral perfection does exist in every
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person, and it is integral to morality that that perfection should be
achieved. Duty cannot, as it were, compromise and rest content
with something less than perfection in human nature, either in its
individual or its corporate aspect. As long as duty remains to be
performed and right accomplished then, by definition, they must
be performed and accomplished. It is in the nature of morality
that this should be so.

Since, however, this is never achieved in this world and seems to
be impossible of achievement, there must be some future state
beyond death in which progress towards this end can be made
until it is accomplished: morality by its very nature only makes
sense if the universe extends far beyond the phenomenal exist-
ence we know at present, and a so-called morality which is con-
fined to this world is no morality at all. Therefore, every time we
make a sincere moral judgment we are not only asserting some-
thing of the immediate situation with which we are concerned, but
by implication saying something very significant about the whole
nature of the universe.

Kant reached a similar conclusion by a different approach.
Virtue deserves to be united with happiness, but this is far from
being the case in this world. The uniting of virtue with happiness
is, however, itself a moral demand, and there must therefore be
some future life in which this state of affairs is brought about; and
there must also be some power in the universe capable of bringing
it about. This power must also will that this be accomplished, and,
indeed, have a will which is in perfect harmony with the moral law.
This power or being we call God: and therefore every sincere
moral judgment we make entails acknowledgement of the exist-
ence of God.

Thus, in Kant's own words,

Moral also fuhrt unumganglich zur Religion, wodurch sie sich zur Idee
eines machthabenden moralischen Gesetzgebers auBer dem Menschen
erweitert, in dessen Willen dasjenige Endzweck (der Weltschopfung) ist,
was zugleich der Endzweck des Menschen sein kann und soil.
Morality therefore leads inevitably to religion. It is enlarged to include
the idea of an all-powerful lawgiver existing apart from mankind, in
whose will lies that final end of creation which at the same time both can
and should be the ultimate aim of humanity.27

The acceptance of morality, therefore, entails the acceptance of
human freedom, immortality, and the existence of God. It is
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important at this point, however, to recognise the distinction
upon which Kant insisted between pure reason and practical
reason. It is not that we are aware of two quite distinct mental
faculties, but it is the case that we employ our reason in two quite
different ways. We may use our reason in argumentative fashion,
relating ideas to one another and drawing conclusions. Or we may
use our reason for practical purposes, deciding what is right both
in the moral and non-moral senses, working out how things
should be achieved, thinking about ends and the means to
accomplishing them.

Kant denied that it was possible to prove the existence of free-
dom, immortality and God by using pure reason, reason in the
first sense. The attempt to demonstrate the truth of religion by
some purely theoretical argument must fail. Kant also believed
that it was impossible to provide a firm foundation for the natural
sciences by this means. Hume had done his work well in this
respect. Whatever theoretical model of the universe was proposed
to justify religion or science, scepticism could always legitimately
suggest some other model. In the case of religion, it is always
possible to deny the real existence of its foundation, morality. It is
always possible to argue, without self-contradiction, that moral
values are purely subjective feelings and ideas generated in the
course of evolution, just as instincts, nervous systems, personalities
and societies have been generated. Those who are committed to
empiricism must argue in this way, but any agnostic can leave the
matter as an open question.

When we employ practical reason, on the other hand, we find
ourselves compelled to accept the legitimacy of scientific argu-
ment within its own sphere, and we are equally compelled to
accept morality and what goes with it. Whatever may or may not be
true in theory, the attempt to live as if morality were false does not
work, at least not as long as we remain normal human beings.
Acceptance of moral obligation and commitment to what is right
and morally good is very inadequate, while commitment to what is
wrong and morally evil is all too evident; but even acknowledge-
ment of this basic fact of human life is an acknowledgement of
morality. The total surrender of belief in morals is no more open
to a human being in practice than the total surrender of belief in
necessary causation: and once this is accepted, what is entailed is
accepted, too, even if there is no conscious recognition of the fact.
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It is, of course, possible to play fast and loose with moral ideas
in a way which is impossible within the sphere of natural science,
but this is also a reflection of the greater profundity and signifi-
cance of moral considerations in our lives than anything even the
most sophisticated empiricism can provide. The perfect argument
for the truth of religion would destroy human freedom, that is to
say, human personality. The cast-iron conclusion of an irresistible
argument would not only overwhelm the mind, but would reflect
a kind of reality in which atheism was no longer an option: God
would have become as evident as the noonday sun and rejection
would be possible only at the expense of sanity. Rejection of the
knowledge of God would mean that the machine had broken
down, its mental apparatus lost in confusion, the total illusion
which bears no relation to the facts. As Kant clearly recognised,
this is neither true for the world in which we actually live, nor
could it be true for any world in which genuine human person-
alities are possible and real.

Kant's main insights, therefore, must be accepted, although
that 'must' is of the peculiar nature which pure reason may reject.
Nevertheless, a serious problem is raised by Kant's argument, and
it must now be considered.

No matter how important freedom may be for a proper under-
standing of morality and human life, it frequently seems to be the
case that men and women are influenced by forces of evil and
powers of temptation which they are powerless to resist. To
relegate such force to the world of phenomena while retaining a
superior noumenal freedom is not as it stands a sufficient reply to
the problem. We have already seen that there is a problem of
relating the noumenally free individual to the determined
sequence of phenomena of which he is a part, and we have seen
that this could only be overcome by abandoning Kant's oversharp
distinction between noumena and phenomena and recognising
that noumenal freedom does have its phenomenal aspect. Human
beings do make choices and decisions which really do influence
the course of phenomenal events, even though such freedom may
not be observable; and this is, in fact, something which we accept
and take for granted in everyday life.

The weakness of the moral will, however, cannot be explained
in terms of the limitations of observation and purely empirical
explanation. When we ask the question, Are people really free to
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choose the good and the right? we are compelled to face the fact
that very often they seem not to have such freedom at all but to be
overwhelmed by powerful inner drives and unalterable outward
circumstances.

In a lengthy discussion concerning the difficulty of relating
noumenal freedom to phenomenal necessity, Kant firmly rejects
the idea that immorality can be excused by relegating it to the
stream of caused, and therefore unavoidable, events, and insists
that personal character is under the control of freedom and the
moral law; but the discussion is more complex than convincing.28

In fairness to Kant it must be said that he acknowledged both the
difficulty of the subject and his own attempt to deal with it; but the
power of evil to paralyse the will and pervert both reason and
conscience cannot be explained away by insistence on the distinc-
tion between the noumenal and the phenomenal self, no matter
how illuminating in many ways the distinction may be.

This situation in which we find ourselves creates a not unfam-
iliar kind of dilemma: in a given case we believe that a man is
morally obliged to act in a certain way, and that this implies that
he is actually free so to act if only he chooses to do so; and we
praise or blame him according to whether he acts rightly or not.
On the other hand, the man is under considerable, perhaps
irresistible, pressure to act in one way rather than the other; his
real freedom to choose is in doubt; and if he claims that the
pressure was irresistible and we believe him, then we feel that we
cannot praise him for doing right, or blame him if he does wrong.
Yet we go on believing that one course of action was morally right,
and the other morally wrong. Kant himself, as we have seen, dis-
tinguished action which follows inclination from action done
solely out of obedience to the moral law, and believed that only
the latter was praiseworthy as a moral deed.

When we think of concrete examples of situations in which a
moral judgment is called for, we remain grateful to Kant for the
essential distinctions and implications which he has made clear,
but realise that some modification of his argument is necessary.
The modification will lead to a conclusion which he rejected, but
which is nevertheless closely related to his own ideas.

If someone reacts violently against attempts at blackmail or
some persistent form of grossly unfair and hurtful persecution, we
may well be compelled to recognise that the action was the
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inevitable consequence of natural feeling and deep-rooted
instinct, and yet still believe that it ought not to have been done.
We hesitate or refuse to blame the person concerned, and yet we
condemn the act as immoral. Or it may be that someone risks
injury in order to rescue a trapped animal. We learn that this
individual has had a natural and lifelong love of animals and
simply could not bear to see a helpless creature suffering, and
derived profound satisfaction from the success of his attempt; but
we still praise the deed as morally worthy, even though the person
acted spontaneously, gave no thought whatever to duty, and would
have undergone mental suffering if the creature had been
neglected.

There are many situations in which men and women act
wrongly and gain popularity and approval or make substantial
sums of money out of so doing. These people were under
pressure, perhaps considerable pressure, to act wrongly; and yet
we often feel in these cases that some power of choice and
decision remained. The morally right could have been willed. Or
we feel that the situation has developed out of a series of previous
choices and need never have arisen if moral obligation had been
properly considered from the start. People may do what is right
out of natural affection, as when parents make sacrifices for their
children, and they may derive great satisfaction from such action
and its consequences, but we do not on that account withhold
praise on moral grounds. The happiest state of affairs is that in
which obedience to duty no longer appears as such, but when the
moral will has become blended with natural feeling to produce a
wholly integrated personality.

Kant was therefore right to insist on the peculiar and highly
significant nature of morality in our lives, and the implication of
human freedom which this carries with it. He was also right to
recognise the elusive character of this freedom, which is com-
bined in our consciousness with a profound sense of its reality. He
was above all right to argue that morality only makes sense in a
universe of a certain character: we cannot justify the absolute
demands of duty and the frequent self-denial and even sacrifice
which this entails merely within the confines of experience in the
present world. If explanations in terms of phenomena are the only
valid ones, then morality is an illusion. If, however, the claims of
duty and moral obligation are justified, they must be enlarged to
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include religious assertions of the most profound and far-reaching
significance.

On the other hand, we cannot do justice to the true nature of
moral good and bad, moral right and wrong, in terms of law; and
while freedom is essential to morality, this is true only in a general
sense and does not mean that in every situation every individual is
actually in a position to exercise genuine choice. Freedom exists
to different degrees in different individuals and in the same indi-
vidual at different times, and it implies the capacity for develop-
ment, change in a given direction, rather than the ability to
accomplish a given act at a given moment. Each human being is a
single whole, swayed by dispositions, feelings, motives, ideas,
subject to the influence of feeling and will. The individual human
being is also more or less bound up in a corporate life of family,
friends and acquaintances, and the larger life of society; and this
individual and corporate life appears at a moment in history,
inheriting the complex influences of the past and being taken up
into the stream of continual dynamic change.

The will operates as an element within and integral to the whole
personality as thus seen, itself influencing and influenced like the
rudder of a small sailing ship in a vast, and at times stormy, ocean.

Kant's claim to offer compass and chart was well justified, as was
his claim to have shown that the existence of neither ocean nor
vessel is explicable merely in terms of what is open to immediate
sense-perception. It is unfortunate, however, that he read back
into the whole unified situation distinctions necessary for thought,
but much too sharp for reality. Although not intended by Kant,
the illusion is created that man is the master of his own fate, and
this means that his appreciation of the need for religion, although
genuine and significant as far as it goes, is also inadequate.

It is the case, then, that the morally right and wrong, the good
and the evil remain, quite regardless of whether or not the indi-
vidual is capable of achieving the one and avoiding the other in
any particular situation. The moral comes to us as the expression
of a reality beyond our immediate circumstances and which lays
upon us an absolute demand to respond, regardless of whether or
not we are actually able at that moment to respond fully or not.

Kant himself repeatedly referred to the demands of duty as the
commands of God, meaning by this that duty and the will of God
coincide, as we might expect in the case of the supreme and
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perfect being. He firmly rejected the conclusion that duty and the
will of God are identical; that is, that the moral is simply another
name for the will of God, the expression of the divine nature as
apprehended by human beings. According to this latter view, what
we recognise as morally good and bad, morally right and wrong, is
simply the expression of God's nature and will and derives its
peculiar and absolute authority from that fact: it reflects the
unique relationship which we have with the author and source of
all life, and the kind of demand which the creator alone can make
upon the creature.

