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Behold the lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”

Psalms XIX & XX
John 1: 1-24

Every great religious teacher seems to have been troubled with a sense of the double nature of man,
and began his religious life with a struggle which won supremacy for his diviner parts. We are rather
apt to think that this conflict within a man who strives to order his life by the moral law is confined
to Christianity. But it is not so. The injunction to crucify yourself that you may find salvation belongs
to every great spiritual creed whether its source was in Galilee, or Persia, or India, or China. It was
the burden of the faith and life which Buddha preached and exemplified. It underlay the attitude
which Confucius took to be the somewhat vague source of virtuous conduct which he designated as
heaven. Mohammed illustrated the opposing forces in his own life when in his early days as a
preacher of Monotheism at Mecca, he incurred the displeasure of the authorities and for the sake of
peace he avowed a belief in their gods. In the days of sorrowful repentance which followed he knew
his weakness and saw the conflict which the spiritually minded man is called upon to undertake to
still the conflict was particularly clear. He was most emphatic and clear in his pronouncements
regarding it. He recognised that spiritual life could only be attained through the death of many
cherished passions and emotions. He left as a legacy behind him the sword which was to divide
families and bring strife where hitherto there had been peace and love; and his oft repeated
injunction to his disciples to walk in his footsteps and in all things to make him their model and
interpreter of the Divine will indicate that he had had those spiritual victories that he had won in the
solitude of the wilderness during the midnight hours on the mountain sides would not be inherited
by his followers. There is a human pessimism toning down Christ’s spiritual noonday and it arises
very largely from a keen consciousness of the opposing natures in man.
Alas! He had good grounds in his fears. So deep an impress did his extraordinary character and
words so true that they seemed to come with miraculous force, make upon the minds and
imaginations of his followers, and so appropriate to the political, social and religious needs of the
time was the founding of the Christian Church that it was quite beyond the range of rational
possibility that he should sink back into that calm featureless ocean of oblivion which is the destined
home for the vast majority of men. But his memory was entrusted to people who did not understand
him – to men intellectually his superiors perhaps, but undoubtedly his inferiors in spiritual purity and
insight. Around his memory formed in time the parasite myth and the poisonous explanation, and
whilst the majority of people who profess a faith in the Bible imagine that they abide in Jesus even
as he did in his Father, they only put their trust in the words and ideas of fallible leaders and
mistaken interpreters. Thus both the spiritual and human in Christ have been well nigh lost.

One of those spiritual ideas which Christ from time to time tried to give expression and
which later teachers have most erroneously misunderstood and perverted is the need of
salvation. To the majority of Christians the idea of Salvation is perfectly definite. They would
state it thus: “By the fall sin entered the world and since then all men have sinned. Of
themselves they could do nothing to satisfy the law which is broken by sin and must
condemn the sinner. The penalty of that law moreover is for eternity. The prison doors
never open to him who has died in his sin. In the grave there is no repentance. In the words
of the hymn: “Life is the season God has given, to fly from hell and rise to heaven”.
Under these circumstances, Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the second person in the
Godhead, being without sin himself, offered to bear the sins of the world, took upon himself
a living body and was crucified. Thus he satisfied the justice of the law and permitted the

