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COREECTIONS

On page 144 (line 3) thanksgiving should be added to the elements of prayer.

On page 154, Newton's Law of Gravitation is only need as an illustration, and is therefore stated roughly; but in its exact form it should of course read:

Masses are drawn to one another in proportion to the product of their masses and in inverse proportion to the square of their distance.




I The Existence of God
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IS there a God? Apparently not. That is to say, God is not apparent to our senses. Then if God is not apparent to our senses, is He apparent to our observation, to our mere reflective perception? The scientific method never directly observes God; all its experiments only reveal the action of natural forces. Scientific analysis may reduce living matter to its inorganic elements; life itself eludes analysis, and no artificial synthesis can create life, but no one proposes to identify this unknown element or quality with God; it may be His creation, but so may inorganic matter be.

When we turn to the observation of history, are there any events which reveal the immediate and indisputable action of God? This is to raise the question of miracle, which at present we must leave aside. There have been many events in the past, and some even nearer at hand, which have been regarded as due solely to the immediate operation of God; but there will always be a difference of opinion on this matter, not only because it is questionable how far historical evidence is trustworthy, but because even if we had .direct and immediate evidence, many would refer the event to natural but unknown causes; to them the absence of a known natural cause would not prove the real cause to be God.

Then is God apparent to reason? If we take the world as a whole, does it demand God as its only possible explanation? If we look at human history, does it clearly indicate the guidance of God? That is to say, is God the only explanation of existence which satisfies reason? We cannot expect that an affirmative answer will rise to more than the highest kind of probability; it will fall short of absolute demonstration; but only because there is no such thing possible in our present state of knowledge. The existence of God may be the strongest probability in life; from the nature. of the case, we cannot expect it to be anything more. Lest the believer in God should feel dissatisfied with this position, or the unbeliever regard it as sufficient to warrant his remaining in unbelief, let both remind themselves that other things of only slightly less importance are in exactly the same case. For instance : the existence of the soul is something which cannot be absolutely proved. We are not referring to the immortality of the human soul, but only to the existence of something distinct from our bodies and even from our thoughts; that something referred to when we say “ I.” Most people are quite certain that when they say “ I “ they mean something more than a series of thoughts which is conveniently labelled “ I.” Thinking involves a conscious personal subject : it is not our thinking which we label “ I,” it is “ I “ who do the thinking. All this, however, is a matter of inference; and some thinkers—Hume for instance—have declared that they were never conscious of this “ I,” but only of certain sensations and thoughts; though even Hume could not state his position without referring to the person who was conscious of these things.

And when we come to the existence of the world, although there is almost no human being who is not perfectly certain that there is a world outside himself, it is exceedingly difficult to prove. We all assume the existence of outside things without further inquiry; it is only when we ask for proof that we find there is very little. The proof of the existence of God is therefore in no worse case than the existence of the soul, or the world. We are immediately conscious of the outside world; we infer the existence of our souls, because nothing else explains our activities and our experience; and we infer the existence of God, because nothing less explains our souls and the world taken together. It is this last statement which we have to ermine, and we shall find it most convenient to examine first of all the that it is not true.

Let us suppose that God does not exist. If there is no God, then the existence of the world must be self-explained. It is conceivable that the world, as we see it to-day, has evolved, that it has grown richer, more complex, and has produced higher forms of life merely from the powers inherent in its component elements. But to whatever simple form of existence we can conceive the whole might be traced back, it is inconceivable that by any process it could be traced back to nothing at all. Some philosophers and scientists are apparently able to conceive that the existence of the world might be deduced from the existence of matter and force only. It would take us too far afield to examine whether we have very definite ideas of what we mean by either; but can we regard them as needing no further explanation? It seems clear that there can be no motion without matter; we can, however, conceive matter without motion. Matter, then, seems to be the more original. Then motion came later. Where from? It cannot have come from nothing. There is no escape by assuming that motion is an inherent quality of matter, because if so, whenever matter may have started to move by its inherent quality, it ought obviously to have started before; otherwise, motion is being reduced eventually to non-motion, and that which originally did not move began to move of itself, which is absurd. Nor is there any escape in the suggestion that motion is the more original and is eternal, It is impossible to conceive motion without matter. Moreover, the movement of matter has changed its rate of motion; and to assume that movement has gone on in cycles, spending itself till it gets exhausted and everything dies down into inertia, and then beginning from this inertia to work up greater and more complicated movement, is simply to increase the absurdity of motion constantly able to begin without anything to start it. Even if matter were eternal, motion must come from some non-material source, and the only other source we can conceive of is that of mind. We know that our minds have the power of inducing motion; motion can therefore be most reasonably referred to mind. The hypothesis that matter is nothing but motion seems inconceivable; but if matter were nothing but motion, then everything would be only the more easily traceable to mind. It is this hypothesis of original and originating mind which is, however, resisted. Can we get on without it?

