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For Zion’s sake I will not keep silence, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until its righteousness
go forth as brightness and its salvation as a lamp that burneth
I never touch a subject in Christian doctrine without a fear that I am to be misunderstood. These
doctrines mean so much to us. We have not perhaps been very zealous in our love for them so long
as they were permitted an unchallenged right of companionship with us, but when anyone raises his
voice against them, then do we begin to feel that they and we cannot be separated. We discover
that all our virtues depend upon them, often, I fear, as we discover sometimes that all our pleasures
depended upon the touch of some withered hand and the sound of a voice that is still. We had not
suspected it before the separation. Under these circumstances, every attempt to examine the basis
of Christian doctrine must appear to many to be an attempt of the evil one to rob the human life of
its sacred dignity, to lay it waste in some of its richest nooks, to deprive it of an inspiration and to cut
it off from the roots of its Divine growth. I need hardly say that these critical expositions of points in
Christian faith have no such purpose. The man who has only yet discovered the barren aspects of
truth, should in these days keep silence. His own mind must tell him that the effect of truth seeking
is not to lay waste but to enrich, is not divorce the divine and the human but to unite them in closer
bonds. I believe that many of these dogmas blind rather than enlighten, and deceive the soul so that
it contemplates with satisfaction and even joy a field of thistles. I make these critical expositions to
purify and ennoble our religious conceptions, to banish from our hearth these diabolical beings that
have sat there for so long and, adorned in the symbols of religious purity, have bewitched us into a
state of religious paralysis. We knock down because we need the ground for purer structures, we
seek to induce you to withdraw your eyes from many old sacred symbols and your minds from many
old sacred thoughts because your contemplation of them deprived you of a contemplation of
symbols and thoughts much more sacred; if we desire to direct your steps from altars where your
head used to reverently bow, it is only to turn them to other altars where the light of love of God
plays more divinely. That we may do so, at least is our prayer.
No article of Christian faith could be better selected than that of inspiration to show you the spiritual
and intellectual superiority which the newer faiths have over the old creeds.
Whenever man of any age began to think of the life he was dragging out and sought a reason for it,
he was faced with the eternal on the one hand and the temporal on the other, with God on the one
hand and with himself on the other. Between the two an impassable gulf was fixed; and yet they had
to be united. Separate from his creator man could not live. Many fantastic bridges span that gulf
each and all thrown across by the imaginative ingenuity of man. That belonging to the official
trustees of the Christian faith is familiar to us. They call it inspiration. God’s holy spirit has moved in
the hearts of some men, sat they, and has filled them with a knowledge not their own that humanity
through them may be taught the nature and purpose of God. Thus from time to time God has
spoken through the mouths of prophets and by the pen of saints. His words have been guarded by
his own power and collected by his wisdom imparted through the church to men. We now have
them in the shape of our Bibles, or as some would say, in the body of church tradition. “By the
contact of the Holy Spirit,” to modify the words of Origen. “These authors and counsellors became
clearer in their mental perceptions and their souls were filled with a brighter light.”
The difficulties in the way of such a belief are many. If for instance we found that the judgements of
the church were more unanimous than they were and more in accordance with wisdom, justice and

mercy, it might be easy for us to accept the Catholic faith of inspiration. But the history of the church
– her establishment and her creeds – effectually deprive us of the consolation of a trust in her
infallibility. Nor is the evidence of scriptural infallibility one whit clearer. We have an initial difficulty
with the canon of scripture in that the churches are not all agreed as to what are sacred books and
what profane. As to the New Testament however the churches of the West are agreed, and so far as
ecclesiastical sanction can decide the matter, it would appear we have a collection of writings which
are undoubtedly inspired – moreover they, or some of them, were mentioned in the same breath as
the Old Testament books as, for instance, when Theophilus of Antioch speaks of the Law, the
Prophets and the Gospel being divinely inspired. But a closer examination of the books themselves
and a more intimate acquaintance with Biblical criticism, reveal some defects that are at variance
with any theory of inspiration. There can be no doubt now but that the Gospels are really edited
compilations, contradictory in some respects; that they were not written in their existing forms by
any of the men whose names they bear; and that even after their form has been cast, additions were
made. The authorship of some of the epistles is doubtful, and their teaching bears the ordinary
marks of the efforts of the human mind to write a defence of its faiths. They are indeed not always
inspiring, their meaning is not always clear, their thought is often confusing. And it strikes us that
perhaps after all Canon Gore is right when he suggests that only now have we reached that state of
knowledge and are we sufficiently remote from the enthusiasms and impulses of the times in which
the scriptures originated which are necessary before the question of inspiration can be raised.
