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This book states as plainly and clearly as possible the essential ideas
of my life, the perspective of my world. Everything else that I have
been or done seems to me to have been contributory to or illustrative
of these ideas and suggestions. My other writings, with hardly an
exception, explore, try over, illuminate, comment upon or flower out of
the essential matter that I here attempt at last to strip bare to its
foundations and state unmistakably. This is my religion. Here are my
directive aims and the criteria of all I do.

Since the subject of this book is the whole destiny of man, and the
whole duty of man, it will certainly be called a pretentious book.
That will be a charge too obvious to miss and we can consider it made.
But it is no more pretentious to work upon the whole of life than upon
parts and aspects of life; it is a question of scale and method; the
intellectual effort needed, the quality of the work required for making
the map of a continent may be less than and inferior to that demanded
by the chemical examination of a muscle fibre or the investigation of
atomic structure. A man is not pretentious because he works with the
theodolite instead of the
microscope. Some men work upon
the bulkier common issues; some upon finer and subtler questions. To
every man his task. There is no hierarchy in human thought.

Here, given tentatively, with many evident faults and gaps, is a scheme
for all human conduct. It discusses what should man be doing and what
should men be doing. It states a general form and direction for the
crowding rush of modern ideas and impulsions. I believe that upon
such lines as I have drawn, the creative forces in our species can
be organised and may be organised, in a comprehensive fight against
individual and collective frustration and death. I believe also that
there is no other direction but this direction along which mankind can
escape from the insecurity of an animal which has been evolved and
which may presently be degraded or extinguished in the play of material
things. The accident of a great opportunity, I hold, has happened to
our kind. It is opportunity and not destiny we face.

So I bear my witness and argue my design. This is, I declare, the truth
and the way of salvation. If I could, I would put this book before
every mind in the world. I would say, tell me where this is wrong, or
tell me why you do not live after these principles.

I pray the reader for a patient reading. This is, I submit, matter of
very great moment to him. My phrasing, my idiom of thought may not be
his. Will he forgive that for the sake of the substance I am putting
before him? It is astir already in many intelligences and it is an
amplifying group of ideas. I am merely the observer who notes his own
adhesion and draws attention, eagerly and earnestly, to what is going
on and to the quality of our present occasion. Will the reader at
least try to understand before he refutes? I am discussing here the
possibility of an immense and hopeful revolution in human affairs and
of an enlivening and ennobling change in our lives. I am discussing
whether our species, he and I with it and part of it, is to live or
die.
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Few people, if any, are always sustained by unselfish or religious
motives, and few or none are altogether beyond their influence.
The daily lives of the great majority of human beings are frankly
irreligious; they seem to differ only in their scope, variety and
intelligence from the lives of animals; they are determined by
instinctive impulses, individual desires and personal ends; they pass
from one satisfaction or disappointment to another; they are attracted
and deflected by casual encounters; they forget more or less completely
and they resume. Nevertheless, the conduct of most lives is restricted
and defined by the prevalent conceptions of what is honourable and
becoming, and right and wrong. Although the lives of the great run of
people are neither moral essentially nor essentially religious, they
respect current moral and religious forms and maxims, just as they
conform to current usages and beaten tracks. It is the line of least
resistance for them, and that suffices.

Communities have been held together in the past and are still held
together by laws and moral codes systematised upon religious ideas,
and this although few people have more than a superficial apprehension
of such ideas. Religion in its completeness has always been the
peculiarity of a minority; it has shaped and innervated communities
but never pervaded them throughout. But its presence seems to have
been necessary for collective life. Without it morality was baseless
and law unjustifiable. The intermittent disposition of most human
beings towards some sort of righteousness beyond self-seeking has been
upheld, as some sprawling, weak-jointed climbing plant may be upheld
on a trellis, by that more steadfast minority of sincere and devoted
persons. It is these latter who have preserved disinterested standards,
and who still preserve them; who have been and who continue to be the
salt of the earth.

Religious ideas in the past have derived from the most diverse
emotional and intellectual origins in the integrating mind of
man. Speculative explanations, metaphors hardened by usage into
quasi-factual statements, fantasies arising out of germinating
and suppressed impulses, false analogies, parables begotten and
lit by flashes of spiritual insight, traditions misconceived and
distorted, dogmatic excesses in explicitness evoked by the irritation
of contradictory criticism, the odd compromises of theological
diplomatists, the craving for supernatural sanctions and vindications
and the nightmare creations of fear, that haunting shadow of all
conscious life, have mingled inextricably in every religious fabric.
But the survival value of a religion to a community has lain always in
the practical assistance it afforded in the subordination of self and
the achievement of co-operative loyalties not otherwise obtainable.
No community seems ever to have been held together in wholesome
and vigorous collective life by “enlightened self-interest” alone.
Enlightened self-interest in exceptional cases and under slight or
moderate stresses may produce enough simulated disinterestedness to be
practically undistinguishable from public virtue, and the great mass of
lives in every community is no doubt kept at this or that moral level,
and in this or that form of behaviour according to the quality and
intensity of the beliefs that hold that community together with little
or no co-operating force in the lives themselves. But somewhere and
effectively in that community the sustaining beliefs of the community
must be passionately and sincerely held and maintained. A community
where binding beliefs have decayed altogether is like a building whose
mortar has been changed to sand. It may stand for a time, but it stands
precariously.