Let us pass over the difficulties which we have found in the idea that all existence can be sufficiently accounted for by matter and motion, which do not themselves need to be accounted for, and for a moment accept the idea that these are sufficient, and the world therefore started without mind, which has only evolved later. This means that evolution began without purpose, for purpose is an attribute of mind. For evolving mind to attempt to impose its purpose on the world is ultimately impossible, for however mind may alter the dispositions and directions of matter and motion, there will always be something in them that will finally resist that purpose, for on this hypothesis, they came into existence before and apart from mind. Now the mind of man has desires, and it tries to alter the world according to these desires. By studying the laws of matter and motion it can considerably alter the face of things and the character of life. And yet no alterations we can ever make will completely satisfy these desires. In fact, the more changes we make, the more the mind awakes to its own dissatisfaction. Therefore we are faced with this intolerable position, that matter and motion have given rise to something quite alien to them, without which matter and motion would have no meaning, and yet which they themselves can never satisfy. A further fact gradually presses itself upon us : that our mind has no companion. It cannot find satisfaction in the world of things; but, strangely enough, it cannot find satisfaction in other minds, whether this be sought in the affection of another single mind, or in the vast output of the human mind stored in literature. For these other minds only communicate their unsatisfied desires, and add their burden to ours; while the study of literature or art only intensifies our desires and makes us more discontented with things. Nor does the future hold any better hope for humanity; not only is there the fact that individuals die with their desires unsatisfied, but the whole human race will either eventually die out or will grow increasingly miserable. We are bound, therefore, to reject the hypothesis of a world which started without purpose, and in which mind gradually emerged, because it involves not only the complete frustration of human desire, but the worthlessness of mind itself. We are compelled to question whether the mind which emerges from, and finds itself in, such an alien world, can possibly understand the world. This means we are compelled to doubt the capacity of our reason, and in consequence the theory that mind comes from matter and motion; we have seen it is unreasonable in itself, and it ends by discrediting the reason on which it is based. Even those who cannot see how this position stands self-condemned, can see the condition in which it leaves us. The position entailed by denying the existence of God so appals the mind that men propose at least some kind of substitute. Now these substitutes can be shown to be not only inadequate, but to involve the same hopeless position more or less skilfully concealed.

The immortality of the race has been proposed as a substitute for the immortality of the soul; but science holds out little hope of the immortality of the race on this earth, and even if it were guaranteed, there is no assurance that the human race would not destroy itself. The idea is therefore being advanced that man’s spirit is immortal, but that there is no higher being : immortality is being proposed as a substitute for God. Now this simply, takes into another life all the problems of the present life, and intensifies them; because although we may imagine that it is earthly conditions and our present fleshly habitat which constitute the misery of the soul, it is really the soul itself that is miserable, because it can find no companion. Immortality without God would only be another name for hell. The attempt is sometimes made to relieve the situation by the idea of an inevitable progress for every soul. But there is not the slightest guarantee of this in anything we know from human history or our individual experience; progress can only come by our realizing some higher principle of life, and discovering some higher power than we ourselves possess. The necessity for some higher being than man, who can be man’s companion, helper and goal, is therefore felt by many; and so they suggest approximations to the idea of God, which also prove inadequate; because they are still nothing but atheism politely concealed under the notion of something borrowed from the idea of God. For instance, the existence of an impersonAl purpose is proposed as sufficient. We often talk about the purpose of nature; but nothing can have a purpose but a mind, and if nature has a purpose, it is because there is a mind behind it. Sometimes this principle is denominated by some abstraction like Goodness or Love; but goodness and love are attributes of mind and cannot exist without. Goodness and love exist in humanity, and humanity could increase them; but the emergence of these qualities is more explicable and their increase more likely if there is some source of goodness and love above humanity constantly acting upon it. If there is, this superior goodness and love must be an attribute of some superior mind.

The same objection holds good against the proposal of Reason as a sufficient principle for the guidance of man. Whenever men appeal to Reason, they appeal not only to something in the mind of man, but to something to which the mind ought to submit itself and, therefore, to something above the mind. Reason is an ideal which man strives after; and this involves that Reason is something which exists above and beyond man’s mind; if it does, it must be an attribute of a higher mind. Moreover, we have shown that without this higher Reason being the origin of things, reason emerging later in an irrational scheme would have no for as trustworthy.

