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One of the most striking developments in theological thought which has come
in the last genoration is that which concerns the relationship of the Christian
religion to the process of history. During the first part of the prosent century
the dominant conception among thoughtful Christians was one which was related to
history only incidentally. Just as modorn chemistry con be treatod as a finished
gystom, the truth of which is indopendent of the dark and checkerod history of this
science, so a spiritual religion might, it was believed, also be considered, One of
the most interosting oxpressions of this mood is to be found in the words of Lord
Gifford upon tho institution of what may be truly called the most distinguished
lootureship in the world,

lord Gifford hoped that his leoturers would treat tho subject’ of natural
theology "without roforence to or roliance on any supposed special, exoeptional or
go=called miraculous rovelation," Natural theology could be considercd, Lord
Gifford supposed, as o scionco consisting of truths reachod altogether independontly
of en historical roligion., dAccordingly the lecturers wero gupposed to treat their
subjoct just ns thoy would treat of "astronomy or chemistry," but it is well known
that they have had great difficulty in doing this.

Though the foundation established in the Gifford lecturos concorned natural
thoology as a whole and not Christian theology, there was a strong tondency to re-
gord Christian thoology in the samo 1ight, Christianity was, it seomed, only a name
for a purified high roligion of the spirit, shared by peoples of mnny timos and
places, and not nocassarily tied to evonts which took place in Palestines Indeod,
it might os woll be built upon Chinese or Indian culture rather thon the Hebraic and
Hollonice In othor words, it was essontinlly ideas By saying it was idea wo do
not mean to suggost that the concoption was wholly intollectual, shutting out the
appoal to religious oxperionce, We moan, rathor that both the intollectunl for-
mulation and the oxperioncc wore conceived as indopondent of tomporal considorations.
On This basis, wo mignt nogloct tho slow or rapid stages by which the gospol camo,

“we might oliminatc from our survoy all ovonts betweon the deporture of Abroham from
Ur of tho Chaldees and the arrival of dologatos at Madras, Christianity would thon
be a high, catholic, non=local religion, which could. be entorod into on its own
morits and without ony attontion to its developmont, The seriocs of ovonts would be
incidontal, If the purpose of our journey is to reach tho mountain top, so the
argumont runs, why should we concorn oursolves groatly with tho tortuous path by
which wo roach it,

The dominance of this conception is striking ovidence of the influonce of ideas
derivod from natural scicnce, The conception of the Christian faith just suggestod
1s striotly parallcl to tho dominant conception of physies or chomistry. And it is
tho roocognition of this fact which holps us to freo our minds of the concoption, The
change in emphasis has come about partly through o recognition that theology, howevor’
soientific it may botome, is, in fact, strikingly different from the natural sciencoss
It diffors from thom, not bocause it deponds upon authority, whoreas thoy depend
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upon facts, for authority plays an enormous part in natural science and fact plays

an enormous part in religion, but because of a characteristic shared by theology

with other humanistic‘disciplines, the characteristio of dependence upon historical
processes. Perhaps no theologian has expressed this as olearly as has William Temple.

T4 is no accident that in our colleges we give much atbtention to the History
of Philosophy, the History of Religion, the History of Art, but little attention to
the  History of Science, This is not because the history of science is not intereste
ing, but because it is not essential, whereas, in the consideration of all phasos of
spiritual life, it is strictly sssentiale. Soicnoe can be handled in temporal cross
scotions, The freshman can begin his course in natural science without any histori-
cal preparation and even such historical references as occur aro largely incidental,
Boylets law could be given a rumbor os well as o name, and it is hardly important
to kmow that Boyle lived in the sevonteenth conturye. The only significant question
is the present truth and usefulnoess of tho law,

I em glad to record my gratitude to my beloved teacher, Profossor Lovejoy, for
his insistence that philosophy ocarnot bo divorcod from the history of philosophy. He
is fond of saying that you ocannot philosophigo in vacuos The history of reflective
thought, as he shows in his sntroduction to his Carus Lectures, is roally a great
end sustained oonversation, but a convorsation in which we help one anothor to
arrive at some specific conclusionse

Our efforts to present either philosophy or religion in the cross seotion, _
soiontific manner aroc nover completely succoessful, We give coursos’ callod "Introduce
tion to Philosophy", arranged by problems rathor then by chronology, but we find our=
golves showing how Plato or Doscartos dealt with each problem, This is oven more
true in religion, whore wt cannot avoid tho relapse into marratives Donald Hankey's
The Lord of all Good Life, still moves students in a striking way. Sooner or later
Wo must illustrato the point in question by telling how God dealt with mon in former
times, Tho gospel song, "Tell me the old, old story," points to what is really in-
escapablo, Religion as mere speculation is poor and this, bocause it is abstracts

