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THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.*

I AM about to say a few words upon the aims of this
society : and I should be sorry either to exaggerate
or to depreciate our legitimate pretensions. It
would be altogether impossible to speak too strongly
of the importance of the great questions in which
our membership of the society shows us to be
interested. It would, I fear, be easy enough to
make an over-estimate of the part which we can
expect to play in their solution. I hold indeed, or
I should not be here, that we may be of some service
at any rate to each other. I think that anything
which stimulates an active interest in the vital
problems of the day deserves the support of all think-
ing men; and I propose to consider briefly some of
the principles by which we should be guided in doing
whatever we can to promote such an interest.

We are told often enough that we are living in a
period of important intellectual and social revolutions.

* Address to West London Ethical Society, 4th December,
1892.
VOL. I. X
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2 THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.

In one way we are perhaps inclined even to state
the fact a little too strongly. We suffer at times
from the common illusion that the problems of
to-day are entirely new: we fancy that nobody ever
thought of them before, and that when we have
solved them, nobody will ever need to look for
another solution. To ardent reformers in all ages
it seems as if the millennium must begin with their
triumph, and that their triumph will be established
by a single victory. And while some of us are thus
sanguine, there are many who see in the struggles of
to-day the approach of a deluge which is to sweep
away all that once ennobled life. The believer in
the old creeds, who fears that faith is decaying,
and the supernatural life fading from the world,
denounces the modern spirit as materialising and
degrading. The conscience of mankind, he thinks,
has become drugged and lethargic; our minds are
fixed upon sensual pleasures, and our conduct
regulated by a blind struggle for the maximum of
luxurious enjoyment. The period in his eyes is a
period of growing corruption; modern society suffers
under a complication of mortal diseases, so widely
spread and deeply seated that at present there is
no hope of regeneration. The best hope is that
its decay may provide the soil in which seed may
be sown of a far-distant growth of happier
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THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES. 3

augury. Such dismal forebodings are no novelty.
Every age produces its prophecies of coming woes.
Nothing would be easier than to make out a catena
of testimonies from great men at every stage of the
world’s history, declaring each in turn that the cup
of iniquity was now at last overflowing, and that
corruption had reached so unprecedented a step that
some great catastrophe must be approaching. A
man of unusually lofty morality is, for that reason,
more keenly sensitive to the lowness of the average
standard, and too easily accepts the belief that the
evils before his eyes must be in fact greater, and not,
as may perhaps be the case, only more vividly per-
ceived, than those of the bygone ages. A call to
repentance easily takes the form of an assertion that
the devil is getting the upper hand; and we may
hope that the pessimist view is only a form of the
discontent which is a necessary condition of im-
provement. Anyhow, the diametrical conflict of
prophecies suggests one remark which often im-
presses me. We are bound to call each other by
terribly hard names. A gentleman assures me in
print that I am playing the devil’s game; depriving
my victims, if I have any, of all the beliefs that can
make life noble or happy, and doing my best to
destroy the very first principles of morality. Yet I
meet my adversary in the flesh, and find that he
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4 THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.

treats me not only with courtesy, but with no incon-
siderable amount of sympathy. He admits—by
his actions and his argument—that I—the miserable
sophist and seducer—have not only some good im-
pulses, but have really something to say which
deserves a careful and respectful answer. An infidel,
a century or two ago, was supposed to have forfeited
all claim to the ordinary decencies of life. Now I
can say, and can say with real satisfaction, that I do
not find any difference of creed, however vast in
words, to be an obstacle to decent and even friendly
treatment. I am at times tempted to ask whether
my opponent can be quite logical in being so
courteous ; whether, if he is as sure as he says that
I am in the devil’s service, I ought not, as a matter
of duty, to be encountered with the old dogmatism
and arrogance. I shall, however, leave my friends
of a different way of thinking to settle that point for
themselves. I cannot doubt the sincerity of their
courtesy, and I will hope that it is somehow con-
sistent with their logic. Rather I will try to meet
them in a corresponding spirit by a brief confession. I
have often enough spoken too harshly and vehemently
of my antagonists. I have tried to fix upon them too
unreservedly what seemed to me the logical con-
sequences of their dogmas. I have condemned their
attempts at a milder interpretation of their creed as
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THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES. 5

proofs of insincerity, when I ought to have done
more justice to the legitimate and lofty motives
which prompted them. And I at least am bound by
my own views to admit that even the antagonist
from whose utterances I differ most widely may be
an unconscious ally, supplementing rather than con-
tradicting my theories, and in great part moved by
aspirations which I ought to recognise even when
allied with what I take to be defective reasoning. We
are all amenable to one great influence. The vast
shuttle of modern life is weaving together all races
and ¢reeds and classes. We are no longer shut up in
separate compartments, where the mental horizon is
limited by the area visible from the parish steeple;
each little section can no longer fancy, in the old
childish fashion, that its own arbitrary prejudices
and dogmas are parts of the eternal order of things;
or infer that in the indefinite region beyond, there
live nothing but monsters and anthropophagi, and
men whose heads grow beneath their shoulders.
The annihilation of space has made us fellows as
by a kind of mechanical compulsion; and every
advance of knowledge has increased the impossi-
bility of taking our little church—little in compari-
son with mankind, be it even as great as the
Catholic Church—for the one pattern of right belief.
The first effect of bringing remote nations and
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6 THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.

classes into closer contact is often an explosion of
antipathy; but in the long run it means a develop-
ment of human sympathy. Wide, therefore, as is
the opposition of opinions as to what is the true
theory of the world—as to which is the divine and
which the diabolical element—I fully believe that
beneath the war of words and dogmas there is a
growth of genuine toleration, and, we must hope, of
ultimate conciliation.