Can anything be said for the proposed substitute, which is quite a modern one, that although God does not now exist, He will come into existence in the future through the action of the human consciousness; that just as the material world has produced mind, so mind will at length produce God? This is an even worse example of the absurd notion that nothing can produce something. The God who is thus brought into existence will be an alien, and there is no hope that He will ever be able to do anything to impress His purpose on the world or upon humanity. If matter has created man, man is only material, and then the mind which creates God makes God Himself only material. Not only does this conception utterly deny what is implied by the word “ God,” but such a God can be of no help to us, even when He comes into existence. The theory that God does not exist therefore offers no explanation of existence, undermines the very reason which seeks to establish this theory, and contradicts our highest hopes and desires.

In logic, when of two contradictories one is proved to be impossible, the other is taken to be true. We have shown that the negative answer to the question, Is there a God? is improbable and incredible. Is this sufficient to establish the alternative that God exists? This would be so if we had sufficiently definite ideas of what is meant by. God. But there are obviously three possible answers to the problem of existence : (1) Existence is due to natural causes. This we have seen to be improbable. (2) Existence is due to some being or power which may be inferred from the nature of existence. This would lead us to infer a being of immense mind and vast power; but it might tell us nothing more than that. (3) Existence is due to the God set forth by the Christian religion. Our choice must be between (2) and (3). If the nature of the Being to whom existence is to be traced is to be inferred from existence, this will be an inductive argument, and in addition to the comparative uncertainty of the inductive method, it will give us just so much as and no more than existence demands; whereas it is conceivable that God may be much greater than visible existence and the natural order demand. The deductive method is more certain and convincing, but it entails that we must assume the existence of God to begin with. Moreover, the Christian religion does not allow that created existence can be deduced from the mere existence of God; for it holds that creation is the free act of His will, and neither a necessary activity of His Being nor an emanation of His essence.. Yet the two methods are not exclusive or antagonistic. Arguing from existence alone, enough may be established concerning God to confirm the revelation of the Christian religion, and to make it a natural and credible completion of what reason can establish by itself. This is all that is claimed : namely, that the existence of the world requires us to believe in the existence of a Being of vast mind and power, whom man is bound by the use of his reason to acknowledge, to seek to know Him and to enter into relationship with Him, and so to welcome the revelation which God has made of Himself; which, although reason could not have reached, reason does prepare us to expect, and when received finds to be rational.

With these conditions in mind, we now seek to establish the existence of God by positive argument; and the first argument for the existence of God is based upon the fact of external motion.

We have seen that even the idea of the simplest movement of matter seems to require a source outside matter itself, and that source non-material. But that would only take us to the idea of force or energy; and some seem able to rest content in that, as if it were a self-explanatory thing; whereas the only force we know immediately is due to our minds. We are, moreover, not arguing from physical force, as such, to the existence of God, but from the actual kind of motion to which this force gives rise : for the motion of the universe develops into what we call evolution. Evolution, like motion, of which it is only a complicated form, is often taken to be self-explanatory, whereas it is the thing to be explained. That things in this world move to a higher stage of development by small steps spread over vast time is no explanation. Not only is the mere fact of change, however small, in need of explanation, but the fact that the change is in an upward direction is still more so. All the motion with which we are acquainted gradually grows less and less. We are also ac- customed to the possibility of a higher form of life deteriorating into a lower; that is what is perpetually happening in the world of nature when left untended by man. Therefore, if the present existing world, with man as its present highest production, has simply developed from some lower form and state, that development must need more explanation than the mere existence of motion. It is no longer held by scientific evolutionists that the upward motion of existence is due merely to natural selection : there is about all organic life a restlessness that is continuously seeking change, which is the very characteristic of life. Now is this inner restlessness quite arbitrary, while there is something else acting from without which selects froth the changes produced under this impulse those which make for advance? These two forces of inner tendency and external selection cannot -account for evolution. The external force which makes for selection must act according to a purpose; for the tiny changes made by the creature’s restlessness are not recognisably favourable to its existence until they reach a much higher stage of development. In short, behind the creature’s restlessness, and behind the action of its environment upon it, which draws. out its impulse and selects those changes which are favourable, there is a purpose; and purpose involves a conscious mind. That mind is neither in the creature nor in the external processes, but while working through them. both, must be above them both.

Therefore the fact of evolution which was once thought to dispense with God really demands God all the more, and involves Him not merely at the beginning, but as constantly working through the process; and it demands a God at least adequate to this process.