mercy of God to regard men. But yet notwithstanding the value and the pains of the
sacrifice, it was not to bring life to all men, but only to those who believed. Belief was to
consist of a profession of faith in God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost; in a
repentance of sin, and in a successful effort to subordinate both intelligence and will to
certain dogmatic statements regarding the nature and designs of God.” That is salvation and
its process as understood by the majority of Christians at this moment. Some have even
added that the above points of the creed must be supplemented by a particular church
membership and by partaking of a particular communion. But their difference from the
others is in degree not in kind. He who teaches his Sunday school children that the
inheritance of Nonconformists is damnation, has a conception of salvation which is in no
essential point different from that which the Nonconformists themselves hold. Both regard
the saving act in a man as a surrender to some power outside himself; both lay stress upon
professions of creeds and formal observances which have absolutely no relationship
whatsoever to the spirit of Christianity and which have only a very remote connection with
human life; both preach doctrines which are artificial and childish in their construction.
From beginning to end they are so obviously the thoughts of puny men that it does not
matter much if some claim that the edifice of salvation is only complete when surmounted
by a Roman cross or an Anglican crown.
Considering their claims and beliefs upon the broader grounds upon which we first stated
them, we take two objections as Unitarians, either one of which is, we believe, sufficient to
shatter this laboured scheme of sin and reconciliation. In the first place, it rests on the
assumption by one man sin and death passed into the world – that in fact we must take the
opening chapters of Genesis as accurate scientific fact. That is now quite impossible.
Investigation as to their literary origin has placed them quite outside the nation for which a
special relation with God and a special revelation from him was claimed, and has assigned
them to other nations that worshipped Baals and followed false gods. In fact they are not
Jewish but Chaldean, and can consequently claim none of that protection which our
prejudices and traditions afford to the records of that specially favoured nation. On the
other hand, science has shown them to be absolutely valueless.
Not only has geology made Adam disappear and biology refused to recognise the coming of
death by sin, but astronomy has recently multiplied our worlds of life and has left us to wonder,
what of their Adams, of their falls and of their salvation? But our second objection to the theology of
salvation is still more fatal, at any rate to those who accept Christ as the founder of Christianity.
There is nothing in the gospels to support this theology. If we trace it its origin we find it springing up
a generation after Christ was dead, battling for centuries to obtain ecclesiastical patronage and
being finally and securely accepted by Christendom in the Middle Ages. We find that the phrases and
ideas which have been worked into the Salvation Dogma were used metaphorically by Christ when
applied to himself and his mission and were drawn from passing political and religious ideas. John’s
call to repentance which was afterwards taken up by Jesus referred originally to certain conceptions
which the patriotic Jew held as to the manner in which Jehovah would vindicate the special
protection which he exercised over the Jewish nation; Jesus’s references to the Kingdom of God, the
Son of Man and the Messiah were undoubtedly mere adoptions of phrases which occasioned in the
Jewish mind thoughts peculiarly sacred and inspiring; his later talks about his power, the fate of his
followers and his second coming, made more definite by Christian editors than they were originally

spoken, were but expressions of that knowledge and hope of the soul which in the being of every
one are constantly discounting every obstacle, and so often seem to know nothing but their own
strength; and finally, in so far as he may have occasionally seemed to refer to his difference from
other men, he never said nor suggested that that difference lay in his nature but in his qualities. He
had mastered life with its mysterious impulses and its subtle and elusive distinctions between the
desirable and the undesirable, better than they had. He therefore knew what was permanent, and in
that knowledge was strong to face his fate – Aye! Even to walk upon it. But never did he say “I am

suffering in your place”, his message was rather “I am suffering because ye must suffer to be
like the Father. When I am dead you will remember me, and that remembrance will lighten
your burdens. I have shown you the way. No man shall henceforth have to walk this way
alone. He shall find my footsteps and they will guide him. He will find that someone has
suffered before him, and that will give him consolation and inspiration. Nothing could be
more unlike than the catechism and the Gospels.
It is natural that it should be so. Very few people can express ideas that are noble. He who can do
it in words is the genius in literature; he who can do it on canvas is the genius in painting; he who
can do it in life is the saint. And how few geniuses and saints there are! The ordinary man is neither
original nor strenuous. His appreciations of virtuous excellences in other people may be excellent,
but he rarely admires by imitating. He is only a champion of his ideals in the sense that he will
dispute with anyone who will attack them and he generally in time discovers for them a short and
convenient method of formal expression which becomes his creed and shibboleth. He has seen a
great life. He has dissected and religiously cherished its legs and arms and trunks, as though they put
together, were life. All this is very natural. It is a distinct stage in the world’s understanding of the
moral nature. Man cannot grasp great yet simple wonders all at once. They strike him as being
mysterious and so he thinks they are complicated. When will we learn that the simple is the
mysterious! When will we learn what life is!
The beating of his heart, the motion of his muscles, the tremors in the grey matter of the brain, they
do not sum the life of man – they contribute in fact but a very small fraction to it. The confusion of
these things with the life of man is but the confusion between the precepts of the catechism and the
life of the gospels. We strip the Parthenon of its sculptures to display them in a museum. But we
cannot bring Greece, its blue skies, its clear atmosphere, nor the sacredness of association with the
surrounding fields and hills and ruins to our museums too. No! The life has come out of these
trophies. We write words in our text books and teach them to our lisping children. They may be fine
words and true words. But apart from the personality of the speaker they lose their life. They may
be quite correct from the scientific or the ethical point of view – but they are fragments. Bones such
as those which Ezekiel saw in his vision which lay dead until the breath of life passed over them and
they revived. Do not let us mistake the gaunt scaffolding for the architectural idea which is being
worked out behind it. For our conception of salvation, do not let us call upon intellectual structures;
do not let us contemplate lifeless formulae; do not let us study museum specimens of moral
precepts wrenched from the life in which they had their full meaning and beauty. Salvation is a
condition of life. It is not primarily a mental but a moral attitude. It is not tested by a creed. Many an
atheist is firm on the rock of salvation; many a Christian, so-called is in the deep and dark waters
which God’s countenance does not illumine.
Another contrast between the salvation of the creeds and the true salvation naturally follows. The
true salvation is a fountain of living water springing up within you; the salvation of the creeds is a
conformity to a force which is outside you and against which you beat your head in vain. If you step