Science has o history, in tho senso that thore is o crude scaffolding by which
the sciontifid ontorprise has been able to arrivo at its present eminonce, but the’
point is that, having arrived, it can noglect the scaffolding or cvon kick it awny,
but, in the life of the spirit, the scaffolding is on integral part of the structurce

This signifiocant difforence botweon natural scionce on the one hand, and
roligion or any othor humanistic discipline on the other, arisos from tho fact that
noturel science is abstract whereas the spiritual life is always concrete, The
reason why tho sciontist can afford to noglect the historical context of a discovery
is that he has drawn out all aspects of reality oxcopt one. His fundamental task is
to find laws and relations which are univorsally valid bocauso they are considered
in isolation, Even individuals are nothing but oxamples. Religion, on the other
hand, cannot be abstract, it cannot isolato, it must sec men in the full concretoness
of their stations, A roligious truth, then, is not somothing that can be symbolized
by equations on a blackboard, the most bloodloss things concoivable, but is something
that cen only be demonstratod in the procoss of living in society and in history.
The Christian faith, in its omphasis on the incarnation, has always held this con=
viction implicitly, but the contrast with natural science, available in our day,
helps this conviction to bocome fully explicite
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The offort to consider theology after the fashion of ‘natural science as expressed
by Lord Giffordts will, reprosents the triumph of the Hogelian conception of Christ-
janity. In the Hegellan systom, Christianity is prosented as true, in that it is
the logical outcome of truly reflective thought. Any reflective person, alert
to ‘tho facts of the world would arrive eventunlly at the notion of God, of the trinity,
and of human sonship. Its truth is jnheront and was sure to be reached sooner or
later, Those who have shared in its history have been tools of the dialootiocal

prooess.

But if we take Hogel seriously we see that tho notion of Christianity as history
is itself a thesis in unstable equilibrium and we oxpect an antithesise

The Gifford Lectures have demonstrated in & most interesting mommer some of this
dinleotice Lord Gifford!s thesis, honestly considered and examinoed at 1ts basis, has
demonstrated 1ts own insufficiency and has led us ovor to its antithesis, Lord
@Gifford, looking down from hoaven, must have beon surprised to find Karl Barth leo=
turing in Scotlande We arc now in this socond dianlectical momont, perhaps ushered
in by Professor Webb*s Lectures of 1918, in which thore are voites on every hand do=
claring that Christienity is more an event than an idea, It is, they say, something
whioh happened in Palestine,

Wo ocammot reasonably expect to remain in this so cond phase of tho dinlectic
movement, since it is essentially a negative one, a wholesome correoctive. What is
%o bo tho synthesis? Tho purpose of thig briof paper is to suggest certain pertinont
considerations which scem to bear on the question, and, in recognition of which it
is easior to see what the third phase of the dialootical movement may bee  Undoubt-
edly we shall agroc in tho end that Christianity is both ides and history, but the
{mportant quostion is the procise mannor in which the factors are combineds My
task is to poin% out some of tho proEToms, loaving the conclusion both brief and ten-

tative in order to facilitate discussione

II,

The first considerntion to note is that there is no possible return to the thesis,
In this, as in so mony other areas of reflootion, we oan acoept something of Hogol's
mothod while rejecting his manjor conolusions. We must roject the notion of Christe
ianity as mero idea, not only because this roprosonts an unoritical approximation
of the mood of matural science, but also because this intorprotation does not do
justioe to the aoctunl data of Christionity. Certainly it is clear that the chief
eloments of Christianity arose in criticnl times, having o peouliar charactor,

It is interesting to imagine what a purely spoculative religion would be like.
Some oreative mind might draw up & plan of a good religion, as other minds have drawn
up plans of an idoal ocommonweslthe This could be studicd as a finished product and
acoopteds This religion would contein the notion thot God is objectively real, that
he is spiritual in nature, and that He loves men as o good father loves his sons and
daughters, Moreover He ocontinually reaches out to mon by moans of His etermal Word
end has made all hearts restloss until thoy rest in Hime This roligion might be
sccurately tormed a gospel, since it would be good news about God and man, It would
jnvolve the idea that men could have a partial, but novertholess gonuino and trust-
worthy lmowledge of the Living God, irrespective of their race or tradition, for God
hes not left any person without an immer witness, It would follow that we should
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hoil men as brothers all over the world, since all sre children of a commua Father,
We should fight for the elimination of war and of poverty because these tord to dis=-
figure and obsoure "that of God in every men." A whole social gospel can be built
on the notion of a divine seed in all mon.