The second argument is built upon the nature and movement of the soul.

We have seen that the personal pronoun “ I” stands for something distinct from, though functioning in and through, the body; even distinct from the sensations derived from the world without; for it is the subject of them, and is even distinct from its own thoughts, which are only its activity and expression. This personal ego is an immaterial as well as an invisible reality. That it is of a different nature from the body may be seen from the fact that its activities are incapable of being stated in material terms. Material things can be measured and weighed : the activities of the soul cannot. We often speak of our thoughts being deep, or long, or depressed; but these are only metaphors; for the moment we ask How long? How deep? we know we are asking foolish questions. Even the physical sensations which are registered by the mind are not registered in a merely physical way. We can measure cold by an instrument; we can only measure colour by the mind; for although the sensation of blue is caused by waves of light which can be measured, there is an entire difference between waves of light and the sensation we call blue. And when we come to our thoughts, all talk of measurement is now out of the question. It is possible to open a man’s head and look at his brain, and it is conceivable that by some delicate instrument we might detect some movement in the particles of his brain; we certainly could detect the increase of heat which showed that his brain was at work, but we should not be able to see what he was thinking about. On the other hand, a man can be conscious of his thoughts, of the order in which thoughts come, the purpose he has in following a certain line of thought or the conclusions which he believes to be sound, and yet he will be quite unconscious of that movement of his brain which the delicate instrument might be able to detect. All this shows the soul is an immaterial reality. In addition, there are certain movements of the soul which we call aspiration; this is its most characteristic motion. As the soul becomes aware of itself, it desires to be greater than itself. It is constantly _aware of an ideal from which it can all too easily and painfully distinguish its actuality. That ideal registers itself even in the most careless soul as an intimation that it ought to be better; or, at the lowest, as a vague dissatisfaction with itself. But when the soul sets out to investigate by inquiry what this ideal demands of it, it discovers that the demand is practically endless; if the soul endeavours to lift itself up in order to correspond with its ideal, then the ideal only more rapidly reveals still higher demands. These demands at length resolve themselves into nothing short of perfection, and since the idea of perfection itself continually advances under response to these demands, and the goodness which the soul desires reveals itself to be boundless, it discovers that the ideal is infinite. Now it is as difficult to see how the soul itself could have created this ideal as it is to explain how matter could come from nothing and motion originate from the inert. The only possible explanation of the pressure of this ideal, as it is revealed by examination, is that it is due to the activity of an ideal being.

This twofold argument from the movement in the world outside and the movement in our own souls seems to establish the existence of God as the only possible explanation of them both. From the soul itself, its nature and activity, we can conceive how a higher form of immaterial being could act invisibly upon the world after the analogy of the soul’s action upon the body. God is therefore not only shown to exist, but something of His nature and can be conceived.

Now, as a matter of fact, belief in the existence of a God is very widespread; it is found not only amongst civilized, but among savage peoples, and as far back as we can penetrate into history. It can therefore be claimed to be practically universal; wherever it has been at first thought to be nonexistent, closer research has discovered its existence; wherever any attempt has been made to ignore or challenge this belief, it has only called forth a stronger reaction on the other side. The very existence of the idea of God is a strong presupposition of something real corresponding to it. We cannot argue directly from the idea of God to His existence, as if the idea itself proved His existence; but it is exceedingly difficult to discover any other cause for the emergence of the idea, save that it is true; and all the more since God is invisible. Various attempts have been made to derive the idea of God from ancestor worship, belief in ghosts, or a fallacious animistic argument; but since the respective exponents of each of these rival theories have successfully demolished the others, these attempts may be regarded as entirely unsuccessful. Moreover, it is obvious that the acutest form of reasoning by which we to-day endeavour to establish the existence of God is only the sharpening of an unconscious process by which man has come to believe in God through his observation of the world without and the feelings which arise within his own soul. The argument from the idea of God to His existence cannot, taken alone, be regarded as a proof, yet with the universality ‘of the idea borne in mind, the impossibility of tracing it to any other source, together with the fact that the application of reason has only purified and strengthened the idea, it does bring a confirmation to the two other arguments, and makes the existence of God as strong a cumulative possibility as is possible in the nature of things, or is needed for reasonable belief. These arguments, taken in conjunction with the appalling prospect which follows from the idea being untrue, considering the damaging verdict which must lie against all human thought if this idea is dismissed as a delusion, and weighing the impossibility of finding a basis for reason itself unless God is made the starting-point involved in all thought, constitute a probability so impressive, that not to believe in God wears an appearance of being due to resistance to the conclusions of reason for other than rational motives.