Kant refused to let morality depend upon the will of God
because he wished above all to assert and defend the inherent
authority of the moral law, its absolutely binding quality indepen-
dent of any other consideration. What is morally right, morally
good, morally binding, is in itself quite simply that, and it must not
be allowed to suffer contamination with any other circumstance.
According to Kant, to make morality dependent upon the will of
God would be to destroy its absolutely binding character by found-
ing it on something essentially arbitrary. Kant needed the exist-
ence of God as an assurance that virtue would ultimately be united
with the blessedness which it deserves, but nevertheless,
It must not be understood from this that it is necessary to accept the exist-
ence of God as a reason for all obligation whatever; since this is founded,
as has been sufficiently shown, simply upon the autonomy of reason
itself.
In this way the moral law leads through the concept of the highest good
as the object and final purpose of pure practical reason to religion, that
is, the knowledge of all duties as the commands of God: but not as sanc-
tions, that is, the arbitrary decrees accidentally suited to a foreign will,
but rather as the laws which are essential to every free will in itself. . . 29

Kant's insistence upon the unique, irreducible character of the
moral law was correct, and must not be lost sight of; but his
attempt to present that character as derived from the logic of
human rationality failed. The idea that we are aware of rational
universal moral rules which we must obey regardless of the conse-
quences, rather as we have to accept self-evident axioms and prin-
ciples in Euclidean geometry, certainly seems to remove the idea
of arbitrariness from moral obligation; whereas making it depend
on some other being's will is indeed reminiscent of that last
refuge of adult authority when confronted by precocious infantile
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defiance, 'Because I say so'. Yet morality cannot be convincingly
presented as a set of rules: the facts of life are too varied and com-
plex, morality is itself too intimately bound up with them, and the
will is too often too weak to provide the moral imperative with the
reality which it rightfully demands.

There is something far more arbitrary about Kant's argument as
it stands. We are asked to assume the existence of an all-powerful
being who is not actually the source of morality, but whose will
happens to coincide with duty as conceived by the clear human
conscience, and who also guarantees that blessedness will ulti-
mately be bestowed according to virtue; even though the concepts
of duty and happiness are quite distinct, and the obligations laid
upon us by the former have an absolutely binding quality regard-
less of whether the latter follows from obedience to them or not.

The second passage quoted above continues:
but which nevertheless must be seen as commands of the highest being.
This is because the moral law is set before us as our duty by the highest
good, the object of our striving; but we can only hope to achieve the
highest good through agreement with a will which is morally perfect,
holy and good, and at the same time all-powerful.3°

Kant goes on to emphasise that behaviour which results from
selfish hope or fear utterly destroys its moral worth: but the
highest good, which must be the ultimate aim of all behaviour,
includes the combination of blessedness and moral perfection,
and only a holy and good creator can bring this about, and there-
fore my will must unite with his.

Apart, however, from the problem of seeing how fear and hope
can be excluded from a person's attitude in such circumstances,
the impossibility of separating moral intention in practice from
knowledge or belief about the consequences of action, and the
acknowledged reasonableness of wanting to be happy, it is above
all impossible to see why morality should not be included in the
work of a being whom we regard as the creator. This being is
perfectly holy and good, and he has made creatures who can
appreciate holiness and goodness, but we are then asked to
believe that the holiness and goodness somehow owe their origin
to the rational faculty of the creatures. Even if pure reason is
regarded as an adequate source of morality, that reason must exist
to perfection within the creator; and we must then believe that he
has made creatures who can to some degree share in that
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rationality and therefore enjoy what we might call moral potential.
The creature shares in the nature of the creator, including the
rational-moral aspect of that nature. If there be a creator, he is the
origin and source of the whole universe; and if it is a universe in
which morality makes sense, that is because the creator has willed
it to be so.

Kant knew very well that hope of the final union between virtue
and happiness must play an important part in the moral endeav-
our of any person. He condemned supposedly moral action done
out of selfish motives of hope or fear, but at the same time recog-
nised the need for reasonable hope that a life of moral endeavour
would issue in a personal life of real well-being; and he also recog-
nised the fundamentally immoral or amoral nature of a universe
in which virtue and true happiness remain for ever separated.
Human beings are often deceived and led astray by delusive ideas
of happiness. If there be such a thing as virtue, it is in fact the sign
of where true happiness lies: Kant's sharp distinction is a warning
not to see happiness as some kind of reward for virtue bearing no
relation to that for which it is the return. Virtue and happiness, if
the first really is what it claims to be, are two sides of the same coin,
and it is therefore not surprising that moral evil is that which tends
to keep them apart.

Kant, in his role of ethical chemist, carried out an uncompro-
mising isolation of the elements in experience; but if we take his
analysis seriously and accept its truth as a piece of analysis, we can
nevertheless only properly understand it and appreciate its impli-
cations by remembering that the elements do not actually exist in
isolation from one another but in intimate, subtle and complex
interrelationship. If the moral is what it claims to be, it sheds light
on the whole and reveals not just some aspect of existence, but the
fundamental character of the universe. The moral imperative
does indeed have its universal character, but one which has to be
expressed in terms of creation rather than law.

Kant opened the Conclusion to his Critique of Practical Reason in
words which have become famous. The two things which inspired
increasing awe and wonder in his soul were the starry heavens
above, and the moral law within. We are reminded of Psalm 19. We
are also reminded of Kant's claim to have brought about a
'Copernican revolution', and the analogy with the revelations con-
cerning the size of the physical universe, with its countless stars
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upon stars and galaxies upon galaxies, which were made possible
and initiated by the Copernican hypothesis, is very much to the
point. As Kant claimed, reflection upon our inner experience
leads us to conclude the existence of an endless unseen universe,
just as reflection upon the evidence of the senses leads us to realise
the existence of an apparently endless physical universe: and in
both cases we are ourselves part of this universe, however great
may be its extent. In relation to the physical aspect I am reduced
to nothing, an animal whose material remains will return to the
speck in the universe from which they once emerged; but in
relation to the moral law, a personality with possibilities of
development far beyond the limitations imposed by an earthly
existence.

If we accept this picture of the universe we must include God in
the picture, the author of the whole, and above all its most signifi-
cant part. We might adapt Kant's remark concerning the relation-
ship of morality and freedom to the relationship of morality and
God: morality is the ratio cognoscendi of God, but God is the ratio
essendi of morality. The answer to the old conundrum, Does God
will it because it is good? or is it good because God wills it? is that
both statements are true. The first expresses our belief in our own
capacity truly to perceive the good, to be aware of moral values in
their actuality, and that if this is so they must be in accordance with
the will of God. The second expresses our belief in the necessary
origin of the good if it is truly to be the most significant charac-
teristic of the created order: without a good God, our perceptions
of the good are merely illusions.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Nineteenth-century British religious thinkers were alarmed by the
growth of natural science. It depicted the realm of nature as one
controlled by the predetermined operation of secondary causes,
with a growing tendency to include mankind in that realm, culmi-
nating in Darwin and Wallace's theory of evolution. God was
systematically excluded from scientific hypotheses, which was
equivalent to the total exclusion of God from nature, unless one
conceded the exceptional occurrences referred to as miracles. As
science advanced, however, miracles became correspondingly
more and more miraculous and therefore unbelievable; while
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scientific method applied to ancient documents and records,
including the Bible, made naturalistic explanation more and
more persuasive even in that sphere of religion known as revel-
ation.

Those who looked to natural theology for an answer to these
problems relied upon the teleological, or design, argument for
the existence of God. If the Kantian critical philosophy had been
widely known and accepted in Britain, this approach to the
defence of religious belief could never have been employed, and
if considered at all, would have been firmly rejected. Kant had
shown that knowledge of nature was just that and nothing more.
Reason could work with the facts presented to it through sense-
perception, and might make profitable guesswork about facts
which in principle could be presented to it; but the ultimate
nature of reality was not open to observation. There is an absolute
bar on the knowledge of things in their noumenal aspect. 'To
resort to God as the creator of all things in the attempt to explain
the arrangements of nature or their alteration is, to say the least,
no physical explanation, and is in every case a confession that one
has come to the end of philosophy. '31

Kant therefore rejected all three of the classical arguments for
the existence of God. The ontological failed because existence
could not possibly be derived from a mere concept; and the
cosmological failed because any concept of cause which we could
know and understand must belong to phenomena and therefore
itself require further explanation, while a noumenal 'cause' would
be beyond both knowledge and understanding.

Kant's comments on the teleological argument and teleological
judgment in general require more extended consideration, partly
because of the dominating significance of this argument in
nineteenth-century Britain and partly because of the deep-seated
appeal which it makes to the imagination. Kant himself acknowl-
edged its strong appeal and spoke of the way in which it could
deceive rather than properly convince the intellect:

An illusory proof of this kind is the one brought forward in natural
theology, perhaps with the best of intentions, but nevertheless with a wil-
ful concealment of its weakness: if one drags in a great pile of evidence
concerning the origin of natural things according to the principle of
purpose, and makes capital out of what is a purely subjective ground of
human reason . . .
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then we shall inevitably come to the conclusion that there is a
single all-powerful and all-sufficient intelligent cause of these
things rather than a lot of different causes.32

Kant very willingly granted that we see purpose at work in
nature and that this is of the utmost use to scientists in under-
standing plants and organisms. This may lead us to imagine a
purposeful author of nature; but what is useful and imaginable is
by no means therefore proved to be true, or even given any degree
of probability. Kant would have sympathised with both the title
and the intention of Richard Dawkins' book, The Blind Watch-
maker, To a human mind the workings, the evolution of nature do
appear to express purpose and are to that extent just like Paley's
watch; but in fact there is no such conscious purpose in nature,
and nature is in that sense 'blind'.

Furthermore, Kant pointed out that the machine analogy fails
precisely where it must hold if it is to succeed as an argument.
Nature is simply not like a machine. Let us think of any natural
object, fruit, vegetable or animal:

In such a product of nature every part is thought of as being there only
through the agency of all the rest, and also as existing for the sake of the
others, and for the sake of the whole; that is, as a tool, instrument. But
this view is inadequate, since it could just as well be an artificial tool and
therefore be represented merely as a possible end. It should rather be
thought of as a tool actually producing the other parts, and consequently
every part should be thought of as being in the same reciprocal relation-
ship with the others. No artificial tool can be like that. . . And only then
and for that reason could such a natural product, as an organised and
self-organising entity, be called a natural end. In a watch one part is the
instrument whereby another part is set in motion, but a wheel is not the
effective cause whereby another is brought into existence. One part is
indeed for the sake of another, but it does not appear through the
agency of the other.33

The teleological principle, then, governs our thinking, but this
cannot justify us in using it to determine our judgment about the
ultimate nature of the world. When we allow this illegitimate judg-
ment to occur in trying to demonstrate the existence of God, we
merely create a vicious circle on the one hand, and falsify our view
of nature on the other. In commenting on the principle that an
organised product of nature is one in which every part is recipro-
cally both end and means; that nothing is purposeless or to be
ascribed to a blind mechanism, Kant points out that this is a very
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useful, even necessary, maxim guiding botanists and zoologists
and enabling them to understand why things are as they are. Kant
was prepared to go so far as to say that such scientists could no
more dispense with the idea of purpose in nature than they could
dispense with the idea of necessary causation. Yet this purpose
must be seen as a principle guiding human understanding and
not as the assertion of something actually to be found in the
natural world.

If it were to be treated as an actually inherent characteristic of
nature and then used as the basis for theological assertion,
nothing but confusion could result:

So if the concept of God is introduced into the context of scientific
research and for the sake of science, in order to explain the purposeful-
ness to be found in nature, and then afterwards this purposefulness is
needed in order to prove that there is a God: then in neither of these
sciences [natural science and theology] is there any inner constancy. A
misleading interchange creates uncertainty in each because it allows
their boundaries to overrun each other.34

In no way, then, can we infer the existence of God from the
scientific or any other picture of nature, and if nineteenth-century
British religious thinkers had taken on board Kant's message a
great deal of fruitless argument would have been avoided and
there would have been no temptation to enter a plainly signposted
blind alley. There would have been no fear of science confined
within its own boundaries, because those boundaries would have
been sufficiently clearly drawn. Kant himself saw the possibility of
evolutionary theory and looked forward hopefully to its establish-
ment. British thinkers sometimes spoke of the legitimacy of sci-
ence within its own bounds and claimed that the religious believer
need have no fear of it; but it was an assurance with a hollow sound
because, unlike Kant, they had not clearly seen just what the
limitations of science are. A theory of evolution was a useful touch-
stone for what claimed to be soundly based religious confidence,
and in this respect the general religious reaction to Darwin in
Britain, even down to the present day, needs no further comment.