-

A religion 8¢ understood would be as independent of geography as history. it
would make no difference to such a religion if the eastern part of the Moditorrarean
Sos. were s bit larger and tho buffer state between ocompeting lands and ideclogias,
the lend of Palestine, had never beon a lond at alls Such a roligion weuld not nesd
sy reference to a chosen people, to tho patriarchs, or to the prophets of Isravle
1t would be a religion of universal scope and universal appoals

-

If somo gifted thinker had doveloped such a religion, and written a book about
it, it would have been a good rcligion. Poworful arpguments could bo used to support
its chief contentions, especially those familiar to students of natural theology, ond
the central exporience of the enduring love of God could be verified in the erpurisnce
of countloss individual Christians., Such a religion might be true in its chiof
tonets, even if the stories about the origin of Christianity were all falso,

Now wo may be practically certain that nothing of the kind over took placz.
This is not the way religion in goneral arises, and assurodly it is not the wajy
Christianity arose, Just because religious insight oomes to minds in great bursts,
it doas not follow that a roligion ocan be made out of whole cloth, The prophots of
Israel were part of a tradition, and a good tradition, even when thoy revoited
against certain aspects of it. Christ!s tonohings oame as an antidote to the de=
cayed prophetic movoment just as that movement had come as an antidote to a decayed
emphasis on worship, But thore is no suggostion of any importent insight appoaring
in o men who sits down end says to himself, I will now construct a roligion ovt of
whole oloth, The fow offorts of this kind which we know aro feoble indced, Groab
religious insight comes not in a cool hour, but in fierce objection to abuses. It
comes not with oquilibrium; but with countersthruste

It has occurred to several persons to supposo that Josus never existod, that
Christianity is an artificial synthesis, but the faots are very hard to explain on
this basis, The mind #hat could oroato tho story would be as miraculous as the in-
carnation itself and tio amazing burst of new life involved in the sproad of Christe-
janity would be unoxplaineds HeGe Wood is speaking for many sobor historical

soholars whon hc says:

"Those who have not entored far into the laborious induiry
may protend that the historicity of Josus is an opon quostion.
For me to adopt such a protensc would be shoer intollectual dise
honesty. I lmow I must, as on honost man, rockon with Josus as
s factor in history. I cannot rightly ignore or evade thoe
challenge of His story,"

In Christianity we are not concerned so much with what might have been, but
with what wase It is not a droam, but is rootod in the actual, Christianity arose
in a strosm of experionce of a race of mon who had been tho recipionts of a peculiar
and precious rovelation, The beginnings of the roligion of Israsl we now recognizo

1, H. G, Wood, Christianity and the Naturo of History, p. xxxiii.
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as similor to the early religions of many other peoplos, but they later cams %o see,
in remarkable stages, the notion that God is spiritual, that He is universal, and
that His roquirements are othical in naburoe, The greatest step came in the rise of

the prophetic movemont,

Christianity belonged to this movoment in a particular time and place and is
hardly conceivable in any othor, Tho incarnation ooccurred in this partioular setting
at the fullnoss of time, In view of the untonability of the Christ-myth theory, and
in view of the closcness ¢t Christ to a particular background, we are safo in soying
that Christianity 1s not, nevor has boon, and can nover be, more idea,

How truly it involved the elemont of narrative in New Tostament time is demon-
strated by a oconsidoration of the method of evangelism shown in the book of Acts,
Once, at least, in the course of his visit to Athons, Ste Paul sought to deal with
the gospel as idea, but his moro common mothod seems to have boen that demonstrated
at Antioch, in which he told the familiar story of God's dealings with his people =
the 1ifo in Egypt, the Exodus, the new land, the Captivity, the Baptist, Jesus Christ,
The story alone seems to have been tho' chief porsuasion and tho most effective of the

two methods,

An illustration from Christian history with which I am very familiar is found
in tho Society of Frionds, Quakerism has boccome at timos virtual deism, with its
dootrine of the light which shines in all, but it has nevor been spiritually and
morally productive except when this has boen supplomented by the message of tho
historical Jesus,

III,.

