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have become imbued with a serious resolve that decided
the whole direction of his later career : in his own words,
he was minded ‘to live and die in the study of the Scrip-
tures’. Where others devoted themselves chiefly to the
Greek and Roman classical writings, Erasmus proposed
to apply his scholarship and the techniques of ‘good
learning’ to the Bible. It was a momentous decision,
and heralded a movement of liberal religious thought
to which, amongst many others, Unitarians owe a tre-
mendous debt.

His great importance for the thought-process of what
I am calling Christian humanism is that he initiated for
the first time a scientific study of Scripture, diffident
and somewhat tentative perhaps, but most significant
in that he applied to sacred literature the canons of cri-
ticism that were already being accepted in the field of
the recovered Classics of Greece and Rome.*?

His free handling of the sacred text is well illustrated
by his 1516 edition of the Greek New Testament (the
first of its kind) in which he omitted the trinitarian
text, I John 5 :%, because it did not appear in the best
of his manuscripts. His Paraphrases—a kind of com-
mentary on the New Testament which was published
between the years 1517 and 1524—was also a marked
advance on anything of the kind that had appeared
hitherto. For instance, Erasmus was prepared to admit
that the Apostles were guilty of lapses of memory and
failures of judgement. He regarded them, in fact, as
ordinary mortals like the men of his day and not as a
kind of peculiar people who ‘knew all the answers’! St.
Mark’s Gospel, he thought, was an abridgement of
Matthew; and Luke, he reminded his readers, was not
an eye-witness of the events which he relates, whilst he
was very doubtful indeed about the Johannine author-
ship of the Apocalypse.

10 Here, no doubt, he owed something to the boldness and
erudition of Lorenzo Valla, whose Notes on the New Testament
Erasmus published in April 1505.
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However, he did not confine his criticism merely to
literary topics. Sworn foe of dogmatism and obscurant-
ism in every shape and form, this ‘liberal thinker in the
guise of a churchman’, as he has been called,’* early
commenced a religious polemic against the prevailing
theology of his times.

Though a scholar and many would say the most
learned ‘don’ of his age, Erasmus possessed a Dutch-
man’s sound commonsense and the practical outlook on
life of a cultured layman. It is curious how laymen in
the 16th century—and at other times—often seem more
liberal and tolerant, more willing to move forward in
thought and less fanatically attached to religious shibbo-
leths than their clerical contemporaries. Bishop Stilling-
fleet once confessed that the eminent Independent
minister, John Howe, replying to the Bishop’s attack
on Dissenters, discoursed ‘more like a gentleman than a
Divine, without any mixture of rancour, or any sharp
reflections and sometimes with a great degree of kind-
ness towards him . . .”! (Theological controversy carried
on without rancour was quite the exception in the 17th
century.) Erasmus had no time for metaphysical conceits
and sacramental niceties. These were ‘truths beyond the
grasp of man’s intellect, and it was useless to insist on
definitions’.}* He believed that in religion, as in ethics,
simplicity, naturalness, purity, and reasonableness were
the chief requirements. The task of theology was to get
back to the original fountain-head of divinity, and to do
this with the least possible acrimony and parade of
explanations. He was a devout believer in the wisdom
of Occam’s razor.

‘How is it’, he asked in the preface to the first edition
of his Greek New Testament, the Paraclesis, that people
give themselves so much trouble about the details of
all sorts of remote philosophical systems and neglect
11 John Caird, University Addresses (1898), p. 79.

12 M. M. Phillips, Erasmus and the Northern Renaissance (1949),
p- 219,
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seriously from the teaching of Jesus. If, however, religion
and the humanist spirit were to blend with any hope of
success and produce a theistic humanism or a human-
istic theism, it would plainly not be by way of a return
to any form of Augustinianism or indeed to purely
Hebrew archetypes. Such kinds of theological thinking
were unlikely to help solve the riddle of the divine-
human relationship and issue in a fruitful synthesis. They
were, in fact, deceptive culs-de-sac, for they devalued
man and did God a grave disservice by implicitly
saddling Him with bungling His creation and making
Him appear ethically inadequate.