It may be admitted that there is an absence of such absolutely compelling demonstration as to leave the mind with no sort of choice; but, as we have seen, it is doubtful whether even the existence of ourselves or of things outside is in any better condition, or whether any such demonstration actually exists. If we assume things to exist, we must assume God; if we assume the possibility of rational thought, we must assume God; and these assumptions we cannot refuse, unless we are willing to land ourselves in absurdity, For in the one case we are bound to order our lives as if the outside world did exist; and we are bound to assume the rationality of human thought; since to say that everything is irrational implies some rational standard, and, like the statement that there is no such as truth, is, refuted it.

These arguments may still leave us without any consciousness of God, without any “ feeling “ that He is either real or near; but that is largely due to the fact that so few of us are accustomed to use our reason to establish anything. For the great majority the kind of argument which we have been following is one that is rarely used. But not only does the argument establish belief in God as reasonable, but it serves to give us faith in reason, and to strengthen our reasoning powers. It is not surprising, therefore, that in our own generation believers in God are almost the last rationalists. There is no longer any acceptable rationalistic objection to the existence of God; objection to-day comes rather from the thoughtless, or from-those who, by their erratic methods of thought, or by actual confession, reveal themselves to be irrationalists. But when we have allowed these conclusions to carry the weight that they ought, when we have thought about them long and deeply, and if we go on to seek confirmation of our rational conclusions by shaping our lives in accordance with them, and by striving to get into conscious personal relationship with God, we shall find the idea of God growing clearer, our conviction stronger. Then, either by some sudden light within the mind, or by some gradual change of feeling, the intellectual conclusions may prepare the way for the conviction which is called faith : an absclute, unshakable assurance, in which the whole of one’s nature joins and is thereby united, that GOD IS.



II Can Man Know God?
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Atheism is said to be getting rarer nowadays. It was probably never very widespread, and its public profession has always been unpopular. And the reason for this is obvious: no effort can make atheism other than a cheerless creed. Quite apart from the craving for God, which is so instinctive with man that, as Voltaire Said, if there were not a God, we should have to invent one, the non-existence of God is gradually seen to involve the absence of any basis for human reason or human hopes. The evolution of mind from a mindless world gives no ground for assuming that human reason is capable of coming to any conclusions about the world. If the thoughts in the mind of man are simply the last term of a process which began without mind, and are rigorously determined by that process, the results of even the most exhaustive and persevering thought have no claim to be regarded as rational; they are simply the impressions made upon the most sensitive matter by the rest of matter; all thought has precisely the same value, for everything is then equally true, or rather, since this is impossible where there is such variety and contradiction, there is no standard of truth and the very word is without meaning. Whatever atheism is, it is a theory, and if it is true, there is no room for theories.

Moreover, to profess atheism carries with it the implication that one has examined the whole universe and has surveyed all the realms of knowledge; for this is necessary before one can commit oneself to the belief that there is no God. The public profession of atheism is, therefore, discovered to demand something more than courage; it needs arrogance and sheer bravado. But its secret admission is not only as difficult; it is also dangerous. It is so contrary to man’s instinctive tendency that its natural effect is to waken internal resistance; the deliberate adoption of such an extreme denial carries such appalling conclusions that one is the more likely to be frightened into the opposite belief. For atheism involves that there is no being superior to man, which, instead of exalting man, must at last deprive him of all hope.

Our generation is no longer able to take refuge in the idea of inevitable human progress. Even if the mind of man has developed from mindless material, this unguided mind can make a terrible use of its knowledge and power. Education can end in the increase of egoism, with consequent strife without and misery within, and the lessening likelihood of men ever coming to agree about anything. Scientific knowledge and invention can be used to destroy life as easily as aid and rescue it; and the multiplication of riches, the mass production of necessities, and the cheapening of luxuries can end in the increase of degrading poverty, enslaving toil, and the prospect of starvation as the inevitable result of industrial development. Even the desires for social reform, the most hopeful sign of our times, seem only to generate further disagreement, strife and hate, and promise to end either in tyranny or anarchy. If man is the supreme being, one cannot even say, as one is inclined to: God help him!

Therefore atheism, if it any longer exists, is unprofessed and unadmitted; but we can have no assurance that it is not the working creed and the practical belief of many; indirectly there is plenty of evidence that modern civilization is run on a basis of practical atheism. It were better that more were professed and violent atheists; the reaction would come all the sooner.

But another reason why atheism is so rarely professed is that its place has been largely taken by agnosticism; though the fact that a man calls himself an agnostic is no evidence that he knows what he means by it.
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