Now in the communities in which we are living to-day there has been
a far-reaching weakening and change in religious beliefs. This has
been due to an enormous growth of knowledge, to an enhanced vigour
of criticism, to a relative enfeeblement of government and authority
which released unprecedented freedom of speech and permitted the
crystallisation of doubts into coherent and militant denials. At the
same time there have been developments of the mechanical conditions of
life that have enlarged the scale of possible human operations, made
economical life increasingly international and brought once autonomous
states and regions into a mutually disintegrative intimacy of reaction.
The stresses upon our communities are greater than they have ever
been and the blinding forces less. The outlook before our race seems
therefore to be wider, more uncertain and much more dangerous than has
ever appeared before.

In the past, in the history of every community there have been
phases of moral and religious confusion. The beliefs and ideas of
right conduct that have served hitherto begin, in the presence of
new circumstances or new challenges, to lose authority or to fail in
meeting current moral problems. An age of relaxation and a sort of
experimental wickedness dawns. Scruples vanish. Treachery, cruelty,
unrestrained self-indulgence, which have been kept under hatches,
emerge conspicuously. Government becomes more adventurous, tyrannous
and unjust, and the moral distinction between ruler and brigand fines
away to the vanishing-point. There seems no longer any good faith
nor any sweetness of soul in human life, except among the sacrificial
simple. What will for a better life still manifests itself in the world
is for a while quite unable to take hold of the disorder. Italy in
the Machiavellian period and Germany after the intricate wars of the
Reformation may be cited as typical instances of such “wicked” phases
in social history. Yet it was not that the heart of man changed for
the worse in those ages, not that there was a sudden generation of
vipers, but that intellectual confusion had divided and enfeebled that
graver-spirited minority which had, under more assured conditions,
sustained the faith of most people and the moral disciplines of
everyone. The quality of the ingredients of the human mixture remained
the same, but the restraining and directive forces had in their
interplay come upon a phase of mutual neutralisation and collective
ineffectiveness.

There are many signs that to-day over large parts of the world there is
a drift towards such another disintegrative and distressful phase. The
brigand, the boss and the adventurer become portentously successful
and immune. People who, in other times, would have been active and
confident in their own lives and vigorously co-operative in the control
of human affairs are uncertain in their hearts and unhappy in their
interventions. The old faiths have become unconvincing, unsubstantial
and insincere, and though there are clear intimations of a new faith in
the world, it still awaits embodiment in formulæ and organisations that
will bring it into effective reaction upon human affairs as a whole.

This present essay is an attempt to assemble these intimations in a
form that will be available for the practical direction of the writer’s
and the reader’s life.
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The religions that hitherto have served over wide regions and for
considerable periods of time to sustain men in more or less orderly,
honest, decent and progressive societies, have been presented to the
generality and accepted by the generality in extremely attenuated
forms. In their beginnings they were all intense and uncompromising.
Christianity, for example, began with the completest communism,
Buddhism with an entire renunciation of earthly desire, Islam with the
passionate and forcible dedication of the whole world to Allah. Sooner
or later, however, the propagandist came to terms with human weakness
and struck a bargain for a cheaper form of common proselyte.

But though the creed and practice might need lightening and fitting to
customary humanity before they could be universally accepted, there
appeared no essential conflict in the process between the intense and
the superficial form. The common man assented to everything in the
doctrine, and merely asked to have the more difficult and onerous terms
deferred or mitigated. His plea for his personal insufficiency was
weakness and not dissent.

In their completeness, in their esoteric forms, in the life that was
professionally religious, religions have always demanded great
subordinations of self. Therein lay their creative usefulness. There
is no such thing as a self-contained religion, a private religious
solo. Certain forms of Protestantism and some mystical types come
near to making religion a secluded duet between the individual and
his divinity, but here that may be regarded as a perversion of the
religious impulse. Just as the normal sexual complex excites and stirs
the individual out of his egotism to serve the ends of the race, so the
normal religious process takes the individual out of his egotism for
the service of the community. It is not a bargain, a “social contract,”
between the individual and the community; it is a subordination of
both the existing individual and the existing community in relation to
something, a divinity, a divine order, a standard, a righteousness,
more important than either. What is called in the phraseology of
certain religions “conviction of sin” and “the flight from the City
of Destruction” are familiar instances of this reference of the
self-centred individual and the current social life to something far
better than either the one or the other.

This is the third element in the religious relationship, a hope, a
promise, an objective which turns the convert not only from himself
but from the “world” as it is, towards better things. First comes
self-disregard, then service, and then this reconstructive creative
urgency.

