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POSITIVISM AND THE BIBLE.

LECTURE L

THERE are many reasous why Positivists should study the
Bible. It iz placed in our library amongat that class of books
to which Auguste Comte has given the title of Synthesis;
by which he means, books which we do not read merely for
the sake of special knowledge, as is the case with the two
divisions of Science and History, nor even for the emeedmg
delight which they give us, as wa read the great posts, who
carry us to a world of imagined and ideal excellence; but
books which lead ua to look on human life as a whole.
an eatlier edition of the Catelogue, Comte entitles this class
of hooks, Philosophy, Ethics, Religion. They may be callad
books of Construction, of Builﬂ.i.ng-up, of Edification. In this
collection the Bible cccupies a prominent place, Two im-
ortant works of Aristotle head this list, then comes the
%ﬂ:ﬂa, then the Koran, It includes, amongst other things
three works of 8t Augustin, cne of Seint Berpard, t 3
Imitation of Thomas & Kempis, and thres treatizes of Bossuet,
And, on the other hand, it includes the Novum Organum
of Bacon, the Essays of David Home, and three works of
Diderot,

. Bach and all of these bocks are of a kind to ocoupy us
usefully -in this pla.ca But there is ancther, and, for the
moment, 5 more important teason for my choice of the
present subject.  The Dible holds in the Western world, and
eapecially among English-speaking ecommunities, a
special place. Amidst the infinite divergences of Christian
seets in Englend and Americs, the respect: for the Bible is the
one link that preserves a certain unity, Half a mile from
‘where we stand is a very large building, in which thousands
of Bibles are printed yearly in every langmege under the sun,
and sent to every part of the globe, We may smile at this
enthusiasm, and thnk it ill-directed. Nevertheless, cur
business as Positivists is to recognise facts, to lock them
frankly in the face, and to see wE&t they mean, Regarded
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gimply as a mine of material for & school of Comparative
Phi afugy, the operations of the Bible Suciety sre of very
considerable importance. There was munch amusement, T
remember, twenty-five years ago, at news reaching us from
China that 4 hundred thousand copies of the Bible in Chinese
had been seattered along the banks of the Great Canal, ss
though religion was & vegetabla to be propagated by the
sowing of seed. [t was amusing enough certainly. But I
suppose few who smiled, and T was of the number, were
prepared for finding that what we thought so comic was a
tragio thing enmough. This Bible-sowing did very literally
produce & crop, and ene as terrible na the dragon's teeth
sawn by Jason. The leadars of the Tai-Ping rebellion, which
devaatated China for wany years, had inspived themselves
with Old Teatament storfes, choosing, of course, by preference
those which dealt with the slaughter of the Causanites by
the chosen people. “ Tantum relligio potuit suadere malo-
rum * we may ory with Lueretivg, So great a power for
evil may religion be, like all noblest things distorted from
their purpose! '

Come nearer homs, and think of the part thet the Bible
has Played, and still pltt\g'a, in English 11'.}:l ; ite influence on

e

English language, on of Milton, Byron, Bwin-
burgna; think of the inﬂuenm exercised m};he Puritan
Commonwealth, in the formation of Scotch echaractor, in the
formation of the American Bepublic. Coming to our own
time and place, remember that the half million of children
now being taught by the London School Board listen to no
other teaching on the highest things of life beyond a chapter
of the Bible without note or comment. You will want, I
think, no further proofs that we are bound to form for our-
selves an eatimate of this Book. We may end by finding
that its warking is partly for permanent and unchahgeable
good ; that in part it is of temporary and diminishing value;
that many portions of it have long since grown obsolete;
that some portions perhaps are positively hurtful to the
highest progresa. In this case, our work will be to sift what
ia better from what is worse, reject the dross, and reverently
store up the pure metal in our treasure-house,

Before we begin our study, let us consider for & moment
what precisely is the change which the Positive method has
introduced info our ways of looking st historical events, and
sspecially at such events as the rise of the great religions of
the world. We start from the ﬁueﬁa.l principle that the
Positive Philosophy introduces the conception of Law us
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nEpowd to the conception of an arbitrary change brought
about by a superhuman will. This, and nething but this, is
the source of the stupendous revolution which has been going
on for the last few centuries in the world of thought, in
which all the great thinkers of modern times have bome &
part, but the full eignificance of which Auguste Comte was
the first to appreciate, because he first congeiously and syste-
matically explained the bearing of this revolution on the facts
of human life.