I would add by way of further general consideration that some of the immoralities of the Old
Testament cannot by any apology be considered to be inspired utterances, for though we can well
imagine that the Holy Ghost may, in consideration of historical circumstances moved man to write
half-truths, if could not by reason of its assumed nature permit them to write evil. Again it is a very
suspicious reflection on the theory of God’s revelation by inspiration that Jesus wrote nothing and
did not command than anything should be written. Were the mechanical theory of inspiration true,
surely no divine power would have cast aside his chosen exponent as a medium of verbal and
rational inspiration. Many aspects of Christ’s life and teaching are disputed simply because they have
been recorded by witnesses or have been saved from the wreck of traditions, and yet there are sects
who regard a concurrence of opinion in these aspects as necessary to saving faith. When God had an
opportunity of a direct revelation by making his son the medium of inspired utterances, we cannot
believe that he left these utterances to the memory of disciples who are known to have been
inaccurate reporters.
Whatever view of inspiration we take, it must be a view which will enable us to reconcile the
somewhat conflicting elements of the Bible. In doing so we may be led to widen the boundaries of
what we call holy writ and to admit within that sacred pale writings that have hitherto borne the
slighting title of secular and profane. For it is evident that no simple theory of inspiration which puts
an equal value upon every page of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation will satisfy either our
intellectual wants or our moral judgements. The Bible reflects a progressive morality. In its early
pages God rises to no higher dignity than the national gods of a primitive society. He is a God of
battles and a man of war. Cruelty and vindictiveness enter largely in his nature. The morals of his
people are but the morals of primitive times also. Page after page as we advance in our reading, we
find nobler and purer conceptions of the Almighty being formed. The psalmists rise higher and
higher in singing their songs; the philosophers come nearer and nearer to the knowledge of God as a
spiritual authority; the prophets are enraptured with a firmer and firmer conviction of the
universality of God’s love and mercy. It would be an outrage upon our natures to ask us to believe in
an inspiration which gives to the chroniclers an equal value with the later prophets and psalmists. It
cannot be that God himself changes. The progress of religious thought as shown in the Bible from

Adam to Jesus must therefore be an evidence of human change. It is in fact an evolution in human
thought. Between Moses and Jesus, their times, their thoughts, their moral convictions, there are
many intermediate stages. The day of religious life had a grey dawn and a cloudy forenoon. The light
of God’s nature grew and is still growing into the perfect day. We find some men living in the passing
hours, thinking of no fulfilment but what lie within their narrow grasp. They know nothing of the
promise. But on the other hand there are some who can say with Abi Vogler
‘But God has a few of us whom he whispers in the ear
The rest may reason and welcome: ‘tis we musicians know, ‘
By suggesting that inspiration comes from a foreknowledge of what is to happen, I do not mean that
inspiration is merely foresight. To me there is neither reverence nor dignity attached to the idea that
God permitted the prophets to peer into the future and sent them abroad like boys charged with the
secret of shows at pairs; nor can we properly apply the word inspired to one who by a careful
calculation and balancing of tendencies is able to forecast certain events – the result of an election,
the course of national; history, the place of a yet undiscovered star. These do not bring us into the
sphere of inspiration.
Inspiration must be spontaneous. It must be a bubbling over of the soul. It is really a surrender of the
man to mysterious forces which toss him upon their crests as a ship is tossed upon the billows, so
that, however the wind seems to be blowing or wherever the clouds seem to be gathering, he feels
in himself the great permanent pulses that ebb and flow, advance and retreat through humanity.
The difference between inspiration and foresight may be illustrated, though somewhat imperfectly
within the field of science itself. Recent discoveries in astronomy have mostly been discoveries of
foresight. The universe is built up and kept in place by the rigid laws of mathematics. Here and there
amongst observed phenomena there were gaps. Their precise spots were indicated by patient,
elaborate and accurate calculations. Here a planet was placed and here a moon and upon these
spots telescopes were directed. One after another, these hitherto unobserved members were
detected. The gaps were filled and the calculations of the astronomers were proved to be accurate.