In the scoond place, we cannot be satisfied with the antithesis, the interpre=
tation of Christiamity as mere cvont, Here throe partiocular problems ariso, tho
problem of moaning, the problem of agroemont, and tho problem of divine fairmoess,

a4 The problem of meaning is apparent when wo rcalizo that & mero ovent is
roeally vory close to nothing at all, It 1s reported to us, on excellent authority,
that Dr, Johnson wroto a letter to Mrs, Thrale on May 1, 1780, while that good lady
and her husband were at Bath, but it is a fact that makes very little difforence,
In and of itself it is nothing, 4in ovent in history is not important unless it
conneots significantly with other events and, somchow, matches thems But this is
only possible if there is a level of idea to which the historical ovent points. This
is another way of saying that religion mast be concerned with truth as well as facts

and events,

The more fact that Christ was born in Bothlehem is, as more fuct, of little
valuee Evon the faot that Christ taught, or that Christ died.has no religious wnlue
until interpretede The cssonce of Christianity doos not consist in tho fact that a
person in Palestine worked wondors or even that this porson rose from the dead,
Thore have becen many wonder workers, The power of the Christian faith bogins to
appear only when these events arc matchod by a sympathetic response on the part of
men who moy live at any time or place, It was Christ who said that the true shrine
was limitod neither to this mountain nor to Jerusalom, but was "in spirit and in
truth.” Just as the idea gains power whon it is "rooted in the actuanl," so an his~
toriecal event takes on meaning only when it beoomes the vehicle of a non=temporal
idea, The historical evonts of Christianity aro important because of what thoy mean.
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It is not history, as such, that is important, but o particular history, and when we
seloct one history we are passing out of the catogory of mere ovent.

be Tho problem of “agrocmont. The problem of the relationship between iden and
history in Christianity is closely associated with tho problom of universality., To
what extont ocan men entor into Christion experience without any conscious comection
with the kmown events of Christian history?

It is truc that, on tho highest levels of religious oxporionce, men speak to each
other scross the chasms of time or of tradition and wnderstand ocach other, The fun-
damental agreement in tho reports of roligious exporionce, not only within the Christe
jan faith, over many centuries, but betwoen the great religions, has been noted by
mony oareful scholars, This fundamontal agreoment is one of the chiof means by whioh
the bolicvor is able to makc an offectivo answor to the suggostion that all knowlodge
of God is illusory. If thore is substantial agroement in spito of difforoncos in
background, it is diffiocult for the skoptic to discount the roports, for they are
strictly parallel to roports about tho physical order.

The fundamental agrecement hns beon well exprossed by Dr, Inges:

"On all questions about religion thore is tho most
distrossing divergoncye. But tho saints do not contra-
dict one anothor, Thoy all tell tho same story. They
claim to have had glimpses of the land that is very far
off, and thoy prove that they have boon thore by bringing
back porfectly consistont and harmonious reports of ite"

Part of the corroborotion of Dr. Ingo!s statoment becomes apparent whon wo match
the words and acts of dovotion of mon of differont roligions and of difforont con-
turics. Considor, for example, tho following and seo whothor you can locats ite

"And Ho hath many timos rcfroshed my soul in his
prosonce, and given me assuranco that I kmew that
estatu in which ho will nover leave mo nor suffer me
to be drawn from all which Ho has graciously fulfilledg
for though worious infirmitiocs and temptations besct
me, yot my heart cleavoth unto the Lord, in the ever=
lasting bonds that can nover bo brokon,"

This was writton by a Christian but it seoms peculiarly datolosses It tells of
an oxperience that might bo possible if Christ had nover como in tho flesh, It is
motohod by oxporioncos of a similar naturc in various roligions, How truo this is
may be shown convinecingly by reading the translations of Indian lyries which Gandhi
made in prisons

Tho truth is thot many of tho foatures of whaot we ¢all tho Christlan roligion
are found outside that religion, It has long boon noted that those werc found among
individuals who lived before tho incarnation and numerous thinkors have roferroed to
Socrates as a Christion before Christ, Wo know now that some of what we eall Christ-
ian virtues are found among peoplo who do not call thomselvos Christians at all.

2, Songs from Prison, 19344 The vorso form is provided by John S, Hoylond,.
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Without the modiation of Christ thoy soom, sometimes, to arrive at a sense of tho lovo
of God similar to that arrived at by thoso who havo tho advantago of Christ!s modia-
tion. This is true of tho purer spirits in cach group for, howovor paths may be
separntod on- the lower-lovels of exporicnoe, thoy approach one anothor at the top.
Tho best evidence of this is found in the literaturc of mysticism. It is difficult
to roject the decp truth involved in tho words of William Penn when he wrote,

"Phe humble, moek, merciful, just, pious and devout
souls are overywhere of ono religion, end when' death has
takon off the mask, thoy will know onc another, though
the diverse liverics thoy woar hore make them strangers."