For that minority of minds which I have already spoken of as the
salt of the earth, this aspect of religion seems to have been its
primary attraction. One has to remember that there is a will for
religion scattered throughout mankind. Religion has never pursued its
distinctive votaries; they have come to meet it. The desire to give
oneself to greater ends than the everyday life affords, and to give
oneself freely, is clearly dominant in that minority and traceable in
an incalculable proportion of the majority.
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Every great religion has explained itself in the form of a history and
a cosmogony. It has been felt necessary to say Why and To
what end. Every religion has had necessarily to adopt the physical
conceptions and usually also to assume many of the moral and social
values current at the time of its foundation. It could not transcend
the philosophical phrases and attitudes that seemed then to supply the
natural frame for a faith, nor draw upon anything beyond the store of
scientific knowledge of its time. In these conditions lurked the seeds
of an ultimate decay and supersession of every religion.

But as the idea of continual change going farther and farther from
existing realities and never returning to them is a new one, each fresh
development of religion in the world so far has been proclaimed in
perfect good faith as the culminating and final truth. The suggestion
of the possibility of further restatement is an unsettling suggestion;
it seems to undermine conviction and it breaks the ranks of the
believers because there are enormous variations in the capacities of
men to recognise the same spirit under a changing shape. While some
intelligences can recognise the same God under a variety of names and
symbols without any severe strain, others cannot even detect the most
contrasted Gods one from the other, provided they wear the same mask
and title. It appears a perfectly natural and reasonable thing to many
minds to restate religion in terms of biological and psychological
necessity, while to others any variation in the phrasing of the faith
seems to be nothing less than atheistical misrepresentations of the
most damnable kind. For them God, a God still anthropomorphic enough
to have a will and purpose, to display preferences and reciprocate
emotions, to be indeed a person, must be retained until the end of
time. For others, God can be thought of as a Great First Cause, as
impersonal and inhuman as atomic structure.


It is because of the historical and philosophical commitments they
have undertaken, and because of concessions made to common human
weaknesses in regard to such once apparently minor but now vital moral
issues as property, mental activity and public veracity—rather than
of any inadequacy in their adaptation to psychological needs—that
the present discredit of recognised religions has come about. They no
longer seem even roughly truthful upon issues of fact, and they give
no imperatives over large fields of conduct in which perplexity is
prevalent. People will say: “I could be perfectly happy leading the
life of a Catholic devotee if only I could believe.” But most of the
framework of religious explanation upon which that life is sustained is
too old-fashioned and too irrelevant to admit of that thoroughness of
belief which is necessary for the devotion of intelligent people.

Great ingenuity has been shown by modern writers and thinkers in
the adaptation of venerated religious expressions to new ideas.
Peccavi. The word “God” is in most minds so associated with
the concept of religion that it is abandoned only with the greatest
reluctance. The word remains though the idea is continually attenuated.
He is pushed farther and farther from actuality and His definition
becomes increasingly a bundle of negations, until at last, in His
rôle of The Absolute, He becomes an entirely negative expression.
While we can speak of good, say some, we can speak of God. God is the
possibility of goodness, the good side of things. If phrases in which
the name of God is used are to be abandoned, they argue, religion will
be left speechless before many occasions.

Certainly there is something beyond the individual that is and the
world that is; on that we have already insisted as a characteristic
of all religions; that persuasion is the essence of faith and the
key to courage. But whether that is to be considered, even after the
most strenuous exercises in personification, as a greater person or
a comprehensive person is another matter. Personality is the last
vestige of anthropomorphism. The modern urge to a precise veracity is
against such concessions to traditional expression. On the other hand
there is in many fine religious minds a desire amounting almost to a
necessity for an object of devotion so individualised as to be capable
at least of a receptive consciousness even if no definite response
is conceded. One type of mind can accept a reality in itself which
another must project and dramatise before it can comprehend it and
react to it. The human soul is an intricate thing which will not endure
elucidation when that passes beyond a certain degree of harshness and
roughness. The human spirit has learnt love, devotion, obedience and
humility in relation to other personalities, and with difficulty it
takes the final step to a transcendent subordination, from which the
last shred of personality has been stripped. In matters not immediately
material, language has to work by metaphors, and though every metaphor
carries its own peculiar risks of confusion we cannot do without them.
Great intellectual tolerance is necessary, therefore—a cultivated
disposition to translate and retranslate from one metaphysical or
emotional idiom to another—if there is not to be a deplorable wastage
of moral force in our world.

Three profound differences between the mental dispositions of the
present time and those of preceding ages have to be realised if current
developments of the religious impulse are to be seen in their correct
relationship to the religious life of the past. There has been a great
advance in the analysis of psychic processes and the courage with
which men have probed into the origins of human thought and feeling.
Following upon the biological advances that have made us recognise fish
and amphibian in the bodily structure of man, have come these parallel
developments in which we see elemental fear and lust and self-love
moulded, modified and exalted, under the stress of social progress,
into intricate human motives
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