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Hebrews II  3                                  Evolution and the Pigeons 

 

Such is man. We find him now in all states and conditions from the wild creature living in holes or 

amongst trees who both in intelligence and morality is scarcely one remove from the brutes, to the 

man whose thoughts are centred in the absolutely good and whose life is fashioned on the 

inspiration of a spiritual ideal. If you were to take man away from these spiritual, social and mortal 

influences which long have moulded him, if some moral or social catastrophe were to happen which 

would dim his lights and obscure his spiritual aims, we would immediately find what scientists call a 

‘reversion’ which means a going back to some past ancestral form. If something happened which 

made us as a race doubt the efficacy of such lives as those of Jesus, civilization, morality, progress, 

social life would become impossible. We cannot escape at all if we neglect so great salvation. 

In making such a statement you must not imagine that I sympathise with the point of view or mental 

state of those who, in a similar position to mine tonight as a preacher, are very fond of making such 

a statement. Far from it. Those who make such statements generally are those who believe God 

visits special vengeance upon peoples who have disobeyed them. Theirs is the primitive conception 

of God. That is not mine. I do not pretend to believe that any backsliding on our part will disturb the 

peace of heaven. To me all that is vulgarity and blasphemy. But what I do want to say is this: that a 

breach of the moral law and a crippling of spiritual life result disastrously to men and communities. 

The pigeon who may be imagined to have been left on the desert island, far from their wonted 

habitation cannot by any stretch of an ecclesiastical imagination be said to have offended nature or 

God in their solitary fastness, and yet their doom is fired by a rigid fate. They must revert to the 

original rock pigeon. The law of nature gives a key to the law of morality. The moral life has created 

certain needs and has been an impulse upon certain lines of progressive development. In satisfying 

these needs and in moving onwards and upwards in these directions we have become possessed of 

these powers over nature and have reached that social state which we sum up in the general term 

civilization. Let us move out of the current on the breast of which we have hitherto been moving and 

the law of moral reversion assuredly comes into play and we return steadily to the non – moral, non 

– social and uncivilized condition from which we sprung. It is God as law, as order who punishes us, 

not God as will. God does not sit in heaven like a Jupiter hurling thunderbolts of wrath at erring man; 

God has made the universe after his own nature, the laws of the universe all tend to become moral 

and the man who breaks these laws is he who does evil and who consequently is punished. He loses 

ground. He is spent. He drops out from among the active lives. If his nation is like him, it vanishes 

from among the great nations. 

Let me illustrate my meaning by two examples in detail. But before doing so let me recapitulate 

some things which I said last week and which those of you who are interested in the intellectual 

position which I take up in these discourses should have clearly in mind here. I denied that salvation 

was the result of an acquiescence of the reason and will in any dogma. I denied that we needed it on 

account of any sin of any forefather or that it came to us through any one life; I denied the truth of 

the whole fabric of orthodox salvation dogma. I asked you to regard the universe as a life which from 

generation to generation and from epoch to epoch has been developing higher and higher forms of 

life and higher and higher forms of consciousness. 

1. Physical Ages 2. Moral Ages – Jews – Christians 



Now salvation is living in that progressive life. To adore God through his creation particularly his 

creatures, to praise him by cheerfully helping to leave creation better than we found it, to believe in 

him by believing in the triumphant end of all those are made in his image. This is saving faith, this is 

salvation. Then antagonism between God and man cease; then that buoyant, long suffering and 

patiently doing life of love springs up within us; then a new purpose reveals itself and a new 

importance is given to life; then the grave loses its terrors and death its sting. When we can say we 

are God’s and God is ours, then are we saved; and we must not think of God as a will which has 

dictated the Bible to us, but as a law which as we have understood it better and better has revealed 

to us by degrees the ever deepening and broadening truths of the scriptures. 

Now I can make myself clearer perhaps by giving my two detailed examples. The first appeals to us 

as individuals and the second to us as members of a society. If we did not believe in each other 

personally we would soon become savages again. Supposing an overwhelming belief came upon us 

that there was no such thing as self-sacrifice possible, supposing we became convinced that every 

piece of public work was done from motives of the purest selfishness, supposing it seems to us that 

unselfish acts were not only not practised by ourselves, can we imagine what social paralysis would 

follow. Take away that common spirit of uprightness between man and man and all our social life 

would crumble to pieces. Uprightness, morality, a sense of one’d responsibility to righteousness and 

justice are at the root of our social life, and anything that makes us less upright and moral dwarfs 

that life, anything that makes us more upright and moral invigorates it. Looking at our interests as 

individuals there is no permanent halting place between the fullest spiritual life and the most 

meagre animal life. We are moving between the one and the other and we must either be moving 

up or down. If we have no saving faith and reject the salvation which the lives of such men as Jesus 

offer to us we are moving down. 