While, therefore, Kant destroyed traditional attempts to defend
fundamental religious belief, he also put a severe restraint on
scientific claims to truth. Within those realms ruled by empiricism
scientific methods serve their master well, and we can set no limit
to discovery and explanation; but the overall scientific method has
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an essential, inherent and inescapable limitation which lies within
the scientist himself as a human being. In a sense no subject can
be exempted from rational inquiry, and Kant was explicit about
the dangers to religious belief of trying to protect itself by claim-
ing such exemption; but once the scientific attitude is adopted
towards any field of human experience, there are certain matters
which are systematically removed from its capacity to affirm or
deny.

These matters are those of the most profound concern to any
human being, but they carry us beyond what can be discovered by
empirical investigation or demonstrated by rational calculation.
The clear recognition of this fact, primarily a truth about human
nature, would have revealed the real nature of the conflict
between religion and science. Confronted by scepticism, religious
belief would willingly concede the justification for such scepticism
based upon purely empirical attempts to explain the nature of
reality, and would go even further and insist that scepticism was
the inevitable and unavoidable consequence of empiricism. Nor
would religious belief pretend to offer any demonstration that
empiricism's claim to be the sole method of attaining the truth
was false. Religious belief, however, would insist on indicating the
further and very far-reaching consequences of adopting this
position, and raise the question whether or not normal or
properly recognisable human life was really possible on such
terms. It is, in a sense, easy to dismiss the ideas of God, freedom
and immortality as ostensibly remote and unintelligible; but the
dismissal of morality is not, on even a moment's reflection, a
simple matter at all.

Once the significance of morality in human existence is
accepted, an altogether different approach to questions concern-
ing life and reality has been adopted from that of the empiricist,
and therefore that of the natural scientist as such. Kant was sub-
stantially correct in his argument that a whole view of the universe
is being asserted in any seriously meant moral judgment and that
we cannot have the one without the other. Science can neither
confirm nor deny such a view, and religious belief will be able to
provide convincing proof that this is so. Those who wish to believe
that the natural sciences are the sole means of discovering truth
will be at liberty to do so, but they will not be at liberty to deny the
consequences of their stance; and while they will continue, as
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human beings, to make sincere use of moral concepts, they will
have to confess themselves living examples of a contradiction
between the denial of practical reason on the one hand and its
employment on the other.

Furthermore, the recognition of morality's significance not
only entails a religious view of the universe but also the subordi-
nation of scientific activity to the authority of the moral and
religious. How such subordination should work out in practice is
another question, but problems of medical ethics and those con-
cerning the use of nuclear energy, along with many others, show
that the idea is neither novel nor unreasonable even though there
may be widespread resistance to it.

The nineteenth-century conflict between science and religion
in Britain was a real one. It would be absurd to suppose that Kant's
insights were not shared to some extent by British thinkers, and
Kant himself believed that one reason for the success of the design
argument was the hidden importation into it of moral consider-
ations. British thinkers, however, did not see the significance of
the truths they grasped with the clarity and conviction found in
Kant, nor did they work out the proper relationship between such
truths, or even begin to approach the construction of a system
such as the Kantian critical philosophy. Had they done so, they
must have grasped the true nature of the conflict between science
and religion far better than they did, and seen it as the rival claims
of two world-views rather than a matter of mutual contradiction,
and fundamentally a challenge to choice, will and commitment.

It is a great strength in the Kantian foundation of metaphysics,
including theology, that we may choose to accept or reject it, and
yet that the full implications of rejection are almost impossible to
accept in practice. 'Ich muBte also das Wissen aufheben, um zum
Glauben Platz zu bekommen': 'I must destroy knowledge in order
to make way for faith.'35 Coming from Kant this statement must be
taken with the utmost seriousness. Like Elijah on Carmel, Kant
challenges us to make a decision, while at the same time sober
contemplation of the real nature of that decision clearly shows us
what we ought to choose.

It is not simply that the power of choice is one which is integral
to the Kantian moral philosophy and only to be denied at the
price of self-contradiction. Far more to the point is the fact that
Kant's thought here reflects paradoxes woven inextricably into
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the fabric of human experience: that we are free to reject both
morality and freedom; that obedience to the moral law must be
freely accepted if it is to be meaningful at all, but that the demand
upon obedience is an absolute one; that our choice is a practical
one and that we make it consciously or unconsciously every day;
and that it produces consequences in terms of our own character
and personality and the welfare of others. These truths are part of
what the intellect must face as it tries to give expression to facts of
experience which take us to the borders of the intelligible.

When we have completed the fullest possible description of the
world and experience, and analysed away both freedom and
morality, we are still left with a deep-seated sense of responsibility,
justice and duty. Moral good and evil are our daily companions;
and yet it is part of the very nature of the moral law that we may
disobey, ignore or endeavour to escape from it. The daily practical
demand upon every rational being, however ignorant or little
given to reflection, is for commitment one way or another, with no
ultimate proof one way or the other to destroy that freedom which
belongs to a truly rational being.



CHAPTER 10

Critical philosophy and the Bible

INTRODUCTION

There is no greater field of human experience than that referred
to as religion, and the believer rightly feels that there is a great
deal more to religious thought than finding answers to scepticism.
Worship and prayer and the attempt to put into daily practice
what are conceived to be the commands of God, loyalty to cen-
turies or millennia of tradition, participation in human fellowship
and the giving and receiving of mutual comfort, all the many and
greatly varied activities, feelings and ideas which we call religious
seem to be quite incompatible with persistent doubt and the
spending of time and trouble on questions which imply that the
whole enterprise is nothing better than an elaborate charade.
How can anyone worship and obey the God whose existence is a
source of perennial doubt?

The beginning of an answer to this question is that belief and
doubt are not so sharply or clearly divided as the question
assumes. The idea that any human being can attain to a state of
religious knowledge, which really is knowledge and which
excludes even the possibility of doubt, is open to serious question.
The spectacle provided by those who lay claim to such knowledge,
often in rival and violently hostile groups, does not encourage
acceptance of the idea by any reasonable and honest person.

When different religious parties lay claim to knowledge of
mutually contradictory truths, the door to scepticism is not closed
but thrown wide open. It was precisely the intolerance attendant
upon dogmatism which evoked what was perhaps the most
devastating expression of religious scepticism ever known in the
English-speaking world, Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion.

262
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Religious believers who command our profoundest respect, and
they are by no means necessarily famous people, and may from a
social and political point of view be utterly obscure, do display a
kind of assurance which might be called knowledge. At any rate,
there are some things they would claim to know and concerning
which they would firmly refuse to admit doubt; and a sense of the
presence and reality of God would be the foundation of all the
rest. Yet even here it may be better to speak of assurance rather
than knowledge. F. D. Maurice was right when he complained that
the word 'knowledge' is a slippery customer, too often used in
undefined and misleading ways. It may also convey a certain brash-
ness which has already settled possible objections before they are
uttered and which displays a consequent impatience with awkward
facts and considerations which pose a threat to its unique auth-
ority.

The most deeply religious are those whose sensitivity would
prevent any such claim. The joy, peace and serenity which we
associate with a genuine assurance concerning the existence or
presence of God must be surrounded by a profound awareness of
the tragedies and mysteries of human life. Confronted by literally
unspeakable, verbally inexpressible suffering and evil, who can
claim in any recognisable sense of the term to know that God
exists, to know that that which we call God really answers to some
reality worthy of the name? Doubt and the willing confession of
ignorance would seem to be essential ingredients of that religious
belief which is worthy of respect, and very necessary restraints
upon the uninhibited excesses of religious enthusiasm.

Genuine assurance must not, however, be watered down to a
kind of reverent agnosticism. It is in part the grasping of truths
which are held to outweigh in significance the ignorance and
uncertainty inevitably attached to much with which we are
acquainted; and in part a commitment to certain ideas, feelings
and motives, to certain experiences, because we want to be so com-
mitted, because we feel that this is right. Certain claims on our
attention and will are conceded through conviction that for us
there is no alternative. In that sense, Martin Luther's famous
words express something universal in religious commitment:
'Here I stand! I can no other.'

The relevance of these considerations to the present argument
is this: unless religious belief is of the most superficial nature it
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involves conscious commitment, and conscious commitment
involves confrontation with doubt. Even a very imperfect appreci-
ation of the promises and demands of the Christian religion must
raise the question whether or not such promises can be true and
such demands justified, and it is difficult to believe that the same
is not the case for other world religions. The state of assurance in
which doubt no longer exists or has been weakened to the extent
that it is no longer a motivating force is one which has to be
attained, it is the fruit of growth. If there are exceptions to this
rule, they only go to prove it as a generalisation; and the believers
who have not faced and overcome doubt, or are not facing and
overcoming it, have in all probability built their house upon sand.

In Great Britain doubt has been for many years sufficiently
widespread and sufficiently strong to prevent serious commitment
to religion on the part of the great majority of the population. The
development of natural science strengthened scepticism and
encouraged the belief or assumption that there is an alternative
empirical explanation of life which can dispense with belief in
God; and, indeed, ought to do so since such belief can do nothing
but place stumbling-blocks in the way of real progress. Such
scepticism seemed to be confirmed by a glance at the Bible, with
its antiquated views of the universe and superstitious fears of
demonic possession and divine wrath and its vain hopes of divine
intervention and angelic sustenance. Admittedly, there are
passages of great beauty and moral worth in its pages, but it was no
part of the empiricist case that we should surrender aesthetic and
moral values. Scepticism was reserved for the specifically religious.

This does not mean that religion has been surrendered in
favour of a positively embraced atheism; far from it. Many would
still confess to some kind of vague belief in God, and no doubt
some kind of vague hope of a future life for themselves and their
loved ones; but empty churches, general ignorance of the Bible
and the degraded state of religious education in schools tell the
true story, along with a positive faith in science and technology
revealed time and again in the practicalities of life. These are the
gods, it is believed, which will deliver us from evil. The proper
word to describe the general outlook in Britain is 'agnostic', in a
sense strikingly similar to that proclaimed by Thomas Henry
Huxley, and often expressed explicitly or implicitly in a variety of
ways by the more articulate.
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Those acquainted with this challenge to religion, and those
brought up in a society whose ethos has been increasingly domi-
nated by it, need and deserve a proper reply from the religious
side. Replies have been made, and it would be grossly unjust to
those concerned not to acknowledge the real value of many of
them; but the only person to construct a systematic and thorough-
going critique of both scepticism and dogmatism, and provide the
basis for reasonable religious belief, was Immanuel Kant. It may be
readily admitted that religion is not simply a matter of reason, any
more than domestic happiness is summed up in the possession of
an efficient watchdog; but the members of the household can rest
all the more easily for knowing that the dog is on their side rather
than the leader of a dangerous pack seven times worse than itself.
Religion must include reason, and once this faculty has come
under the control of persuasion, it can perform its rightful func-
tions not only in the defence but in the development of the faith.

If we approach Kant from the point of view of already held
Christian belief we shall be struck by the inadequacies of his
attempt to give a positive account of morality and religion; but if
we start where Kant started, with the question whether or not
there is any reasonable basis for religious belief at all, we shall
become aware of the insights of his philosophy which are of
permanent value. We shall find these insights leading us to
revelation and fulfilling the hopes so frequently expressed by the
advocates of natural theology. Even more, we shall find his insights
casting light on revelation itself, since human nature does not and
did not cease to be such when receiving and conveying the Word
of God. There is no essential difference between reason and moral
sense in modern and in biblical man.