We instinctively feel that that has nothing to do with inspiration. Let us take another instance of
what we may call the prophetic in science. Only but a few years ago scientific study was broken up
into compartments practically incapable of giving each other assistance. The astronomer shut
himself up in his observatory, the chemist in his laboratory, the geologist busied himself with his
hammers and chisels, the biologist with his scalpels. Each was adding wonderful discoveries to the
records of his study and yet each felt the pains of isolation. Suddenly the word evolution was
whispered. It was like the winds moving amongst the dry bones in the valley of the dead. Science
was united. Her dead bones became articulate and breathed the breath of life. Across every human
interest the breath has blown since; and it has revived them all with a new life. There we are on the
very borders of inspiration, if we have not actually crossed them.
Perhaps an element must be added which we do not find in the impulses which gave birth in the
idea ‘Evolution’, an element which brings the insight clear out of the fields of knowledge and places
it in the region of the soul – the spiritual instinct. What this element is almost defies definition. We
know that we experience it. We know that it is loftier than the ordinary poetic inspiration, which
after all is more an ability to sing than to feel song within you. We know that it is not the scent of the
rose in life but that it is the rose itself. What better expression can we use for it than the old
expression that inspiration is the infusing of God’s spirit. These words have two meanings, the
mechanical or dictionary meaning and the spiritual meaning. I do not use them in the former sense; I
do not believe in them in that sense. I use them to mean that infusion of human elements with
divine elements which intensifying the vision of one reveals the other in its fullness and strength. A

time may come when that revelation to the human soul will have a new and appropriate language
corresponding to it. But that time is far hence and we have meanwhile to use words honoured and
sanctified by age. The change in meaning consists in this: that we regard inspiration as an evidence
of an infusion of the divine life in the human life, so that the human point of view is no longer
temporal but eternal. That point of view expressed, so far as it concerns man, another destiny, is
epitomised by Hegel at the close of his ‘Philosophy of History’ – the changing scenes which the
annals of the world present are a process of development and the realization of spirit. “What has
happened and is happening every day, is not only not ‘without God’ but is essentially his work.” That
presented to the world in a halo of moral fervour that preached to the world in terms of enlightened
prophecy as to what it shall be “when the years have passed away”, that is the word of inspiration.
It is because the Bible contains a literature pre-eminently written from that point of view and with
that fervour that it stands first among the inspired books of the world. In it, the maxim and precept
and dogma play quite secondary parts. They could all be cut out and its inspired force would not be
diminished. Its power and singularity is its persistence in revealing God under some aspect in every
circumstance. It is not the history of a people, but the growth of a faith in a people. The aim of our
criticism therefore is to take the scriptures from one niche of reverence in order to put them on
another of greater reverence as it seems to us. The events of the history, some revolting, others
immoral detract nothing from the preciousness of the inspiration when we stand on the platform of
human evolution and not on that of divine perfection, when we take our own place amongst the
multitudes marching through the wilderness instead of walk in the cool and quiet shades of the
Canaans reserved for their ultimate possession. Then we walk with Moses and the Judges and the
Kings and the Psalmists and the Prophets are our guides, and they point out the finger of God in
every vicissitude of fortune and tell us more of his purity and love as generation succeeds
generation, until in a rapture of inspired hope – nay even conviction – they see hidden in the dark
folds of the future a messiah who is to close the annals of Israel by completing them, through whom
the broadening river of Jewish faith is to sweep majestically out into the great boundless ocean of
humanity. In opinion as well as in history, the nature of God predominates these pages. Ah! Who
knows but that the world of worry is to be frightened away by our beholding the lilies of the field,
the spectre of dishonest struggle in our marts be exorcized by the wisdom in “Blessed are the meek
for they shall inherit the Earth”, and that the calming word in conflicting philosophies is to be: “Thus
saith Jehovah, the heavens are my throne and the earth my footstool.” that is the burden of the
scriptures old and new. That is the harmony to which every age whatever its aspect may be, whether
it be clothed in the garments of chastity or exposed in the shame of iniquity, lends a contributory
note. Here we learn, and our traditions of worship have added a peculiar sacredness to the book, so
clearly of him.
Who saith: “A whole I planned, youth shows but half; trust God: see all nor be afraid we are brought
under the events as privileged friends are brought behind the wings of the stage sometimes and we
know the mind who has regulated the step of the dancers and the tears of the sorrowful and who
adapts the faults of the beginning and the failings of the middle of the drama to the perfection of its
end. That knowledge fired with love and haloed with moral enthusiasm poured forth as glad tidings
to the race falls upon them as the mysterious revelations of the inspired and becomes forever in
their own soul a power making for righteousness and a joy urging a conflict with whatever delighteth
in the impure, the deceitful, the degraded and the sinful.