This is manifest in another direction. The
churches are rapidly making at least one discovery.
They are beginning to find out that their vitality
depends not upon success in theological controversy,
but upon their success in meeting certain social
needs and aspirations common to all classes. Itis
simply impossible for any thinking man at the present
day to take any living interest, for example, in the
ancient controversies. The “drum ecclesiastic” of
the seventeenth century would sound a mere lullaby to
us. Here and there a priest or a belated dissenting
minister may amuse himself by threshing out once
more the old chaff of dead and buried dogmas.
There are people who can argue gravely about
baptismal regeneration or apostolical succession.
Such doctrines were once alive, no doubt, because
they represented the form in which certain still
living problems had then to present themselves.
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THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES. 7

They now require to be stated in a totally different
shape, before we can even guess why they were once
so exciting, or how men could have supposed their
modes of attacking the question to be adequate.
The Pope and General Booth still condemn each
other’s tenets; and in case of need would, I suppose,
take down the old rusty weapons from the armoury.
But each sees with equal clearness that the real
stress of battle lies elsewhere. Each tries, after his
own fashion, to give a better answer than the
Socialists to the critical problems of to-day. We
ought so far to congratulate both thém and ourselves
on the direction of their energies. Nay, can we not
even co-operate, and put these hopeless controversies
aside? Why not agree to differ about the questions
which no one denies to be all but insoluble, and
become allies in promoting morality ? Enormous
social forces find their natural channel through the
churches; and if the beliefs inculcated by the church
were not, as believers assert, the ultimate cause of
progress, it is at least clear that they were not
incompatible with progress. The church, we all
now admit, whether by reason of or in spite of its
dogmatic creed, was for ages one great organ of
civilisation, and still exercises an incalculable in-
fluence. Why, then, should we, who cannot believe
in the dogmas, yet fall into line with believers for
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8 THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.

practical purposes? Churches insist verbally upon
the importance of their dogma: they are bound to
do so by their logical position; but, in reality, for
them, as for us, the dogma has become in many
ways a mere excrescence—a survival of barren
formula which do little harm to anybody. Carlyle,
in his quaint phrase, talked about the exodus from
Houndsditch, but doubted whether it were yet time
to cast aside the Hebrew old clothes. They have
become threadbare and antiquated. That gives a
reason to the intelligent for abandoning them; but,
also, perhaps a reason for not quarrelling with those
who still care to masquerade in them. Orthodox
people have made a demand that the Board Schools
should teach certain ancient doctrines about the
nature of Christ; and the demand strikes some of us
as preposterous if not hypocritical. But putting aside
the audacity of asking unbelievers to pay for such
teaching, one might be tempted to ask, what harm
could it really do? Do yaqu fancy for a moment that
you can really teach a child of ten the true meaning
of the Incarnation? Can you give him more than a
string of words as meaningless as magical formula?
I was brought up at the most orthodox of Anglican
seminaries. I learned the Catechism, and heard
lectures upon the Thirty-nine Articles. I never
found that the teaching had ever any particular effect
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THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES. 9

upon my mind. As I grew up, the obsolete exuviz
of doctrine dropped off my mind like dead leaves
from a tree. They could not get any vital hold in
an atmosphere of tolerable enlightenment. Why
should we fear the attempt to instil these fragments
of decayed formule into the minds of children of
tender age? Might we not be certain that they
would vanish of themselves? They are superfluous,
no doubt, but too futile to be of any lasting import-
ance. I remember that, when the first Education
Act was being discussed, mention was made of a
certain Jew who not only sent his son to a Christian
school, but insisted upon his attending all the
lessons. He had paid his fees, he said, for educa-
tion in the Gospels among other things, and he
meant to have his money’s worth. “But your son,” it
was urged, “ will become a Christian.” “I,” he replied,
“ will take good care of that at home.” Was not the
Jew a man of sense? Can we suppose that the
mechanical repetition of a few barren phrases will
do either harm or good? As the child develops he
will, we may hope, remember his multiplication table,
and forget his fragments of the Athanasian Creed.
Let the wheat and tares be planted together, and
trust to the superior vitality of the more valuable
plant. The sentiment might be expressed senti-
mentally as easily as cynically. We may urge, like
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10 THE AIMS OF ETHICAL SOCIETIES.

many sceptics of the last century, that Christianity
should be kept “for the use of the poor,” and
renounced in the esoteric creed of the educated. Or
we may urge the literary and @sthetic beauty of the
old training, and wish it to be preserved to discipline
the imagination, though we may reject its value as a
historical statement of fact.

The audience which I am addressing has, I pre-
sume, made up its mind upon such views. They
come too late. It might have been a good thing,
had it been possible, to effect the transition from old
to new without a violent convulsion: good, if
Christian conceptions had been slowly developed
into more simple forms ; if the beautiful symbols had
been retained till they could be impregnated with a
new meaning; and if the new teaching of science
and philosophy had gradually percolated into the
ancient formula without causing a disruption. Pos-
sibly the Protestant Reformation was a misfortune,
and Erasmus saw the truth more clearly than
Luther. I cannot go into might-have-beens. We
have to deal with facts. A conspiracy of silence is
impossible about matters which have been vehemently
discussed for centuries. We have to take sides; and
we at least have agreed to take the side of the down-
right thinker, who will say nothing that he does not
believe, and hide nothing that he does believe, and
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