BIBLICAL RELIGION! GENERAL REMARKS

The Bible is a literary collection, made from a wide variety of
sources over a long period of time. Whatever may have been the
original intentions of the sources, the collection is presented to us
with the claim, implicit throughout and sometimes explicit, that
we are being given information of the most profound importance
concerning our life and the world in which we live. It is by no
means always obvious that this is so, and no one can take the claim
seriously without being selective with respect to it. At the most
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elementary level this is because there are inconsistencies in the
text, such that if one text is accepted as true the other cannot be.
There are also assertions of fact which cannot be taken at their
face value, even though it is obvious that this is the way we are
supposed to take them; and this is so even if we exclude all stories
of the miraculous as a special case. These basic facts are common-
place in liberal scholarship, and the mind which is open to honest
persuasion cannot possibly deny them.

There is much else of a wide-ranging variety, in which we should
probably include all the miracle stories, which makes a demand
upon the judgment of the reader. Two perfectly serious readers
may come to very different conclusions concerning much of this
literature, and the history of the Jewish and Christian Churches
amply demonstrates the fact. It is also true that there is and has
often been widespread and substantial agreement on the value of
many texts; but even in agreement we are aware of the personal
judgment of the reader or hearer. As in other literature, as in
other means of communication such as film, music or painting,
the personal involvement of those receiving the communication is
essential and inescapable if the communication is to be meaning-
ful; and the more significant the communication, the more truly
is this the case. Judgment, choice, selection: these are not only
unavoidable but accepted as normal in any genuine desire to
understand and either accept or reject a given communication.

The judgment and selection we exercise in reading the Bible is
based upon already accepted ideas about right and wrong, what is
likely and what is unlikely, and so on. Our own conscious belief,
and even more powerfully, our assumptions influence our
response to the biblical text. It is not surprising that much in an
ancient and foreign literature should be unacceptable to us, and
in some or even many cases it may be obvious that the modern
reader is more advanced than the ancient author; but in other
cases it may be that our own assumptions and beliefs are being
fairly challenged and that we are being offered insights into the
truth which only a fool will refuse to consider.

This brings us back to critical philosophy: the examination of
assumptions, beliefs and claims to knowledge; and the construc-
tion of a sound metaphysics. The two functions are not discon-
nected, and in any attempt to work out a proper overall view of the
world we need to start with what we think we cannot reasonably
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deny. Common sense by itself is quite unable to deal with serious
intellectual problems, but it can play an essential role as a con-
trolling factor in serious intellectual debate. No matter how
sophisticated a rational system may be, it will neither persuade nor
deserve to persuade if it cannot stand the test of daily belief and
practice. If we are presented with what might be called a Heath
Robinson metaphysics we might, if we are that way inclined,
admire its ingenuity, but we shall not take it seriously as a practical
guide to running the household.

This was precisely why Kant published his own extensive
reflections on the possibility of producing a genuinely plausible,
believable theology. Those reflections are to be found primarily in
the three great Critiques of Pure Reason, Practical Reason, and
Judgment; but they were also employed in an examination of
religious belief itself, which included some comment on biblical
passages. This was in Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blofien
Vernunji, Religion within the Limits of Pure Reason,1 and it was necess-
ary that this should be so. The critical philosophy concerns human
beings as such, and if justified is quite as applicable to the men and
women of biblical times, quite as applicable to the biblical authors
and the personalities who appear in their narratives, as to men and
women now. Bearing in mind the powers and limitations of
human reason, what can we make of the claims of the biblical
authors and those whom we meet in their pages to be vehicles of
'revelation?

The word blojien in the title of Kant's book means 'bare', as in
barefoot, or bare skin. We might be put off an examination of
religion's claims which sounds so emphatically intellectual, but
this work is not to be dismissed, nor should the general relevance
of the critical philosophy to an understanding of biblical religion
be ignored. If Kant's work displays weakness as well as strength, it
is the better part which provides a firm link between the men and
women of the Bible and the rest of humanity. If Kant's attempt to
evaluate biblical religion falls distinctly short of a full appreciation
of its subject, it is nevertheless sufficient to prepare the ground for
rich development.

Kant's own comments on the Christian religion and biblical
passages will be considered later. First, some indication must be
given, however brief and selective, of the general relevance of the
critical philosophy to biblical interpretation.
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BIBLICAL RELIGION: CREATION

Biblical passages vary considerably in length, from the brief
proverb or parable to whole books like Jeremiah or Job or St
John's Gospel. What we regard as a 'passage' already depends
upon that process of selection already referred to. In any given
case such a passage or collection of them may or may not assert or
assume a particular metaphysical, theological view; but since the
general purpose of the Bible is to make metaphysical, theological
assertions, any passage which seems not to convey such a message
will have to be taken up into a larger context which does do so, if
we are to remain true to this fundamental aim of the biblical
writers. When we are told that a battle took place or that Jesus
travelled from Jericho up to Jerusalem, these assertions in them-
selves are of merely historical interest; but if we are told in the
larger context that the outcome of the battle was determined by
the judgment of God and that Jesus went to Jerusalem in order to
die for the sins of men, we are being presented by claims which, if
true, are of significance for human belief and behaviour always
and everywhere.

The critical philosophy will help to make us aware of our own
ideas and assumptions and their influence upon our approach to
the Bible in the first place, and it will help us to assess the meta-
physical claims presented to us in the text. This will constitute a
fair challenge to scepticism, whether expressed by an individual or
group or in our own doubts and indifference, and also a fair chal-
lenge to the biblical religious message. What can we reasonably
believe? and what ought we to believe?

The Bible asserts the existence of God and that the world was
created by God, and that there is evil in the world even though the
original purpose of the creator was wholly good.2 The first three
chapters of Genesis deal specifically with these matters, although
there is much else in the Bible of direct relevance to them. When
we read these three chapters we come across difficulties in under-
standing them, not least their incompatibility with the picture of
the universe built up by modern science. Some of these difficulties
have been dealt with by liberal scholarship, and excellent com-
mentaries have been produced by liberal scholars which enable us
to appreciate the way in which the writers have chosen to convey
their message and the way in which editors have been at work



Critical philosophy and the Bible 269

putting together originally disparate sources. These chapters are
related as literature to other Near Eastern documents and we are
made fully aware of the fact that we are reading the work of a very
different culture from our own, and that we must enter sympath-
etically into the minds of the ancient writers and editors if we are
to do them justice. When inconsistencies, scientifically untenable
statements and what might strike us as rather strange tales are set
in their cultural context and viewed in terms of the history of
traditions handed down over centuries, or even millennia, we
begin to distinguish the wood from the trees and lay aside our own
natural assumptions in the interests of grasping the significant
content of the narratives. Nevertheless, we are left with the all-
important question: Is that which is asserted true?

The opening account of creation in Genesis 1:1-2:3 makes very
clear the unique character of that which is being described. The
repeated assertions of God's purpose and that that purpose has
been fulfilled and approved convey a sense of finality, and this
culminates in the statement of 1:31 that God surveyed everything
and found it very good. Even more important in this connection
is the divine sabbath referred to in 2:1-3. Sheer repetition of the
assertion that God's work is finished and the very nature of the
sabbath itself emphasise beyond doubt and without the slightest
ambiguity that creation does not continue. The original divine
creation 'In the beginning' stands in splendid isolation from
everything which follows. The divine sabbath represents an
unbridgeable gulf between the world of nature which we experi-
ence and of which we are a part, and the essential condition for
the appearance of that nature and our experience of it.

Nature is marked by continual change and growth and the
whole universe is in constant movement, all the result of life and
force which belong to the natural world as such. There is a
fertility and power of reproduction which are divine in origin, but
which now belong to nature itself. This is quite clear from chapter
1, but seems to be confirmed in 2:4a by the word often translated
'generations', but which more accurately should be 'generatings',
'begettings', explicitly referring to the active production of life, as
in 5:iff.; 6:gff.; io:iff.; and inioff., 27ff. In these other chapters the
word refers to what follows, but in 2:4a this is scarcely appropriate,
and it is much more likely that the whole sentence refers back to
the account in chapter 1, and the life-giving properties bestowed
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upon the whole natural order in the act of creation. 'The usual
placing of the phrase at the head of the narrative was, in this one
unique case, impossible, since this narrative's prime assertion is of
God's creative activity from which the power to produce life is
itself derived. All other uses of the phrase concern significant
moments within the continuing life of the already established
natural order.'3

It follows from this that the observation and knowledge of
nature will not in itself carry us back to the creator. As Kant main-
tained, the concept of creation takes us beyond the bounds of
what human beings can know. In biblical terms, the perfect ful-
filment of God's will in creation, and even more the intervening
sabbath rest of God, place creation in what can only be thought of
as a period or moment utterly beyond the reach of human inves-
tigation. Creation belongs to the noumenal world, whereas our
whole knowledge of nature belongs to the phenomenal. God has
given to the earth and heavens their own life, movement and
force, and however much we learn of the created order of which
we are ourselves a part, we cannot get beyond that life, movement
and force.

It has already been argued that talk of noumenal and phenom-
enal worlds can be misleading, and this is true if it makes us forget
the intimate union and continuity between noumena and
phenomena: that they are two aspects of the same single world of
things. On the other hand, once this fact of central importance for
Kant's theory of knowledge has been firmly grasped, we must
admit that the extent of the world beyond the range of our
perceptions is one upon which we can place no limit, and this
admission is implicit in the biblical account of creation. And it is
an admission forced upon us by an examination of empiricism
alone, regardless of any other consideration.

This can, of course, be dangerous. We can fill this limitless
emptiness with objects corresponding to our own ideas without
any fear of contradiction, and with no better confirmation than
that they correspond to our own desire and fancy. It matters not
whether our ideas are the product of sophisticated rational reflec-
tion, as in the classical arguments for the existence of God, or a
lively imagination, as in the case of those fairy-tale and pantomime
characters which still appeal to the child in us: as far as proof,
demonstration and observation are concerned, we must confess
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total and unqualified agnosticism. Neither atheist nor religious
dogmatist have a scrap of evidence whereon to stand.

Nevertheless, we want to know what lies beyond the bounds of
empirical knowledge, and it is because of deep-seated questions
which belong to humanity as such and which stir men, women and
children totally regardless of capacity or inclination for intellec-
tual reflection that the Bible and the critical philosophy of Kant,
along with much other literature, have been produced. In the
light of a genuine agnosticism, how are we to regard the dogmatic
utterances of Genesis 1? or the claims of cosmologists to be
approaching ever nearer to an unfolding of the secret of the
universe's origins? Asking the question how the universe began
conceals the question why it began, and seems to demand an
answer which only the expert or the deeply initiated can try to
give; but thinly disguises the much more personal question why T
began and all the other T s who help to make the self what it is.
And the question put in terms of origins is just as much a question
which might be put in terms of future destiny: What is left when
the wholly empirical has been stripped away? The point that this is
no mere academic exercise scarcely needs labouring.

A recent attempt has been made by Professor Stephen Hawking
to sum up in language intelligible to a layman the views of
cosmologists concerning the nature and origin of the universe in
so far as these are open to highly sophisticated empirical investi-
gations The layman is genuinely grateful to Professor Hawking
and other experts for taking time off from fascinating specialist
inquiry to share their results and speculations with the general
public; but the attempt by experts to express in relatively plain
terms what are their aims, achievements and methods has another
use than the very worthy one of keeping the rest of us informed. It
lays bare the more general questions and assumptions which lie
behind the details of daily research. Furthermore, the attempt by
the expert to make plain what he is about is itself a discipline of no
small value to the expert as well as the layman. Properly carried
out, it becomes an essay in critical philosophy. If the general
picture of the universe which emerges from advanced research
cannot be put into meaningful plain language, is it meaningful at
all?

Much of Hawking's book, of course, is concerned with purely
scientific matters and as such makes fascinating reading; but he
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does not hesitate to consider what might be the implications of
scientific research for religious belief. Carl Sagan concludes his
Introduction with the explicit assertion that the book is about
God, 'or perhaps about the absence of God'. According to Sagan,
Hawking is trying to answer Einstein's famous question as to
whether or not God had any choice in creating the universe, but
comes to the unexpected conclusion that in a universe with
neither spatial nor temporal boundaries, there is nothing for a
creator to do.

The existence of God is not denied by Hawking, but doubt is
repeatedly cast upon the idea of divine creation, and by the time
we come to the end of the book we feel that yet another nail has
been driven by the scientific establishment into the coffin of
religious belief. The scientific expert seems to have demon-
strated for the umpteenth time that religious affirmations such
as Genesis 1 are merely objects of curiosity in some kind of intel-
lectual Antiques Roadshow, and regrettably of no actual
value.

