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AT a time when the state of parties and professions
among Christians is attracting extraordinary atten-
tion, it appears peculiarly necessary, to inguire into
the nature of those differences by which we are se-
parated into distinet communions. Shall we be
ever “ rending piecemesl the coat of Christ without
“ seam”—excluding and condemning each oiher in
the name of Christ—and not pause to reflect, whence
this strife originates, and how far we are justified in
our mutual exclusiveness by thet revelation which
we all hold in common ?

It has been well oheerved by an encient Father,
“ that he would become the maestﬁhnstmn, who had
“ earefully examined into the sécts of Jewish and
“ Christisn profession,” DBut to act on the spirit of
this remark, it ia evidently necegsary, not only that
we should study the origin of sects historicelly, but
that we sheuld search into the principle itself of
dissent—the root of that various profession which
the Christian world exhibita,

In the prosecution of such en inquiry, the na-
tural course of proceeding is, to review the besring
which conclusions or inferences of doctrine from
the text of Scripture, have on the development of
religions truth. This point does not appear to
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have been attended to at all hitherto in any discus-
gions of the subject of Christien dissent. And yet
the principle here referred to, clearly involves in it
the whole question of our separation into parties
or distinct communions; and sccording to the de-
termination of it, our treaiment of communions
differing from ourselves must essentially depend.
For what is dissent in Religion, but difference of
opinions arising out of the different conclusions drawn
by different minds out of the same given elements
of Seripture? The great question between discordant
sects ig, as to the proper reasonings tu be drawn from
the text of Beripture; each party contending for its
own intetpretation as the truth revealed. Surely
then it ought to be a preliminary matter of consider-
ation by all parties, whether such eonclusions from
Scripture—such constructions of texts—have in
themeelves, independently of their relative evidence
in comparison with one another, any proper authen-
tic velidity as revealed religious truths, This is an
inquiry not tu bhe peremptorily dismissed, or to be
assumed as already settled by the practice of Chris-
tians. In the Roman Catholic Church indeed, the
question is formially decided in the affirmative, by the
authority assigned to Tradition in conjunetion with
Scripture : for Tradition is nothing more than expo-
sitions of the text of Scripture, reasoned out by the
Church and embodied in a code of doctrine. It re-
mains however open to Protestants, to examine the
principle itself from which Tradition has teken its
rise. It is not enough that we disclaim it in the re-
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sult to which it has led Roman Catholics. It is
necessary that we should retrace our steps to the
peint of departure from Scripture, snd freely ex-
amine whether the first step has been legitimately
taken. It will appear, I think, that all who acknow-
ledge the divine authority of Scripture are much
more unanimous in reality than they profess them-
selves to be, in what they fundamentally believe ; that
they differ, in fact, more in whet is matter of human
opinion and speculation than in their acceptance of
divine truth.

I request therefote a calm attention to the follow-
ing ohservations, which I offer in a sincere convic-
tion of their truth and importance ; and which, if
regarded in the same light by others, would, I feel
confident, tend to sbate the faverish excitement now
very generally felt on questions arising out of the
existence of religious dissent, If it should appear,
that men in reality differ less in religious belief and
conduct, than their formularies of doctrine would
lead us to suppose—that it is chiefly the introduc-
tion of human opinion ioto the matter of Revela-
tion that cceasions a difference of professions—
then is there great cause of alienation and aspe-
rity removed ; and we may come to the discus-
sion of questions connected with dissent, with the
indulgence due to erring judgments. For if all
opinion, s such, is involuntary in its nature, it is
only a fallacy, to invest dissent in religion with
the awe of the objects about which it is convers-
ant. The awe of the sacred objects indeed im-

A8



6

poses a fearful responsibility on every one in form-
ing his own opiniops; but it is nozeason that others
ghould depart from those principles by which they
would judge him in other subjects, They may
guard against his supposed errors with more caun-
tion and accuracy, on aceount of their irmportence;
but they must not wield against him the terrors of
the invisible world.

Let me then state the case as it is between the
geveral communions of professing Christians ; how
far we all agree, and where our differences com-
mence,

In the first place, what is it that we, who are
members of the Church of England, are so zealous
to maintain? We shall readily answer ; It is the
pure truth of God ns revealed in the Beriptures.
Our * hearts’ degire” is, that not only ourselves, but
every gon of Adam may be  seved,”—may be “made
“ wise wnio salvation.” If again we inquire of those
of other communions, what is the burthen of their
profession, shall we aot receive the Iike answer?
Candour and charity at least must make us think
so of others, however alien from our ewn commu-
nion. Let it be assumed, then, that all who take
on themselves the sacred neme of Christ, have the
cause of Christ at heart equally—that all are equally
dispesed to maintain the truth as it is in Christ—
that all, making due allowance for humen infirmity
and sinfulness, may be truly said to “ love the Lord
“ Jesus Christ in sincerity.”

What then is the origin of all thet variety of re-




(4

ligious profession with which the world is distracted ?
Now in the general and vague way, it is emsy to
answer to this inquiry, that the pessions of men, the
wayward inclinations of human nature, occasion all
this distraction. If believers were now like that
little flock, when all were of one hesrt and one
mind, there would be but one communion, But now
that the visible Church has embraced a vast portion
of the world, the corruption of the mass kas infected
the leaven put into it, and the sounds of harmony are
turned into discord. We must go, however, beyend
this superficial view of the case, This is the truth,
but it 18 nmot the whole truth. The world, as it ia,
has presented an arena for the conflict—it has not
supplied the nerves and the weapons with which the
confliet has been ecarried on.

The resl canses of separation are to he found in
that confusion of theological and moral truth with
religion, which is evidenced in the profession of dif-
ferent sects. Opinions on religious matters are re-
gatrded as identical with the cbjects of faith; and
all the zeal which belongs to dissentients in the lat-
ter, is transferred to the guiltless differences of falli-
ble judgments. Whilst we agree in the canon of
Scripture—in the very worda for the most part, if
not without exception, from which we learn what
are the objects of faith—we suffer disnnion to spread
among us, through the verious interpretations sug-
gested by our own views and reasonings on the ad-
mitted facta of Beripture.  We introduce theories of
the Divine being and attributes—theories of human
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nature and of the ubiverse—prineiples drawn from
the various branches of human philosophy—into the
body itself of revealed wisdom. And we then pro-
ceed to contend for these unrevealed representations
of the wisdom of God, as if it were that very wis-
dom as it stands forth confessed in his own living
oracles. “ The wisdom that is from above” is at once
“ pure” and “ gentle.” Surely it has no resemblanes
te that dogmatical and sententious wisdom which
theologicel controversy has created.

But, it will be said ; * are no conclusions from the
sacred records to be drawn by human repson 7 And
what then becomes of that 1ule of theological inter-
pretation, that nothing is to be received a8 an article
of the faith, but what may be ‘' read” in Seripture,
or “may be proved thereby #” The latter part of
thiz rle, it will be nrged, is thus rendered a dead
letter. If nothing can be ergued from Scriptore;
and by argument established a8 a truth of revela-
tion, why I§ any thing referved to as capable of
progf from Beripture? All articles of religion are
thue cut off, and we sre reduced to the simple ex-
pedient of expressing divine truth in divine words.’

. I shall mest this chjection in the first instance,

and then proceed to establish the principle for which
I contend—namely, that no conelusions of humen
reasoning, however correctly deduced, however logic-
ally sonnd, are properly religious truthe—are suclt
as strictly and necessarily belong to the scheme of
human salvation through Christ. If I can establish
this point, it will be seen, in the consequences to be