Still, this is teo vague; end I ssk again: How does the
conception of Positive Law work when we apply it to such
facts as the growth of the Jewish or the Christian Church 1

There are different kinds of laws, varying with each
branch of study, They resemlle one ancther in being all
certain and detinite, otherwise they would not be laws st all ;
but the degree of definiteness waries very greatly, In
mathematics we can take a principle on axiom, and calculate
with perfect accuracy a very long series of comsequences
that follow from it; so that, for Instance, when we knpow
the actual length of one straight line, we are able to measure
the path of & planet, and weigh it in the balanee. In Physica
we can manipulate the phenomenz of heat or electricity to
our liking, by changing the conditions under which they
show themselves. ut with the facts of buman life we
cannot do this. All we can do heve is to see how they grow,
and to compare them with other facts of the like kind. In
& word, the lawa that we look for in men’s life and history,
are laws of Evolution.

Many years before the speculations of Darwin or Spencer
had appeared, Auguste Comte had said two things, which
with him were not mere isolated sayings, since a %nrge park
of his work consisted in showing what followed from them,

The #irst was, that in the present time the idea of Creation
had been irrevocably superseded by the idea of Evolution,
The second, which is a special corollary of the first, is that
the principal feature of the nineteenth century was the
application of the historical method in our judgment and
interpretation of all social institutions.®

# *The dietinctive characteristin of the present contury will be the importance
il biscatucths 3o Saranss, Jols moiveras! ratereiey o the bosaeion petet of
yiew in at otica the esential principle of Pomtivism and ite genersl result.
Pouitivity consists, above all things, in sobstituting the Relative for the Abeclute ;
its ascondancy, therefore, iacqm]ﬁ:_ﬁdﬂ.abhhﬁsh when we laarn bo ses 'Lhatt:ho
orderly change already resigiised in the Ooter World extends aleo to Humanity

Haelf, the variations of whick thua govers ouf oonceptions of every kind, "—Pes.
Polit., vol. i p. 1. See alao vol. i 1. 87, i



f

We no longer believe in sudden mirseulous changes.
When we ara told that once on a time figs grew upon a
thorn-tree or grapes upon a thistle, we are all disposed to
say with Home, [t is easier to believe that the writer of
the narrative was mistaken, than that these things happened,
And what Hume said, was confirtned half a century after-
wards by Clomte, who has shown ns that there iz a time in
the growth of men and of nations when it is natural for
them t6 believe in these arbitrary changes, due to the will,
of asuperhuman power. Hume said the narrators of miracles
were probably mistaken; Comte showed that the mistake
was tha natural result of the stage of Evolution which they
ﬂad reached : that it depended on the working of a natural

w,

To watch how man's beliefs and institutions grow from the
germ to the shooting-forth of branch and bud, and the final

ving of the fruit—such, then, is the Positive mode of
looking at them as contrasted with the old mode of e &r{lin&r
them as sudden supernatural revelations of the Godhead.
Our plan is to compare these beliefs with one another: to
see how, ammidst all their vavieties, they follow the same law
of gradual growth, just as we see the oak tree and the thorn-
tree, the viclat and the wheat plant, germinate and bear leaf
and bud, and take in substance from the air and soil, and
; ﬁmw and bear fruit, all in the same way, thongh all in very

iverse shapes and modes, We watch these processes, to
somie extent we can foretell them ; but we have to beware
against the fatal folly of supposing that we can ever full
explain them. Here lies one of the great and essentia
ditferences between Comte and other students of Evolution,
both before his time and since. Descartes dremmed, and
stnaller men than Descartes have dreamed in our own time,
that by the eid of two or three mathematical principles they
could explain the Evolution of the Universe, and show how
everything round us must have happened in this way and in
no other, Comte systematically and from the first repudiated
the posaibility of performing any feat of this kind. E‘orming
a far more modest view of human faculties, knowing their
limitations even in such a simple field as that of Geometry,
he wae well aware that all attempts to explain the higher
facts of life by the operation of two or three elementary

* That having got hold of these convickions, wo ahould ves that we sct up to
them—this, too, s 40 essentisl park of Positive, a3 of theol teaching, much
transcending the other part in :ﬁpwumu. But we are dealing for the moment

with the iotallectual aspect of lifs, Conecord here remeine as neosssary s ovor,
baing the comdition of united social action, '
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principles muat result in waste and failure, He was eontent,
therefore, to watch the process of Evolution, so far as it came
within hnman ken, to examine how it worked ; even within
narrow limits to foretell ita future working.