Hawking describes the big bang theory of the universe's origin,
and tells us on page 50 that 'nowadays nearly everyone assumes
that the universe started with a big bang singularity'. He goes on,
however, to question this theory and to offer an alternative
suggestion. His main objection to the big bang theory is that it
posits a point at which the existence of the universe began, but
leaves us with this beginning as an absolutely arbitrary event, in
itself totally beyond the power of science to explain. We can trace
back the life of the universe to the big bang by using what we know
of the laws of nature, but once we have reached it, these laws cease
to apply and the big bang itself remains an event for ever
inexplicable.

Hawking proposes another view based on the quantum theory
of gravity.
Because one is using Euclidean space-times, in which the time direction
is on the same footing as directions in space, it is possible for space-time
to be finite in extent and yet to have no singularities that formed a
boundary or edge. Space-time would be like the surface of the earth, only
with two more dimensions. The surface of the earth is finite in extent but
it doesn't have a boundary or edge.5

Hawking makes it quite clear that these different views of the
universe's origin must stand or fall according to the scientifically
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gathered and assessed evidence, but his own preference is also
influenced by the desire to produce a completely unified scientific
theory, and ultimately 'a complete understanding of the events
around us, and of our own existence'.6 In Hawking's opinion, the
big bang theory involves the denial of this hope, and provides
instead the ultimate inescapable gap in our knowledge which
religious believers are only too happy to fill with 'God'. Hawking
supports this view by referring to the official pronouncement of
the Catholic Church in 1951 that the big bang model is in accord-
ance with biblical teaching; but he also has to admit that some
scientists have deliberately tried to avoid the assertion that time
had a beginning at the big bang precisely because it seems to
suggest the idea of divine intervention.7

Hawking twice refers to a conference he attended in the
Vatican, organised by Jesuits to receive the advice of experts on
cosmology. At this conference, held in 1981, the Pope himself laid
it down that the evolution of the universe after the big bang could
be legitimately studied by the scientists, but not the big bang itself,
because this was the moment of divine creation. Hawking believed
his own alternative theory to be quite at variance with this religious
affirmation, since according to his own theory there was no
moment of creation. For Hawking the universe should be
regarded as completely self-contained, with nothing outside it,
and therefore nothing apart from itself which could affect it; and
with no beginning or end, and therefore no moment at which a
creator could operate. For Hawking this is the consequence of the
idea that 'space and time may form a closed surface without
boundary'.

The idea that space and time may form a closed surface without bound-
ary also has profound implications for the role of God in the affairs of the
universe . . . So long as the universe had a beginning, we could suppose
it had a creator. But if the universe is really completely self-contained,
having no boundary or edge, it would have neither beginning nor end:
it would simply be. What place, then, for a creator?8

In commenting on Hawking's theory it is necessary to dis-
tinguish between the scientific evidence which he presents, and
which forms the main content of his book, and the religious and
philosophical views which he mentions. The scientific debate is a
matter for experts, and it is out of the question for a layman to pro-
nounce in favour of one scientific theory rather than another. We
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are, however, in a different case with regard to the religious and
philosophical questions raised by Hawking.

Early in his volume reference is made to Kant and St Augustine.9
Hawking refers to the antinomies found in the Critique of Pure
Reason and correctly points out that one of them is meant to
demonstrate that there are equally compelling arguments for
believing that the universe had a beginning and for believing that
it has existed for ever. As Hawking recognises, this is one of the
illustrations Kant gives of the self-contradictions into which pure
reason can get itself; but he then seems to forget that Kant's whole
aim in the antinomies is to show the limits of reason and that the
antinomies are simply illustrations used by Kant, merely repeating
long-familiar arguments which never get anywhere. Hawking
accuses Kant of making the unspoken assumption that time goes
back for ever, but this was the assumption made by the thinkers
whom Kant criticised, and which he rightly believed he had
reduced to absurdity by demonstrating its consequences. Kant's
own view of time was very different.

Hawking dismisses the Critique of Pure Reason as monumental
but very obscure, thereby fostering a popular illusion but prob-
ably giving expression to widespread feeling among scientists
about philosophy in general. Yet closer attention to Kant would
have saved Hawking, and no doubt other scientists engaged in
speculation about the nature of the universe, from real
obscurity.

Hawking seems to believe that he has dodged the dilemma
expressed by the first antinomy. His model of the universe is
unlimited in space and time in the sense that it has no spatial or
temporal boundaries; but at the same time it is spatially and
temporally finite. No matter how far our explorations reach, or
how long we carry them on, we shall always find the same laws of
science at work, and we shall never come to a mysterious point
where such laws break down and we have to call in God to supply
the deficiency.

As far as scientific evidence about the physical structure and
working of the universe is concerned, this view may be true: but it
tells us nothing about creation. If Kant were alive today he would
regard both Hawking's remarks about God and those of the
Vatican as reported by Hawking as a modern antinomy; that is, an
illusory conflict of opinions, neither of which is justified, and
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which are the consequence of ignoring a soundly based critique of
reason.

If, on the one hand, the big bang theory is correct, scientists can
only confess total and unqualified ignorance concerning what lies
beyond it. A confession of absolute and inevitable ignorance, how-
ever, is no basis for either the assertion or the denial of God's
existence, either the acceptance or the rejection of divine
creation. If, on the other hand, Hawking's theory is correct, we are
presented with the model of a self-contained physical universe
with all its working parts, as it were, open to inspection from
within. This still leaves us with the question, however, why and how
such a universe should exist. If we imagine a great series of cycles,
with universes succeeding one another over vast aeons of time, yet
always according to the laws of science, this may be very consoling
to the natural scientist, but the human mind will simply rephrase
its questions about the origin of the universe into questions about
the origin of the series.

Interestingly enough, this is precisely what Hawking does. He
confesses that even if there is only one possible unified theory, the
rules and equations which comprise it could not explain why the
universe which they describe actually exists. If we could construct
a perfect model of the universe, we should still be left with the
question why there was a universe for the model to depict.10

According to Hawking, scientists have been too preoccupied
with theories describing what the universe is, to spend time on the
question why it is; but he virtually admits that the latter question is
not one which scientific method is competent to deal with. The
question why is one for philosophers, and Hawking castigates
them for not keeping up with the advance of science and allowing
philosophy to degenerate into mere linguistic analysis. There may
well be truth in the criticism, but it is ironic that he should be so
dismissive of the one great philosopher who anticipated and
solved before the end of the eighteenth century the problems
which were to be raised by the sciences for religious belief.

It is also ironic that Hawking's understandable desire that the
laws of science shall always be found to operate in the universe, no
matter how far our explorations take us into time and space,
should be fully in keeping with the Kantian critique. The con-
sistency, however, arises from the fact that the laws of science, like
the phenomena with which science and common sense alike deal,
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are in part, and crucially, determined by the observing and under-
standing self or subject; just as space and time are the framework
which the observer continually carries around as part of his own
perceptual and mental apparatus and spontaneously imposes on
what is given. At the same time, this sets the limit on what empiri-
cal investigation can achieve, no matter how sophisticated, and it
matters not at all to metaphysics whether this limit be described as
a big bang, or as a spherical surface which is in itself an impassable
boundary between the empirically knowable and the unknowable.

Hawking's view also raises another fundamental question con-
cerning knowledge, and it is one which he recognises and tries to
answer. If the entire universe is governed by laws which can be
combined into a complete unified theory, this implies that all
human action, including the theory itself, is already determined
by it. 'And why should it determine that we come to the right con-
clusions from the evidence? Might it not equally well determine
that we draw the wrong conclusion? Or no conclusion at all?'

Hawking goes on to find the answer in Darwin's principle of
natural selection. Truth is the correct correspondence of our
thoughts with the facts, and this is what has survival value. Intelli-
gence and scientific discovery have already demonstrated this, and
we may therefore reasonably expect the evolving world to throw
up the right answers to our questions about the universe, includ-
ing the complete unified theory.11

If we include moral ideas and judgments in human intelligence
and thought, as we should, it is not difficult to see that this hypoth-
esis is totally destructive of all real morality and implies conse-
quences of an horrific nature. It also repeats, as so much in this
century has done, the ideas of T. H. Huxley, barren of hope for
anything beyond a lucky draw in this life. We might also query the
claim that intellectual achievement has been of such marked
survival value. Short-term, and unquestionably very valuable, gain
by some has to be set against destruction of life on a colossal scale
and vast ecological problems which would never have been poss-
ible without scientific and technological discovery; and not least
among these is the incalculable danger posed by precisely those
discoveries most closely associated with talk of a complete unified
theory, that is, work on the atom and nuclear energy. It is also
perhaps a little premature for men to speak of survival in evol-
utionary terms: compared with the dinosaur and the cockroach
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mankind has hardly begun. Most serious of all, however, this
survival-value explanation of 'truth' does not at all correspond
to what we mean by 'truth', the direct evidences of our own
consciousness.

Sir Arthur Eddington faced the same problem as Hawking in his
Swarthmore Lecture for 1929. Eddington contemplated the situ-
ation in which we knew that the whole truth about the physical
universe would be revealed within a few years, and he tried by
means of a simple illustration to show what this could be taken to
imply. Let us suppose that every thought in the mind is rep-
resented in the brain by a characteristic configuration of atoms
and that such configurations succeed one another according to
determined causal connections; and that therefore our thoughts
are simply determined according to the laws of nature. In that
case, what do we make of one person's thought, 7 X 9 = 65, and
another person's thought, 7 X 9 = 63? According to the theory we
cannot say one is correct and the other false: we can only regard
both thoughts as the latest state in a predetermined causal chain;
but this is manifestly not the way we do regard them, and such a
theory has no plausibility.12

As a final comment on Hawking's book, we must return to the
fact that the opening account of creation in the Book of Genesis
has anticipated Professor Hawking and his colleagues by quite a
few centuries in maintaining that the physical universe is
'completely self-contained'; and it may well be that we should see
in the chaos which precedes the appearance of a knowable uni-
verse a symbol of that impenetrable veil which lies between human
curiosity and the original creation. How the author of Genesis
could then leap the unbridgeable gap to God will be a matter for
separate consideration.

Hawking's book is an illustration of what so often happens when
major scientific work is placed before the general public. What we
might call the intellectual spin-off is the implication that an ever-
developing empiricism has rendered religious belief obsolete,
especially that expressed in the Bible. Yet empiricism itself,
however impressive, cannot get us any closer to answering those
questions that really matter. Nor does it in itself invalidate
religious belief. It is an alternative to religion which must stand or
fall by the test of our whole experience.

This is also the test which must be applied to, say, Genesis
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chapters 1 and 2, both of which deal with the creation of the world,
although from different angles. The test, therefore, is not empiri-
cal or scientific. Empiricism is the alternative to what is offered in
Genesis, and as a rival for our affections cannot act as judge, even
though it may boast of those respects in which it is superior to the
biblical text. The biblical authors, however, might claim some
superiority of their own.

Both accounts of creation, i:i~2:4a, and 2:4.13-25, depend upon
analogical modes of expression. There is no pretence in these
narratives as they are presented to us in the Bible that a straight
account is being given of that which was observed, or which can be
extrapolated from what is observed now. In certain details the two
accounts are plainly inconsistent, and if such details had been in
themselves of significance there must have been some omissions,
or attempts at reconciliation of the type favoured by misguided
modern conservatives. It is obvious to any unprejudiced reader
that we are here in the world of metaphor, analogy: but instead of
regarding this as a weakness to be excused, as some commentators
have done, it should be welcomed as the only mode of expression
possible when dealing with such matters as creation and the
relationship between man and God. Kant himself insisted that
analogy was the only possible way in which man could conceive of
the attributes of God,'3 although, of course, he was careful to rule
out any attempt to argue from analogy. This characteristic of the
biblical text, which meets us in the first two chapters, is to be
found throughout; and it is interesting to reflect that the faith
which so powerfully emphasised and enforced the ineffability of
God by the refusal to tolerate any kind of manufactured image
should nevertheless unselfconsciously adopt verbal imagery,
sometimes of a very striking nature, as the proper mode of describ-
ing God and his dealings with men. God unquestionably belongs
to the noumenal world, but is revealed in unquestionably
phenomenal language.

