THE FREETHOUGHT REVIEW, )

Received :
Methodist,” * The Boston Investigator,’
secker,” and ¢ Lucifer’ (Kansas).

*The Liberal ' (Syduey}, * The Presbyterian,” * The
“The New York Truth-

+

Lo d O \
e c%wﬂwuzﬂ(i cuiewy,
T WANGANUI, N.Z ]UT\T _;,::;._S_I_. o

THEOLOGY AND TRUTIIL

“In the present age,” says Mill in his admirable
essay on ¢ Liberty "—¢wlich has been described as
#oedestitute of faith, but terrified at scepticism "—n
s which people feel sure, not so much that their oplnions
“are true, as that they should not know what to
“ de withoul themn—the claims of an opinion to be
« protected from public attack are rested not so much
“ on Its rruth, as on its importance to socicty.” le
then goes on to argue, that “the usefulness of an
“ opinion is itself a matter of opinion,” and that « the
“ truth of an opinioun is part of its utility,” and that
““in the apinion, not of bad men, but of the best men,
“no belief which is contrary to truth can really be
¢ pseful,” and he continues: © Those who are on the
“gide of recetved opintons, never fail to take wivantage
“oof this plea; you do noet iind e handhing the
oquestion of utihty as af it contd be complctely
“oabstracted from that of trath T TR
“oabove all, because therr dodtrine s ¢ the tru i, Lhat
“ the kuowledge or the belied of it is held to be so
«indispensable.”  Against whalever good Christianity
may have done in the world must be set this evil
among many, that coming with Lribes and threats, it
has made the great hulk of civilised mankind carcless
about truth as frutz, and only careful 1o hold those
opinions  which scen personany  pleasant,  Othor
theelogical systems have no doubt had a sunilar effect
in ail ages and among all nations, but in none of them
has the human iotelleét and conscience been so
persistently perverted in this respect, In our day it is
mainly to science, and the spread of political freedom,
that we owe the emancipation of the human mind and
any such “veracity " as exists among the mass of the
people in any community. It is true that the
Churches recognise truthfulness as an important moral
virtue, but how rarely do preachers or orthodox writers
insist upon the duty of looking facts in the face and
forming our opinions according to the"evidence. On
the coutrary, every endeavour is made by them to
induce in the wmwinds of their lhearers or readers
that emotional state in which purely intellectual
propositions which should Le examined critically, if
the attainment of truth were the obje&, are passively
accepted, and what pretend to be the cvidences
become the objects of belief.  Tu the Catholic Church,
as Cardinal Newman has lately reminded us, miracles
are regarded as “doCtrinal fudts, that 1is, they are
believed on the authority of the Churcly, and though
this 15 not avowedly the case in the Protestant
Churches, it is so practically. This is conspicuous in
the Dishop of Peterborough's * Discourses,” which
lrave been much relied on as furnishing a complete
answer to Freethinkers. The main objection to this kind
of argument is that it proves toe much. We have
only to substitute the name of some other creed in the
i Discourses " and thetr logic is equally sound for
those who hold it. At the same time the Bishop is
carelul uot to abandon the power of using theological
threats, and says @ that Christianity does warn men of
© certain penalties, heavy and gricvous penalties, if
“hey do nat believe what Chist says,” but operative
as this argumentis, it is usually kept in the backgrountd,
for men who are beginning to be ashamed of the
English “Dblasphemy laws,” which, Mr o Justice
Stephen has  demoustrated, are founded on * the
“ principle of persceution,” shrink from lransferring
themr from carth to heaven. Yet there can be no
doubt that the Churches would have but little held
over men's minds did they not maintain, as the Bishop
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of Peterborough puts it,
¢ autheritative teaching, accompanied by threats of
i penalties,”  Probably every religious creed that
cver existed held out threats of pumr—;hment for disbelief
in some form or other, but it is clear that the
punishment can only be incurred if the creed is true,
and it is just at this point that the Bishop’s argument,
which attempts to draw a parallel between natural
and supernatural penalties, breaks down. While
Christianity says behieve or suffer, nature says find out
the truth or suffer, and nature, in all cases speaking
by experience, says the way to find cut the truth 15 not
to Lelieve without evidence but to search for proof.
With nature as with science, to use Professor TTuxley's
words, “blind faith 1s the one wunpardonable sin.”
Nature has taught the man of scicnice * to believe mn
# justification, not by faith but by vertfication,”

It would certainly not add to the confidence reposed
by the public in the decisions of our Courts of law, if
the presiding Judge were to begin the proceedings by
indicating what, iz his opinion, the verdict should be,
and assure the jury that imprisonment and torture
would be their lot if they gave a different one. Yet
this is practically the position taken up by orthodoxy
when it condescends to argue at all, with the
additional precaution of ecmploying counsel on one
side and subjecing him to similar penalties.  In these
circumstauces the argument from authority is weakened

that ¢ Christianity 1s

to the utmost. The judgment of those whe have
really candilly investicated a complex subjedt ought
properly fo cavry greet \\ul-'"'l', Hul of what ht‘lu i3
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of common scnse, it has not been arcvived at by any
application of thought to reality at all, It isbut the
sickly growth of an indusiry protedted from the open
competition of the market. Divedtiy ite votarics dare to
think for themselves ey diiter from iheir hrethiven,
till, 1o increasingly numerous instances, the conclusions
of theological experts, as {o the meaning and orisin of
Chrlstlamt), and even as to the truth of lhusm,
become wide as the poles asunder. Men of the world
usually regard supernatural religion as at Dest a
respectable superstition and a useful auxiliary to the
police force, which, as it does not interfere with them,
they are willing to let alone, With them as with
the so-called religious world, truth is a matter of
comparative indifference. On different grounds they
seem to have come to much the same conclusion, In
cach case the habit of mind thus indicated is distinctiy
immoral if morality means that mnode of thought and
condduct which conduces most to the health and
consequent happiness of the social organism. The
enormous influence for good which an carnest regard
for truth, apart from what John Locke calls ¢ by-ends,”
would have if it were once generally diffused is obvious.
In philcsophy, religion, politics, and social life, the
mischief done by the prevailling want of veracity is
incalculable.  Is it unfair to attribute much of this to
a theolegy which cultivates credulity as a virtue, and
stigmatises doubt as a crime?
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The Creed of a Modern Agnostic :
B.Sc.,, Ph.D., London.
Sons, 1883.

Agnosticism, or a belief in the Unknowable,'has had
as large a measure of success for the time as most of
the popuhu beliefs. As a pure negation it has
appealed only to the cullured ; in the quict wallks of
philosophy it finds its home, where it is accepted as
the final resting place of minds disturbed with doubt—
the one safe “(‘11(1:111&;;].1101] which will not be upsct Ly
new discoveries,  Tut the safcly only remains to its
votaries so long asthey refrain from affivming anything,
Alv. Herbert Spencer has gone out of his dcplh, as it
appears to us, by predicating an Infintte and Eternal
Energy, and his beldness and daring appear to be shared
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