But my second example from social life is even stronger in the conviction which it should carry. In 

nations as in individuals there is no standing still. You may not be aware of it, but every day of your 

lives. You are placing a harder and harder task upon your colours and your country to meet your 

wishes. The more you get, the more you want is really the fulfilment of a moral law. Man’s desires 

are infinite, and the life of a nation depends upon its success in satisfying the desires of the 

individuals composing it. In working out to its mortal end, our country has gone through certain 

temporary phases. For instance we has our age of war and our age of trade. If we regard these ages 

for themselves we would sacrifice everything in the one for the warrior and the other for the maker 

of money. And whether we do the one or the other, the nation is sure to come to an end. A nation of 

warriors is impossible and a nation of traders is impossible. The one thing possible is a nation of 

good men. That is the one worthy national policy to make the good life possible for ourselves and 

fellow citizens. If you say that is impossible, you are saying that England is to decay and that some 

people with more moral fibre in them than ourselves will step in and fill the gap which our fall has 

created. As citizens, as well as individuals, we must keep the moral end of life in view. Whatever is 

not contributing to the good life should be supplanted, whatever opposing it should be opposed, 

whatever is inviting us to neglect the great salvation should find in us sworn foes. 

The society which looks ahead with fear and trembling, the society that’s hear with terror the young 

generation knocking at its door is really falling from grace. The spring of progress is man’s moral 

nature; its force is his moral nature. Progress is a study in religion much more than a study in politics; 

much more a study in the nature and revelation of God than a study in government. Whenever this 

is not recognised you have a state of things such as you had in Carthage when the poor within the 

walls conspired with the foe outside for the downfall of the city. If the tone of national life is lower 

than the tone of any considerable body of individual life then you have an antagonism which must 



either lead to a reform or to national decline. That nation and that alone flourishes that can adapt its 

institutions and its pursuits to the spiritual life and needs of its people.  

Hence the law of salvation, the law which compels us to increase in grace, or fall, has a national as 

well as an individual significance. Its national aspects have been effectively obscured by the 

theological setting which it has received, but the great spiritual advantage which we Unitarians have 

in casting aside impossible creeds while we preserve the spiritual truths and aspirations which they 

embody is that we see these truths and aspirations in their fullest significance. We see their 

operations where the theologian cannot even suspect them. 

If it be true that our social life as individuals – and what would we be without a social life? – depends 

upon our moral nature  and that the life of nations ultimately depends on their moral aims we can 

see at once what we owe and how much in future we must trust to spiritual ideals. Had I been 

speaking ten years ago it might have been necessary for me to have defended that statement. It was 

then held that the moral nature was the result of social experience. That was the mark of reaction 

against dogmatic religion. Now a distinct tendency has set in another direction. Professor Huxley has 

given up all claims to our moral nature as form of ordinary physical evolutionary forces. Our morals 

are as pure as our spiritual aspirations are high, and we keep those aspirations high, and we keep 

those aspirations high only as we set forth to deliberately fashion our lives upon spiritual models. As 

we approximate these models we are saved. We are struck first of all by the superiority of the 

spiritual life, and we become filled by the spiritual idea. It is not too much to say that nature is 

revolutionised to mus. Things that before seemed to have been unbearable lie lightly upon us, and 

things that we counted trivial have become momentous. We read a new meaning and a new 

purpose in life, and we find a new motive and energy in living. It is a resurrection. We in fact have 

passed into a new heaven and a new earth. Who will have the audacity to compare the stories of 

such a salvation with its far reaching human results, with that old salvation which but chilled the 

soul? The younger men in the church, the men who have been infected by the spirit of religious 

earnestness which is now abroad, try to reconcile the two gospels. They live in their salvation and 

dogmatise and preach on their own. The two are irreconcilable, and only one thing can happen. The 

church must drift from its dogmas. She may preach against us, but she is becoming like us. She 

makes her protests and accepts our position. She pours her curses upon us and borrows our ideas. 

When Christian England is clear upon the nature of the great salvation offered to her, and the 

penalties of her rejecting it a great crisis in the history of humanity will have been reached. God 

grant that we all in our own ways and station may have prepared her for the choice of the spiritual 

life. Meanwhile until the day dawn and the shadows flee away let our gospel of salvation be: 

Some lofty part, than which the heart                                                                                                                     

Adopt no nobler can,                                                                                                                                                        

Thou shalt receive, thou shalt believe                                                                                                                                     

And thou shalt do, oh Man.                

 



 













 





 

 