This does not, however, prove that there is anything, or anyone,
corresponding to our analogies, nor does the Bible offer demon-
stration or explicit argument to justify them: once more in
keeping with the Kantian critical philosophy. In order to find the
justification for the assertions of Genesis 1-2, we have to set these
chapters in a much larger context, and understand that they are
based upon the profound moral sense which also characterises the
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literature throughout. Sometimes moral issues are being dealt
with explicitly or by very obvious implication; at other times we
temporarily lose sight of the moral, or we may even be repelled by
the moral judgments clearly approved in the text. Nevertheless, it
is a major and obvious characteristic of the literature as a whole
that there exists that which is morally good and bad, morally right
and wrong, and that this moral awareness is identified or inti-
mately associated with the will of God. The values and the claims
upon humanity are absolute, and they emanate from a source
not only independent of humanity and the world, but possessing
the unique authority and power which alone can justify the
recognition of such values, such rights and wrongs as real and
legitimate.

This point is crucial for biblical religion and any metaphysics,
any theology which we wish to construct out of it, just as it is in
Kant's critical preparation for metaphysics. This is not a question
of morality in any narrow sense, nor does it imply that we shall
agree with every moral judgment favoured in the Bible; nor is such
agreement possible, since there is significant variety in the moral
judgments of the Bible. It is a question of acknowledging or refus-
ing to acknowledge that there is that which is truly good and really
evil, truly right and really wrong; that what we call our moral sense,
with the widest and deepest meaning we can give to the concept of
the moral, actually does put us in touch with what exists indepen-
dently of ourselves but which can become part of ourselves, even
more truly than the five physical senses put us in touch with the
world of things and make them part of our experience. Just as our
sight or hearing or taste may mislead us, so may our moral sense.
Just as our sense of smell or our sense of touch may become
damaged and dulled, so may our moral sense: but we either
believe or we do not believe that this capacity really can establish
contact between ourselves and something with an objective reality
of its own, however faulty the connection may be.

The Bible and Kant both regard the claims of the good and the
prohibitions of the bad as the commands of God, and for both
morality can only make sense in a world created and ruled by God.
For the Bible, however, God not only wills and commands what is
good, but in so doing simply expresses his own nature, which is the
source of the good. As for Kant, so for the men and women of the
Bible, human beings are free, but their freedom is not the
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essential condition for the existence of moral good and evil: it is
rather the essential condition for the participation of human
beings in what is good. In a sense, human freedom is the essential
condition of morality. That is, human beings can themselves only
truly participate in good, do right, if they are free, and the same
freedom implies the capacity to refuse the good and choose the
evil; but the good exists regardless of whether or not human
beings participate in it.

In the Bible, good and evil, right and wrong, are conceived very
much in personal terms. The good is a right relationship with God
and the bad is its denial. Human freedom is the essential con-
dition for being human, and according to the Bible we become
most truly ourselves when we have a right relationship with God.
In this respect we must regard the Bible as providing us with a
much more powerful and persuasive analogy than Kant could
offer. The philosopher provided secular thought with a profound
insight by his insistence that all persons must be regarded as ends
and never as means, but his justification of this view by an appeal
to the rational faculty in mankind is by no means sufficient to bear
the weight put upon it. It is an attitude which needs to be more
intimately related to an overall view of the nature of the world of
which we are a part, and the Bible provides that integration. In
language which is startling, even extravagant, man and woman are
declared to be created in the image and likeness of God: an asser-
tion rich in its implications, with a meaning not to be confined
within the narrow bounds of definition. One feels, for example,
that the stern law forbidding the construction of images is related
to the truth about human beings as well as the ineffability of God,
and conveys the warning that when men make idols out of the
created order they contradict their own nature and become alien-
ated from their environment.

There is good reason to believe that the opening account of cre-
ation in Genesis was composed around 500 B.G. However ancient
some of the material used in it may be, it seems to have been
moulded in the light of prophetic teaching, most notably that
associated with the exile in Babylon. The moral element in this
teaching is extensive and profound, and it is this which provides
the answer to the question how a biblical author can leap the gap
between the noumenal and the phenomenal. It may seem purely
artificial to associate the arguments of an eighteenth-century
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Prussian philosopher with the 'revelation' contained in the Bible,
but what is more striking is that two such divergent sources should
be in such profound agreement. It is an agreement which could
only result from comparable honest reflection upon common
human experience, and the determination to insist upon recog-
nition of the claims of that which alone can give value and hope to
human existence; and a corresponding determination to resist the
claims of a superficially plausible empiricism.

To put the matter crudely, the biblical writers, like the great
philosopher, offer us a package deal, morality with strings
attached. If we want to recognise good and evil as realities in our
lives, then we have to take God with them, along with a spiritual
universe more vast and incalculable than the physical which defies
our imagination and intelligence. The strings attached to morality
form a ladder across to the noumenal world, rapidly lost to our
sight, but firm and real enough at the phenomenal end.

The empiricist remains free enough in a purely intellectual
sense to reject this view, but empiricism has already decided the
issue before it is put into operation. Empiricism will inevitably
produce a Godless universe, and it will also produce an amoral
one. It, too, is a package deal: but the strings which are attached
do not lead anywhere. They only serve to make the self-contained
parcel in itself more secure.

BIBLICAL RELIGION: THEODICY

The overall picture of the universe given in Genesis i:i-2:4a is of a
self-contained natural world, a great organism with its own life,
ruled by its own inherent forces. God no longer intervenes in this
world, and in that sense miracles do not happen. What is natural
remains uninfluenced by any direct contact with the super-
natural. God is 'resting' from that particular kind of work, and
rumours of the miraculous which suggest that kind of divine
activity must be put down to superstition, or the desire to convey a
spiritual message by means of an impressive tale.

This picture of the universe is saved from deism by the intimate
relationship between man and God. Even after the Fall described
in Genesis chapter 3, God does not cease to communicate with
men and women, and the significance of that communication is of
central importance throughout the whole biblical literature.
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Humanity provides the link between the divine and the natural,
and where there is genuine influence of the supernatural upon
the human it would be unwise to set limits to the possible effects
of this influence in the physical world.

Questions concerning the miraculous will scarcely be settled by
these few bald statements, but they do seem to sum up the picture
given in Genesis 1, and they are in keeping with Kant's critical
foundation for theology. It may be argued that it is precisely the
character of the miraculous to be exceptional, and this is true; but
the plain and emphatic assertions of the Genesis account seem
deliberately designed to rule out exceptions of this sort, and along
with the rest of the biblical literature present true religion as only
properly conceivable in terms of a personal relationship. And
once we move into the area of personal, moral value, we have
eschewed the idea of development through compulsion, includ-
ing the kind of mental and emotional submission induced by
overwhelming demonstrations of sheer power.

The attempt to understand the miraculous element in the
biblical literature, therefore, raises questions of fundamental
importance concerning the nature of God, the nature of man and
the relationship between the two. Dividing the Red Sea and
making an axe-head float may influence people, but they are not
means to creating true friendship; nor do they seem to have been
very effective as genuine instruments of conversion in their Old
Testament setting. Furthermore, we wonder why God does not
intervene more often to remove, or, better still, prevent the
atrocious evil and suffering which so often mar human and animal
existence. Once a single exception is conceded to the generalis-
ation that God does not intervene directly in the life of the
natural world, including human beings in so far as they are crea-
tures of nature, the question becomes very pressing indeed; so
pressing that only atheism or a concept of God radically different
from that which is usually entertained seem to be reasonable
answers to it.

Therefore, faced by the problem of evil we may seek to defend
God (theodicy); deny God; or surrender the idea of achieving an
intellectual resolution of the problem in terms of pure reason
alone, and see it instead in terms of pure practical reason. Kant,
consistently with his whole critical philosophy, adopted the third
solution; but he was not alone, and was himself happy to acknowl-
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edge the anticipation of his view by an ancient writer many cen-
turies before his own time.H

There is ample recognition throughout the Bible of the exist-
ence of evil in the world, including the suffering of the innocent,
but there is nowhere any considered defence of the deity's justice
and mercy despite the existence of that which is apparently so
contrary to his will. This is all the more remarkable because for
most of the very long period covered by the biblical literature
there was no belief in an after-life, and therefore no opportunity
for wrongs to be righted on the other side of the grave. The
simplest defence of God in these circumstances is, of course, to
suppose that there is really no innocent suffering, and that God,
who has a perfect knowledge of human deserts, apportions bane
and blessing according to the real, if unperceived, guilt or merit
of the receiver. Publicly observable prosperity and suffering then
become sure signs of a person's real spiritual worth, and we do
well to govern our own attitude towards him in the light of the fact,
since otherwise we run the risk of inviting the visitation of divine
wrath upon ourselves. The well-known 'Servant Songs' included in
the prophecies of Isaiah 40-55 bear witness to this belief: the Ser-
vant is despised and rejected because of his physical pain, disease
and weakness; although it is made clear in the Songs that this was
a bad misjudgment.

The most devastating refutation of the belief comes, however, in
the Book of Job. According to the story, Job is a very wealthy man
surrounded by a large and loving family. He is also a good man,
sincerely determined to obey God and avoid wrongdoing. Even
God bears witness to his innocence, his upright and God-fearing
nature. Suddenly, his fortunes change radically for the worse. He
loses both possessions and family, and a little later is himself
afflicted with a loathsome and painful disease. His horrified
friends visit him, and at some length beg him to examine his
conscience: he must have sinned in some way for God to inflict
such suffering on him. Yet Job vigorously protests his innocence,
and not surprisingly makes some bitter complaints about the treat-
ment he has received at God's hand; but he maintains his faith in
God, and unable to reconcile his suffering with God's justice, can
only give vent to devastated bewilderment.

One thing upon which both Job and his friends are agreed is
that it is God who gives, and God who takes away. This does not
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imply that God is directly at work in the world, and the story says
otherwise; but if God is the creator of the world, then he is ulti-
mately responsible for what goes on in it, and there is no attempt
whatever to avoid that conclusion in the Book of Job.

The story ends with the restoration of Job's health and fortunes
and handsome compensation for all he has gone through. His
friends, on the other hand, are condemned and only saved from
the wrath of God by Job's intercession.

The opening and close of the story are told in prose, while the
bulk of it, Job's encounter with his friends, is expressed in poetry.
The opening prose passage sets the scene, but interestingly, this
includes goings-on in heaven as well as Job's life on earth. With
this insight we know from the very start that Job's friends are badly
wrong in their interpretation of his suffering. God has boasted of
Job's goodness, but Satan has challenged this commendation on
the ground that anyone would be good if rewarded by God in the
way that Job has been. When Job remains steadfast despite his
losses, the challenge is repeated, and consequently Job's own
health is destroyed. The principle expressed in Satan's challenge
is not denied. It is Satan who does the dirty work, but only with
God's permission. God could be wrong about Job, and there is
only one way to find out.

In a famous essay on the inevitable failure of theodicy published
in 1791, Kant made direct reference to the story of Job.J5 It well
illustrated his argument that theodicies must fail simply because
those who undertake to defend God cannot possibly know
enough. Before the bar of pure speculative reason it is not good
enough to offer a defence which would succeed if only we knew it
to be true. Hard evidence must be produced, and that is what no
human being is in a position to provide. Job himself taxes his
critical friends with their hypocrisy in pretending to know the
mind of God. They are condemned and Job praised because they
rashly attributed to God what was not only wrong, but what they
could not possibly know to be right; while Job simply trusted in the
divine justice, even in the midst of his bitter protests. Job's trust
in the moral law is vindicated, while speculations about the
noumenal go badly awry.