It is a doop approciation of this consideration which, moro than anything elso,
mokos it unlikely that the second or nogative phase of the dialoctical movemont is
the final ono, How can these facts bo oxplained if tho first phase of our dialectio

is entirely falso,

0. The problem of divine fairness is o pertinent consideration. It might also
be callod "tho problem of partinlity," a problem gonerally parallel to tho probloms
of evile Tho essence of the problem of evil consists in our moral rowvulsion at a
situntion in which the innocent suffor, ond the parallel problem consists in our
sonse of unfoirness in making the gospel availablo to only a fow, If Christianity
is chiofly a set of ovents, rathor than generalized and catholic idea, cortain groups
of humans have had an onormous advantago ovor others, Why should tho Jews be chosen?
Why should the eastern Moditorranoan bo so favored? Why should the means of eternal
hopo and universal salvation be localized? Horo the moral character of God is at

stokes

The point of this problem bocomos still more sharp whon we consider tho hypothe~
sis of the existonco of othor sontiont and supposodly salwable croatures on othor
planots or ovon outsido our solar systems If Christianity is sololy or chicfly a
mtter of history, and a history confined to the earth, it is hard to soe how other
"men" in othor sidereal locations cro to toke advantage of thot which is so impor=
tont for the salvation of theoir souls., Of course thore may not be such creaturocs,
but their existonce is a live possibility.

"Early in the ninctoonth century that influonbial Soottish divine, Thomns Chal=
mers, gave o seéries of addrosses on the bearing of "Modorn Astronomy" on the Christe
ion Rovolation. Ho froely admitted the possibility of other inhnbited worlds and
askod how we could know that the Christian disponsation wns limitod to our plancte

"How do you infidels kmow that Christienity is
set up for the single bonofit of this oarth and its
inhabitonts? How ars they able to tell us, that if
you go to othor planets, the person and religion of
Josus are therc unknown to thom?"

In spite of Chnlmors! oasy somtonce, it is hard to see that this is an adequate
answer, Can mon be helped by what is more historiocnl ovent, if they have no knows=
ledge of the event? Unloss thore is somothing like the Logos doctrine contral %o
Christianity tho problem of unfairnoss continues in a glaring fashion.

Porhaps this problem of unfairnoss must romain a problem with no adequato answors
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Wo oon suggest, howevor, that some unfalmmoss is a nocessary price for any real
rovolation at alle An unhistorical rovelation would not be revelation, and if it is
higtoriocnl there mist be favored poople. In a similar fashion, wo beliove that it
thore is to be gemuine goodness thero mist bo the possibility of sin and thus the
problem of evil is part of the price wo pay for real moral oxperience,

But it remnins true that the very existonce of this problem rendors the second
phrase of our dialootical movement unsatisfactory.

Ve

We oan expect a synthosis to rostate the thesis with less naivote, and with
the addition of insights provided by the antithosis, In the end we must see Christ=
janity as high, universal, and, in conception, truly oatholic, yot it is never an
abstract wiversal, The love of God is shown in history; it camnot be shown in a
textbook, a theorem or an equation. Thercfore tho story of God's dealing with mon
and God!s rovolation to men is paramount, but it is a story that is infinitely re-
peatable, on o smallor scale. Tho mon of Mars, if there aro any, may know that God
is always roaching out to men, even by tho method of incarnation.

Bocouse of what happonod in Palostine we have a suggestion of the kind of
ovent that ought to happon, in moasure, whorover there are mens Christianity is
ultimatoly a universal idea because it was first a series of events in history.
It is idea becausc it is objoctivoly true, and thus superior to process, tut it is
history because it is through the process of events that tho truth becomes lmowmn.

In conclusion, we seo that thc contrast betwoen naturnl science and theology,
with which we began, loads to tho rocognition of a profound paradox. Soclonce has
no roal olassics, in tho senso of what is universal in appoal, irrespoctive of time.
Thore are intorcsting oldor books of science, but thoy are suporsoded. Religion,
howevor, abounds with classics which are wondorfully dateless. Thus science in its
abstraction is limited by the time process, but roligion, which boldly admits its
concorn with tomporal evonts, achioves o reel universality ond practical indopen-
donce of time, since tho saints do not contradict each other.