This frank and full recognition of the limitations of our
faculties lies at the root of the Positive mode of rega
Nature and Man. And thns it comess about that, thuugg
miracle be gone, the boundless ocean of wonder remains.
the poet could find—

..... To the meanest flower that hlows,
Thothits that Ao often lin koo dsep For tears,

i it likely that in the life and death of men and nations,
such thoughts will not abound more fully and penetrate
far more deeply? In the aloe tree year after year the green
leaves grow and multiply with almost monotonous uniformity,
then after half a century the spike of blossom suddenly
uplifts itself. This is no miracle, but it is a wonder. So in
the life of pations, is the uprising, after long years of
waiting, of the at Priest, or Poet, or Deliverer. The
precise play of vital forces that led to his appearing we shall
never know. We lock up to him as a power ahove us; we
accept what he brings: we thankfully commemorate his
service,

Thas, t.hen, is the answer to the question 1 asked a little
while ago: What change has the Positive method brought
into our ways of looking at the great events of the vmrld'
history, as contrasted with the old ways of our forefathers ?
The anawer is, that the Positive method, rightly understood,
is the meeting puint of Free Thought and Piety. Tt is the
subatitution 0% reverent wonder for miracle: it is the change
from the blind instinctive submission of the child to lns
parenta into the clear-sighted and affectionate devotion of the

rown-up man.

There are three ways of re rdi ,ﬁ the Bible, the Chureh,
or eny other inastitution hel by men. The first ia
inspired by the state of blind superstiticus admiration of
those who believe the book, or the revelation, whether it be
the Bible or the Koran, to have come direct from heaven,
and to be in no way comparzble with any words or ections of
ordinary men.

Then, when this particular phase of belief has served its
turn, and is nolonger in barmony with the conditions of the
ti.me, and begins to be obetructive to progress, men pass inte
the second stage—that of violent reaction, opposition, denial,
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iconoclasm., In the sixth century 5., a very remarkabls
Greek thinker, Xenophanes, weut about denouncing the
polytheistic legends of Homer, because they were not true.
Plato followed him in the next eentury, and in his schemes of
s republic systematically excluded Hower as a forbidden
book. When Christianity became the official religion of the
Western world, there was a vast destruction of Greek and
Roman books and statues, hecause they were inspired by a
worn-out creed.

Exactly the same state of mind exists in Europe now,and has
existed for & hundred and fifty years. The Catholic Church,
by the end of the seventeenth century, had become everywhers,
but especiaily in France, intolexrably oppressive; a vile inatru-
ment of tyranny, spiritual and temporal. In the eighteenth
century broke forth the violent reaction of the Tconoclasts,
the Image-breakers, with Voltaire at their head. No one can
say their work was not needed. It has cleared the air like &
hurrieane. It has given us two inestimable blessings, freedom
and toleration. But, like the hurricane, the Voltairean on-
slaught was undiseriminating, and swept away, or would have
swept, had not stronger influences prevailed, rotten branch
and sound wood together. Voltaire's attacks on Dante or
Moses were as iniquitons as those of the primitive Christians
on Homer or Hschylus; as they raised ery, Down with
Idolatry and false goda! so he raised as loud a cry, Down
with Superstition and Priesteraft | 2 cry which still echoes
through the world, in France and Germany especially, and
which makes large masses of men wholly nnwilling to helieve
that the founders of Christianity were anything but designing
deceivers, playing on the credulity of the ignorant.

From this dismal doctrioe, that the whole past history of
the warld is a record of successful imposture, the teaching of
Auguste Comte has at last come to deliver us. I call it his
teaching, not for a moment wishing to deny or depreciate the
countless currenta of thought avkich during the whole of the
Emaent century have been tending in the same direstion.

ut he was the fitst conseiously, explicitly, and systematically
to explain that great law of development which shows that
the old fietitious beliefs followed & natural law of growth;
that they contained, in primitive shepe, profound and per-
manent truths, and that they were proc imed with the most
absolute and entire aincerity by their founders ;—further, that
the revolt ageinst these beliefs followed also the same natural
law of social growth; and that the principles on which the
revole was founded contained also permanent truth, though
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