The prose account of the scenes in heaven is therefore a figurat-
ive description of noumenal reality. It could not be proved true,
but it does depend for its effectiveness on a principle which can
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easily be appreciated on the phenomenal side of the divide.
Rewards and punishments handed out as only God could dispense
them would destroy morality, that is to say, the possibility of a right
relationship with God, altogether. The noumenal has its phenom-
enal counterpart; Satan moves freely between the two worlds; God
knows and influences what is going on in the world, although the
influence is of a somewhat indirect and subtle nature. The poetic
substance of the book represents the thoughts and feelings of
those on the phenomenal side of the divide and reflects no knowl-
edge of proceedings in heaven; and yet every phenomenal occur-
rence has its noumenal counterpart, including the wrath of God
against the wilful misapprehension of Job's friends. Wilful,
because they had the same light to guide them as Job: a sense of
the moral law, and a potential awareness of the limits of reason.

The lesson is enforced by God's answer out of the whirlwind in
chapters 38-41, the revelation of God as creator. It is an extended
and eloquent reflection on the wonders of the created order, not
in order to demonstrate the existence of God, which is already
assumed and fundamental to the argument of the whole book, but
to emphasise the ineffable nature of God and the mystery of
creation itself. When reason presses its anxious questions beyond
a certain point, it loses itself and can only be redeemed through a
sense of the sublime.

Finally, Job more than regains what he has lost. The prose con-
clusion has in fact also removed us from the world of phenomena
and it presents us, like the opening descriptions of heaven, with a
figurative account of the noumenal, that kingdom of God in
which virtue and blessedness are united in a single experience. It
is to be attained, however, not by demonstrations at the bar of
speculative reason, but by recognising and obeying the dictates of
a reason as pure as the speculative, but of a moral, 'practical'
nature.

The atheistic alternative remains. Just as human personality can-
not participate in the good by accepting a bribe, neither can it do
so by drawing an infallible conclusion or submitting beneath the
weight of irresistible evidence. The powerful poetic expression of
human agony and the futility of attempts to justify it will find a
ready response in any sensitive reader, but there is nothing to
prevent the conclusion being drawn from the poetic dialogue that
scenes in heaven and a parabolic happy ending are merely relics
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of ancient superstition, comforting illusions which offer refuge
from the realities so eloquently portrayed in the greater part of the
book.

Nevertheless, if this is our conclusion, we must face a paradox.
The empiricist alternative destroys not only the comforting
illusion but also the evil. The lightning and the tempest are no
more than chemical reactions, with further chemical reactions as
their consequences. The destruction of human and animal life is
just another complex effect in the ever-continuing chain of pre-
determined connections; and so is Job's disease, and so are his
agonised protests, and so are the ideas, feelings and arguments of
his friends. The evil which we feel to be a denial of God ceases to
exist, but by the same token the empiricism which confirms the
denial loses the ground on which it stands. Health and disease
remain, the one desirable and the other very undesirable, but no
more susceptible of moral evaluation than coffee white or coffee
black. Empiricism itself becomes a refuge in which we can lose all
sense of responsibility and instead live for the moment: but an
awkward and profound sense of having made a choice remains, as
does the awareness of the awful reality of evil and the hope of the
good.

Before moving on, it is worth noting that Jesus, like the author
of Job, refuses to tolerate the idea that suffering is inflicted as the
punishment for individual guilt, and equally refuses to offer any
alternative explanation. Speculation and special revelation of
what goes on behind the phenomenal scenes are replaced by
emphasis upon the demands of practical reason: 'Unless you
repent. . . '; 'we must work the work of him who sent me'.16

BIBLICAL RELIGION: 'DIE RELIGION*

A detailed examination of Kant's Die Religion would lead directly
into the construction of a biblical theology, at least in outline, and
is therefore well beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless,
Kant's own comments on the Bible, mainly the New Testament,
cannot be ignored. We naturally wish to know what the philos-
opher himself made of 'revelation' in the light of his critical
philosophy, and some consideration must now be given to various
points, even if in rather summary fashion.

It must be admitted that his characterisation of Judaism as
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revealed in the Old Testament is far worse than inadequate.
According to Kant, Judaism in its essence was not a true religion at
all but a political organisation, in which law was used solely to
regulate external behaviour, and therefore had no moral signifi-
cance; and in which there was no belief in any future life, and
consequently no heaven or hell, and therefore no basis for the
adoption of a moral outlook on life. If individual Jews had a
religious faith and observed the moral law, this was no thanks to
official teaching.^

It is fortunate that this breathtaking dismissal of Judaism does
not follow from the critical philosophy, but is rather a reflection of
Kant's personal ignorance and prejudice. Nor, happily, was he
consistent in this approach to the Old Testament. He was able to
make very apposite use of the Book of Job in his critical analysis of
theodicy, and the following remark about the Jewish Law is truer
both to the spirit and intention of that Law and also to Kant's own
philosophy:

Perhaps there is no more sublime passage in the Law Book of the Jews
than the command: You shall not make for yourself any image, nor any
likeness, either of what is in heaven or on the earth or under the earth.
This law is in itself sufficient to explain the enthusiasm which the Jewish
people felt for their religion in their moral epoch whenever they
compared themselves with other peoples, and that pride which
Mohammedanism inspired. The very same holds true for the idea of the
moral law and the capacity for morality within ourselves.18

The last two paragraphs in §28 of the same Critique of Judgment
read almost like a reflection on Elijah's experience at Horeb, and
if Kant had paid closer attention to the prophetic writings he must
surely have been profoundly impressed, not only by their repeated
emphasis on morality, but their insistence that the phenomenal
world can be understood only in terms of the noumenal, the
reality beyond the profane gaze of a humanity clothed in flesh and
subject to an outlook framed by the dimensions of space and time.

He must also have been challenged, not by contradiction of his
own best insights but by fruitful suggestions for their develop-
ment. First, his uncompromising assertion that the morally good
and right, regarded simply as highly significant features of human
experience, bear the stamp of their own unqualified authority
without need of external justification would have been fully
endorsed. This would have been partly because of the direct
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appeal which the prophets often made to human conscience; but
it would also have been seen as the inevitable outcome of disbelief
in a future life. It is paradoxical that Kant should have so severely
criticised precisely that aspect of Old Testament religion which
focusses attention upon the here and now, and thereby
strengthens that which is the tendency of his own philosophy, not
least in its 'practical' aspect. To do what is good and right because
we hope thereby to win a reward vastly outweighing present pain
and inconvenience is, as Kant saw, utterly destructive of moral
worth. If the moral imperative is really categorical, we are not
allowed to introduce surreptitious qualifications, either in this
world or some other.

Second, Kant would have been challenged by the prophets'
natural identification of the good and right with the will of God,
but he might have been led to see that the contradictions and
implausibilities of his own system were thereby overcome. If the
moral law stands absolutely secure in its own rationality, it matters
not whether virtue is rewarded or ignored. That which carries with
it the cast-iron validity of logical justification cannot, by definition,
be denied. Yet Kant knew better. He knew that included in the
absolute authority of the moral imperative there is the moral
demand that virtue shall not be ignored, and in effect punished,
and that any such idea makes nonsense of morality. It would be
somewhat as if a car were sold with an unqualified warranty from
the manufacturer that it was perfectly constructed from the best
materials, when in fact it was poorly constructed from the cheap-
est materials, but the manufacturer felt that this was the kind of
warranty he ought to give to his customers, and the customers for
their part felt that such a warranty was due to them. If the warranty
which comes with the moral sense and our attempt to respond to
it are only part of some universal charade, there is no morality, any
more than there is a cooling drink corresponding to a mirage.

On the other hand, if morality is the will of God, then the nature
of God expressed in that demand upon us will also be reflected in
the whole of creation, in both its noumenal and phenomenal
aspects. The uniting of the categorical imperative and the concept
of creation means that in the kind of world we inhabit, virtue is
even more firmly grounded than the laws of physics, chemistry
and biology; and that just as obedience to the latter brings its own
rewards and disobedience spells disaster, so obedience to the
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moral law is just another name for true happiness, and dis-
obedience the way of destruction. The world is made in a certain
way, and we either go along with it, or we try to go against it. It is
quite true that if we commit ourselves to this belief, we shall have
to enlarge our view of life to include hopes which take us beyond
the horizons provided by phenomena, but what Kant deduced in
the course of argument came to Israel as the fruit of experience;
and what is reasonable is to accept both. The practical conse-
quence, however, is not that we do right now in the hope that an
all-powerful deity will add happiness to our virtue in the future,
but that by doing right we are becoming more truly ourselves,
better adapted to that ever-developing life which the all-powerful
deity has created.

Kant's attempt to interpret the biblical story of the Fall as
support for his own moral philosophy runs into serious difficulty.
He rightly sees the narrative as expressing in temporal terms what
is meant to be a truth concerning human nature, and the root
cause of evil in that nature. The primacy is not temporal, referring
to some supposed historical event, but is rather concerned with
the prime cause, or ground of evil in everyone, always. The prob-
lem arises, however, from Kant's location of morality in a law
which human beings are free to accept or reject. Although there
is essential truth in Kant's view, it is unsatisfactory as an ultimate
explanation: if a person is in a state of innocence, then there can-
not be any inclination to do evil; but if there is such an inclination,
there is no state of innocence. The moral law should be welcomed
as a friend into the mind of the innocent, and yet it appears as an
irksome duty which is disobeyed. Furthermore, Kant lays great
stress throughout Die Religion on the need for men and women to
improve and save themselves by their own moral effort, which
implies their capacity to do this, and he is therefore reluctant to
admit a force of evil which incapacitates them in this respect. He
has to confess the inexplicable nature of the fundamental cause of
evil in human beings.

The ancient story also tacitly admits the mystery, not least by
being a piece of ancient folklore rather than by being a piece of
history, but in Kantian terms it is the kind of mystery which
inevitably shrouds the noumenal while at the same time we are not
left without highly significant phenomenal clues sufficient to
satisfy our understanding here and now. According to the story,
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the moral law is in no way narrow or irksome: the man and the
woman are placed in a delightful garden and may partake of the
rich variety of fruit growing on a rich variety of trees, while they are
surrounded by animals with which they enjoy close kinship and
over which they exercise benevolent control. They have a kind of
natural, instinctive knowledge which enables them to tend the
garden and understand the animals, and the whole scene is one of
physical, mental and emotional bliss reflecting the perfect har-
mony between the deity and his human creatures.

Nevertheless, there is a divine prohibition, and evil consists in
deliberate disobedience, the motive for such disobedience and
the consequences of it. It is not simply that God lays down a law
and that this law is broken. This is an essential element in the
situation, but there are others, too. The prohibition is not arbi-
trary, but is a warning, such as a caring mother impresses on her
child. The motive to ignore the warning is depicted as the sly
suggestiveness of the serpent, which finds a ready response in the
woman and a weak, culpable surrender in the man. The temp-
tation is not altogether a lie. Their eyes really are opened and they
really do gain a knowledge which they did not previously possess:
but it is a knowledge which belongs properly only to the gods and
it wreaks havoc with human nature, bringing degradation and
guilt and destroying the life originally intended by God. The fruit
of the tree of life which might have been consumed in the state of
innocence is out of the question for a creature with pretensions to
divine status.

Kant himself raised the question how the evil spirit could
appear in a world originally perfectly good; but this is only another
form of the question how complete innocence can become a prey
to evil. We might also ask why God places a tree in the garden
which he knows poses a danger to mankind and then draws atten-
tion to it by forbidding the fruit thereof. The answer to all such
questions is that, taken as a parable, every element in the story
corresponds to an essential element in human experience. It is
precisely because men and women are human and not mere
beasts, precisely because they have a potential for development
which can belong only to free beings created in the image and
likeness of God, that they can also feel a temptation which no
beast can feel. It is precisely because freedom is what it claims to
be that it can choose a personal relationship with the deity of trust



Critical philosophy and the Bible 291

and obedience, or reject this in favour of a futile attempt to
exchange likeness for substantial identity with the divine. And it is
precisely because the desire for equality with the gods is possible
for men and women that such desire is depicted as temptation: it
is a real feeling and motive within the human creature, but it is
also that which is alien and hostile to real human health and
welfare.

