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PREFACE ON THE PROSPECTS
OF CHRISTIANITY

Why not give Christianity a Trial ?
Tue question scoms & hopeless one after zo00 years of
resolute adherence o the old cry of * Not this man, but
Barabba:”, Yer it s beginning to look as if Barabbas was
a failure, 1n spitc of his strong right hand, his vicrories,
his empires, Lis millions of moncy, «nd his moralitics and
cherches and Pu‘il.ita] constitutions, “*1'his man™ has not
been a failure yet ; for nobody has ever been sanc cnough to
try his way, But he has had one quaint trinmph. Harabbas
has stolen his name and taken his cross as a stapdarnd. There
i a sort of compliment in that. There is cven a surt of
loyaley in it, like that of the brigend who breaks every law
and yet claims to be a patriotic subject of the king who
makes them. We have alway: had 2 curions feeling that
though we crucified Christ on a stick, he somehow manzged
to get hold of the right end of it, and that if we were
better men we might try his plan. There have been one
or twa grotesque attempts at it by inadequate people, such
a3 the Kinpdom of God in Munster, which was ended by a
eracifixion so much more strocious than the ong on Calvary
that the bishop who took the part of Annas went home and
dicd of horror. But responsible people have never made
such attempts. The moneyed, respectable, capable world
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viil Androcles and the Lion

has been steadily anti-Christian and Barabbasque since the
crucifixion ; and the specific doctrine of Jesus has not in
all that time been put into political or general social practice.
lam no more a Christian than Filate was, or you, gentle
reader; and yet, like Pilate, I greatly prefer Jesus to Annas
and Cmaphas; and I am ready to admit that after con-
templating the world and human nature for nearly sixty
years, I see no way out of the world's misery but the way
which would have been found by Christ's will if he had
andertaken che work of a modern practical statcsman,
Pray do not at this early point lose patience with me and
shot the book, [ assure you I am ps sceptical and scientific
and modern a thinker a2 you will Aind anywhere, I grant
you I know a great deal more about economice and politics
than Jesus did, and can do thirgs he could not do, | am
by all Barabbasque standards a person of much better char-
acter and standing, and greater practical sense. I have no
sympathy with vagaboods and calkers who try to reform
society by taking men away from their regular productive
work and making vagabonds and talkers of them too; and
if I had been Filate I should have recognized as plainly as
he the necessity for suppressing actacks on the exising
social order, however corrupt that order might be, by
people with no knewledge of government and no power to
construct political machinery to carry out their views, act-
ing on the very dangerous delusion thar the end of the
world was at hand. I make no defence of such Christians
a3 Savonarola and John of Leyden: they were scurtling the
ship before they had learned how to build a raft; and it
became necessary to throw them overboard to save the
crew. I say this to ser myself right with respectable
society 3 bat I musc seill instst that if Jesus could have
worked aut the practical problems of a Communist consti-
tution, an admitted ebligation to deal with crime without
revenge or punishment, and 4 full assumption by humanity
of divine responsibilities, he would have conferred an in-
calculable bensfic on mankind, because these disunchive
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demands of his are now turning out (o be good sense and
sound cconomics.

I say distinctive, because his common humanity and his
subjection to time and space (that is, to the Syrian life of
his periad) involved his belief in many things, true and
false, that in no way distinguish him from other Syrians
of that time. But sech comman bheliefs do not constitute
specific Christianity any more than weanng a beard, work-
ing in a carpenter’s shop, or believing that the earth is fat
and that the stars could drop on it from heaven like hai-
stoncs. Christanity interests practical staresmen now be-
cause of the doctrines that discinguished Christ from the
Jews and the Barabbazques generally, including ourselves,

Why Jesus more than Another ?