over a cliff you will be dashed to pieces; if the barometer falls you must prepare yourself for a gale; if
you sever a main artery you will die. These things express the mechanical operations of nature. It is a
blessing that our relations with physical nature are so fixed. But everyone feels how inadequate is
any such mechanical conception of spiritual life and laws.
Keeping on the safe side is wisdom when dealing with nature but how can we express our own
detestation of that principle when we are dealing with our God. There is no keeping on the safe side
with God. God is not approached by anyone who is on the outlook for ‘number one’. Only the soul
deals with God. Such dealing can be no accommodation, no mere conformity. To be saved is to share
God’s life. To grow from inwards. To the saved man there is no such force as God’s law. His life is
God’s love and God’s life. The gardener does not unfold the leaves of his rose trees, nor does he
relieve the buds of their sheaths. The woodman does not chip and fashion the acorn shoot into an
oak. The life of the rose is fulfilled in the rose. Its summer scented beauty is its energy in spring. The
life of the acorn is fulfilled in the oak. Its aged strength lies in its seed as a growing power. So the life
of God fulfils itself through the life of man, and salvation to men must be that knowledge of God’s
indwelling strength and beauty which is growing to a fullness in the race. It is a right development of
life. (Salvation under compulsion is impossible and however the theologian may twist and wriggle his
creed of salvation under compulsion) As the rose tree lives up to its crowning glory in the flower; so
man should live up to his crowning glory, God. A man who lives otherwise is blighted; not saved.
And a third and final distinction I should like to draw is this, that the catechism and creed, instead of
uniting men in this salvation divides them; that a salvation which is a life unities them. No two men
interpret spiritual truths in the same way; no two men put the same value on aids to the spiritual life
– ritual, for instance. If you insist upon putting any special saving value upon, say, the Apostle’s
Creed, you create dissent. If you make any essential connection between your ritual and religion,
you again create dissent. Each individual has got his own life, just as each rosebush has its own rose,
which differs from every other rose. And if that life is going to be regarded by him as a precious trust
he must interpret it himself. He must come to his own conclusions regarding its nature and the best
way in which it is to be used, and if any church deprives him of that right it is doing him a wrong and
the Divine Principle which it embodies a wrong. The Church of God should cut itself off only from
those who form impure and atheistic opinions of what life is. But while that only is imperative upon
the church, its exact opposite is imperative upon the individual member of the church. Salvation
should widen a man’s humanity. As the good Christian is part of God, so is the blighted life part of
the Christian’s life; a cloud of sorrow upon it, a speck on the bright shield of love. This is real saving
faith, to see in the world but the human soul, undivided and one in God. The lighter a man talks
about creeds, the firmer is he established on the rock of salvation. The miserable, besotted,
nerveless creature who has just signed the pledge, repeats time without number the solemn oaths
to which he has put his name. It helps him. Alone, he would be a helpless wreck. But if his better
nature is ever to assert itself, he will by and by forget his pledge. He will have found his feet. If the
pledge is constantly before him and is his one protection from him, then he is but saved by the skin
of his teeth. A wind-puff may blow him into perdition. As it is with the religionist. His forms and fasts
and creeds may help him in his struggles to attain that which his soul desires; he may be saved but
his life will have been spent upon itself; desire of itself is never strong enough to dominate him. He
may at the outset find consolation and rest in the definite theology of a sect, but if he does not
attain to the fellowship of the church universal, composed of all those who worship God in spirit and
in truth, his life in salvation has been prematurely ended. He who looks out steadfastly upon the
world, thanking the God who made for his manifold mercies, and sending up his silent and
smokeless sacrifice of daily effort, of hope, of emotion, he alone whatever his creed may be, is living
in that purifying love that taketh away the sins of the world.