The whole story can be understood within the context of the
Kantian critique of reason, at the same time modifying that
critique in legitimate ways and taking us beyond it. If it be asked
why we have to understand the ancient story within the context of
modern philosophy, the answer is that we do not have to if we are
no longer a prey to the doubt and scepticism fostered by depen-
dence upon modern knowledge; but where doubt and scepticism
rule or threaten, the Kantian critique is a more than useful means
of redressing the intellectual balance and strengthening the claim
that the message of the Bible is not to be lightly dismissed and
rewards serious attention.^

When commenting on the New Testament, Kant inevitably
stresses the moral appeal of Jesus, both in his person and his teach-
ing. Jesus is the model whom we should imitate, and if he is truly
imitable then he must have been truly human. We could not be
required to reproduce in our own lives what could only belong to
the superhuman divine. There is therefore no doubt about the
true humanity of Christ since without it there could be no
Christian gospel of salvation. God's forgiveness or grace is the
reward of genuine moral endeavour, it is God's encouragement
and strengthening of our own efforts, and moral progress is the
fruit of cooperation between man and God. The death of Christ
seen as a sacrifice assures us of God's love and makes moral
achievement worth while. Without that sacrifice humanity would
be confronted by what might be called a spiritual debt beyond any
hope of repayment, but the atoning death puts settlement within
reach, and covers that which men and women cannot out of their
own meagre resources afford. For Kant it is a dangerous anthro-
pomorphism to take the language concerning Christ's sacrifice
literally, since it suggests that someone else can pay my debt and
achieve holiness for me; whereas it is meant, on the contrary, to
encourage every endeavour on our part to become better than we
are.
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Since all men know the moral law and all are under the same
rule of duty, the supreme example of Christ makes Christianity the
true universal religion and the supreme natural religion. Kant was
not prepared to deny outright that miracles had happened and
could happen again, nor did he deny that the appearance of the
Bible itself might be a miracle; but he refused to allow the miracu-
lous any essential part in true religion. The only test of faith is the
moral one, and Kant gives the impression of simply not wishing
to be drawn into argument about miracles, since whether they
happened or not is irrelevant to the practical decisions and
choices which form the substance of religion and everyday life. He
gives the illustration of a judge who is told that the accused was
tempted by the devil, whose power he could not resist. The judge
proceeds precisely as if nothing had been said, even though he
might believe in both the devil and the miraculous, for the simple
reason that the claim is untestable and of no practical conse-
quence; although, as Kant points out, it would be if it were known
to be true.

Kant draws the further conclusion that historical knowledge
forms no essential part of religion, including knowledge of the
ministry of Jesus. For Kant it would be dangerous nonsense to sug-
gest that a man cannot know and obey the moral law because he
lacks historical knowledge concerning Jesus of Nazareth, however
inspiring and helpful such knowledge might be. Even with respect
to the latter consideration, much would depend for Kant on the
frame of mind in which the person concerned approached the
information given in the gospels, or the content of any other
biblical text. For Kant, the biblical documents cannot in them-
selves provide us with true morality; it is we who bring to the text
our own moral sense and find in it confirmation or correction of
our judgment, or, it may be, sentiments which we must ourselves
reject. Kant was happy to quote from 11 Timothy 3:16-17 and find
in these words confirmation of his own view. This means that
revelation is not and cannot be something merely objective
presented to us from without, and which we either imbibe or
refuse to imbibe. Revelation is the Word of God to every man,
woman and child, and the moral sense found in every man,
woman and child is the means whereby that Word is made
known and the instrument through which the moral Word
becomes effective in our lives, or is rejected. The Bible is a vast
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record of the way in which many others have responded to the
Word revealed in their lives, and we shall find genuine inspiration
in the Bible to the extent that the response recorded there was
true, and to the extent that we are ourselves capable of recog-
nising it.

Kant recognised that religion finds outward expression in
organisation, ritual, the ministrations of priesthood, scriptural
scholarship and theological learning. Human beings are social
creatures, and the Church is the means to mutual help. Neverthe-
less, he seems to have been more impressed by the failures of the
outward organisation than its helpfulness, more anxious to warn
of the distractions and illusions it could foster than to commend
the support it could offer in the daily struggle to obey the moral
law. He regarded the Bible as a means of binding people together
in one Church, and he granted the biblical scholar the important,
but definitely subordinate, task of establishing the authenticity of
the biblical documents and making sure that they were properly
understood. This would strengthen the authority of the Church,
but would do nothing of itself to strengthen the authority of
religion, an authority to be found only within the reason of the
individual believer, a moral law immune to the vagaries of
scholarship and the actual facts of history alike.

No doubt the views Kant expressed in Die Religion reflect the
influence of his pietistic upbringing, but they are not on that
account to be merely pigeon-holed and dismissed. It is not diffi-
cult to distinguish between expressions of personal inclination
and prejudice on the one hand, and the outworking of the critical
philosophy on the other, and it must be admitted that Kant's
understanding of religion has much to commend it. His emphasis
upon the central and essential significance of the moral demand
in Christianity is massively supported in the New Testament, and
is needful precisely because it is in this respect that human beings
fail time and again. The continual reminder of moral weakness is
not pleasant, and confrontation with the moral ideal is often a
humiliating experience, but there is no escaping the firm insist-
ence on it by Christ and the early Church, and Kant was right to
assert it as essential to a proper understanding of the Atonement.
He was also right to associate closely with it the concept of the
imitation of Christ, and two texts readily spring to mind which
confirm his teaching in this respect, but which also indicate the
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way in which we must go beyond Kant without, however, losing
what is true in his exposition.

St John tells us that at the Last Supper Jesus washed the
disciples' feet, and then told them that if he, their Master and
Lord, was prepared to carry out such a humble task, they should
likewise be prepared to serve one another. He had set them an
example, and true satisfaction would consist in following it. Simi-
larly, St Paul, in trying to encourage mutual help and understand-
ing among the believers in Philippi, appeals to the example of
Christ: let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus our
Lord.

At the same time, both passages bring out the early Christian
belief in the unique, ineffable character of the work of Christ.
Although the washing of disciples' feet is an example to them, it is
also the symbol of a cleansing which only Jesus can accomplish;
and if the apostle can exhort the recipients of his letter to think
and behave like Christ, he is rapidly led into a eulogy of the sacri-
fice and exaltation of Jesus which celebrates what belongs to Jesus
alone.20

This reflects a view of evil which attributes to it a force and
extent far beyond anything contemplated by Kant and which can-
not be summed up as the refusal to obey the moral law as revealed
to the individual conscience. Kant's illustration of the judge and
the tempted criminal is true as far as it goes: we cannot make the
miraculous, whether good or bad, the excuse for dodging moral
responsibility. On the other hand, even a system of justice, which
is of necessity designed to deal with matters of behaviour and the
most obvious expressions of motive and feeling, and which cannot
delay to survey its own verdicts before the bar of pure reason, has
to take some account of the forces unleashed within the human
constitution, and which lie beyond the control of the individual.
A realistic survey of phenomenal evil powerfully suggests a
noumenal origin infinitely incomprehensible to the human mind,
and this is precisely the picture presented to us in both Old and
New Testaments.

It is the picture given in much other literature, too, and the uni-
versalism which belongs to the truth and which was rightly insisted
upon by Kant means that we may expect to find 'revelations' of
both good and evil in other authors besides the biblical. We shall
also find such revelations in all forms of art, although whether or
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not an actual * revelation' takes place will depend as much on the
one who reads, hears, looks or handles, as upon the creative artists
themselves. Nor does this constitute a denial of the uniqueness of
the Bible, or of Christ, since in this instance it is precisely the
uniqueness which gives to both the literature and the historical
figure their universal significance. If it is the 'Word' which is
expressed in both, and supremely in the latter, it would be very
strange if such expression were confined to that with which we
happen to be familiar.

Kant's failure to appreciate the real force of evil is, therefore,
actually out of keeping with his own fundamental insights; and this
is also true of his appreciation of the good. The moral ideal of
Jesus, radical and almost ruthless, cannot be summed up as
obedience to the moral law, and the truly good in the world of
phenomena has its intimately related counterpart in the world of
noumena. Jesus did not proclaim a moral ideal, he proclaimed the
kingdom of God; and while he unquestionably strove for a willed
response from his hearers and companions, and regarded such a
willed response as of crucial significance for the ultimate fate of
the individual and nation, he saw the conflict of good and evil as
something infinitely more than the acceptance or rejection of
moral law. There is a dynamic and depth to be found in both the
prophetic teaching and that of Christ which cannot be found in
the Kantian critique, even though the latter may be developed to
include it.

Such development would include Kant's recognition of God's
grace and his acknowledgement of Christ's sacrifice, but both
elements would require considerable enlargement in any attempt
at a proper understanding of religion. Nevertheless, the enlarge-
ment would be thoroughly coherent with Kant's best insights.

Finally, at the heart of biblical religion lies belief in the
knowledge of God, in both senses of that ambiguous phrase: our
knowledge of God, and God's knowledge of us. Once more, Kant
surely prepared the way for acceptance of such an idea in modern
thought by his assertion of our knowledge of the moral law, the
noumenal character of that law, and its coincidence with the com-
mands of God. It is obvious that we do not know God and are not
known by him in just the same way as is the case with other human
beings, but the analogy of personal communication is of profound
significance in the Bible and the experience of the Church down
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the ages. The rigour of the Kantian critique is a safeguard against
the illusions of an unfettered enthusiasm, but the safeguard
should not be allowed to become a straitjacket. The commands of
an earthly sovereign are mediated through elements in a system
external to both sovereign and subject alike; but the commands of
God come direct and unmediated into the mind of the creature
moulded in his image, and it is surely no great leap to suppose that
communion between the two may be expressed in other than
merely legal terms.

Among modern thinkers, Rudolf Otto has gladly emphasised
the limits of reason as demonstrated by Kant, but he has also
argued for a genuine awareness of God, an Ahn(d)ung of the
divine.21 Otto's use of Kant was subjected to severe but fair-minded
criticism by H. J. Paton, but it is a discussion which needs to be
continued. It is no mere academic exercise, but a bringing into
the open of the questions everyone has to answer in one way or
another: What can I know? What may I reasonably believe? What
ought I to do?



Conclusion

If Kant instead of Paley had been the dominating influence on
nineteenth-century British thinkers, the strength of the case for
religion and the weakness of an empirically based scepticism
would have been made clear. The conflict between science and
religion would still have taken place, but the nature of the conflict,
and therefore the nature of the respective claims to allegiance
involved in it, would have been much better understood.

This nineteenth-century war, with its truth, half-truths, con-
fusions and misunderstandings, has been continued throughout
the twentieth century, to the detriment of religion and the
increase of a materialist and often escapist outlook on life. The
spiritual and moral ideas, feelings and motives natural to human
beings have continued, too, but without the encouragement and
development they might have had. The churches have continued
to do much good; but with respect to the churches, the vast
majority of the population have voted with their feet. There have
been several reasons for this, but the failure to offer a convinced
and convincing reply to the doubts engendered by empiricism has
been a major contributory factor.

The historical survey clearly indicates a profound need to
accept the discipline of the Kantian critique and to appreciate the
rich development which it makes possible in the life of both indi-
vidual and community. The neglect belonging to the past is not
only no excuse for present failure, but once recognised should
stimulate a radical reappraisal of those attempts to expound
religion's claims known as metaphysics or theology, and at the
same time provide criteria for an assessment of the metaphysics
implied in the biblical literature.

That literature need no longer remain in not very splendid
isolation from the rest of the world's cultural heritage, obscured
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by dogmatic presuppositions concerning inspiration and revel-
ation, but may be allowed to shine with its own peculiar brilliance
along with the genuine light shed on human life by other great
writings and works of creative art; and the Church, with its
immense potential, may aspire to a genuine catholicity which
welcomes the truth wherever it is to be found, and whatever the
form of its cultural expression.

The alternative can scarcely be the continuation of the present
state of affairs into and throughout the twenty-first century. The
immense power which the success of scientific methods has put
into the hands of a select few can only be properly controlled by a
community which has learnt to judge with right judgment, and
which has a firm grasp of values which are not to be bargained
away in return for short-term or illusory benefits. It is a matter of
choice: but the consequences of the choice are very far-reaching,
and unavoidable once it has been made.
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