I do not imply, however, that these doctrines were
peculiar to Christ. A doctrine peculiar to one men would
be only a craze, unless irs comprehension depended on a
development of human faculty so rare thet only one excep-
tionally giftcd man possessed it, But even in this case it
would be useless, because incapable of spreading, Christi-
anity s a step in moral evolution which is tndependent of
any individual preacher, If Jesus had never existed {and
that he ever existed in any other sense than that in which
Shakespear’s Hamlet existed hasbeen vigorously questioned)
Talstay would have thaught and tanght and quarrelled with
the Greek Chaurch all the same. g'I"['llzzh' creed has been
fragmentarily Emc:iaed to a considerakle extent in spite of
the fact that the laws of all countries treat ic, in effece, as
cniminal. Many of its advocates have been militant acheists,
But for seme reason the imagination of white mankind has
picked out Jesus of Nazarcth as the Christ, and attributed
all the Christian doctrines to him ; and as it is the doctrine
l.nd not the man that matiers, nnd a3, besides, one symbaol
is 88 good as another provided everyone atcaches the same
meaning to it, [ raise, for the moment, no question a5 to
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how far the gospels arc original, and how far they consist
of Greek and Chinese interpelations. The record that Jesus
said certain things is not invalidated by a demonstration
that Confucius said them before him. Those who claim a
literal divine paternity for him cannot be silenced by the
discovery that the same claim was made for Alexander
and Augustus. And I am not just now concerncd with
the credibility of the gospels as records of fact; for 1
am not acting as a detective, but tummg ouT mﬂd:rn
lights on to certain ideas and doctrines in them which
discntangle themselves from the rest becanse they are
flatly contrary to common pru;-:m:e, common sense, and
commen belief, and yet have, in the teeth of dogged
incredulity and recalcitrance, prodaced an frresistible im-
pression that Christ, though rejected by his posterity as an
unpraceical dreamer, and executed by his :nmempq:pra.r:ﬂ
as a dangerous anarchist and blasphemous madman, was
greater than his judges,

Was Jesus a Coward ¢

I know guite well that this impression of supericnty 13
not produced on everyone, even of these who profess ex-
treme susceptibility to it. Seteing aside the huge mass of
inculcated Christ-worship which has no real significance
because it has no intelligence, there is, among people who
are real]ly free to think for themselves on the subject, a
great deal of hearty dislike of Jesus and of contempre for his
failure to save himeelf and overcome his enemies by personal
bravery and cunning as Mahomet did. 1 have heard this
fecling expressed far more impatiently by persons brought
up in England es Christians than by Mahemetans, who
are, like their prophet, very civil to i'l:aus, and allow him
a place 1n their 2steem ntl.s veneration at least as high as
we accord to John the Baprist, But this British bulldog
contempt i3 founded on a complete misconception of
his reasons for submitting voluntarily to an ordeal of tor-
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ment and death, The modern Secularist is often so deter-
mined to regard Jesus as a man like himself and nothing
more, that he slips unconsciously inte the error of as-
suming that Jesus shared that view, Buot it is goite clear
from the New Testament writers {the chief authorities for
believing that Jesus ever existed) that Jesus at the time of
his death believed himself to be the Chrizst, a divine per-
sonage. It is thercfore acsurd to criticize his conduct
before Pilate ag if he were Colonel Roosevelt or Admiral
van Tirpitz or even Mahomet. Whether you accept his
belief in his divinity as fully as Simon Peter did, or reject
it as a delusion which led him to submit to torture and
sacrifice his life without resistance in the conviction that
he would presently rise aguin in glory, you are egua!l}r
bound to admit that, far from behaving hike a coward or a
sheep, he shewed considerable physical fortitude in going
through = cruel ordeal against which he could have defended
himself as effectually as he cleared the moneychangers out
of the temple. © Gentle Jesos, meel and mild ™ is 2 snivel-
ling madern invention, with no warrant in the gospels, 5t
Matthew would as soon have thought of applying such adjec-
tives to Judas Macesbens as to Jesuz; and even 5t Luke,
who makes Jesus polite and gracions, does not make him
meck. The picture of him as an English curate of the
Farcical comedy type, too meek to fight a policeman, and
everybody’s butt, may be useful in the nursery to soften
children ; but that such a figure could ever have become a
centre of the world® attention 1s too absurd for discussion :
grown men and women may speak kindly of a harmless
creaturs who utters amiable sentiments and is a helpless
nincom when he is celled on to defend them; but
they will not follow him, nor do what he tells them,
because they do not wish to share his defeat and disgrace.