The Erasmian spirit moved in a totally different direc-
tion. Indicative of this is the title of a tract by Erasmus
which was very influential in his day and later, namely
The Immense Mercy of God. 1t inspired another treat-
ise with a similar title by Celio Secondo Curione, pro-
fessor at the academy at Basle, one of several Italian
refugees who made their home in that city. Curione’s
dialogues De Amplitudione Beati Regni Dei (1554),
‘concerning the amplitude of God’s mercy’, are a covert
attack upon Calvin’s doctrine of election, and aim at
setting God’s love above His justice. They belong to
that small but nevertheless important group of writings,
many of them by Italian refugees from the Counter-
Reformation, who had made their homes in Switzerland,
and who represent a universalist tendency and a pro-
found spirit of tolerance in striking contrast to the par-
ticularism and intolerance of other leading Reformers.

Following Erasmus in the main, these Christian hu-
manists changed the emphasis in the Christian life from
dogma to moral vision, from theology to ethics, from
the institutional Church to the personality of man. They
represent a markedly humane religious tradition deriving
faith from the whole of life, and founding it upon the
essential nature of the human spirit, which they believed
was from God. Combining humanism with a mystical
faith and consciously broadening their understanding of
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human nature, they undertook to give to reason and
conscience due status in the religious life.

To this religious tradition and its spiritual continua-
tors we must now turn,

What we may perhaps venture to call ‘a third force’
in 16th century religious history emerges (perhaps some-
what surprisingly), amongst the Italian evangelical-
humanist Reformers who moved into the Grisons, Basle
and Ziirich, and the south German cities, and carried
their rationalism and tolerant spirit into the main cur-
rent of the Reformation, Many of them were laymen, and
therefore, on the whole, freer from a vested interest in
orthodox theology than ministers of the Gospel. They
were also men of considerable native culture, so much
so that Calvin superciliously christened them ‘the aca-
demic sceptics’. Several had been members of a remark-
able coterie of men and women gathered round the
Spanish Erasmian reformer, Juan de Valdés, in Naples.
Vittoria Colona, the friend of Michelangelo, was one
of these, as was Bernardino Ochino, vicar-general of the
Capuchins, and Pietro Martire Vermigli, prior of an
Augustinian convent. Two works of Valdés appear to
have had considerable influence : his Christian Alpha-
bet (1536) and his 110 Divine Considerations (Basle
1550). The latter was eventually translated into English
by Nicholas Ferrar (1592-1637), of Little Gidding, and
published in Oxford in 1638. It became favourite reading
with the clergyman-poet, George Herbert, who wrote
‘Brief Notes’ to Ferrar’s translation.

Valdés propounded a simple, mystical piety that
stressed the ‘inwardness’ of religion, its personal quali-
ties and its moral requirements. It has been suggested
that he was unsound on the Trinity, but in fact he was
more interested in practical theology than speculation.
Critical of the established church of his day, he aimed
at a reform of manners through the revival of personal
piety. Ochino became his enthusiastic disciple, and the
year after his death (in 1541) fled into exile in Geneva,
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ecclesiastical level : he is bound by his spiritual commit-
ment to venture out into the highways and byways of
human life and to pledge his support to a wide variety of
movements for the protection of human dignity and the
fostering of human welfare.

Hence the leading part Fox played in the Anti-Corn
Law League agitation. In 1840, at Cobden’s request,
he drew up an address to the nation, and spoke fre-
quently on the League’s platforms. He strongly supported
the movement for compulsory secular education, and
unsuccessfully introduced a bill for this into the House
of Commons in 1850. He was also in favour of an ex-
tended franchise, believing that all men must enjoy the
right of self-government. These and other radical views
he constantly aired in public, and in the course of a long
career in journalism promoted what Richard Garnett
has called ‘the great aim of his life, namely, to benefit
the classes from which he had sprung’.

A Suffolk man, born on a small farm, Fox was mainly
self-educated. Brought up a Calvinist, he had, by 1812,
become a Unitarian, and before long was recognised as
a leading orator and writer in the denominational in-
terest. In 1824, he became minister at South Place
Chapel, Finsbury, and was appointed in the following
year foreign secretary to the newly formed Unitarian
Association (the British and Foreign Unitarian Associa-
tion, of which, according to Dr. Martineau, he was the
original founder). At the same time he was writing regu-
larly for The Monthly Repository, which he was later to
edit and to own. His sermons illustrated a marked ten-
dency amongst radical dissenters of the period to grapple
with social problems, and The Monthly Repository in
Fox’s hands became less a denominational organ than
a purveyor of the broadest humanism.

Fox’s advocacy of causes such as women’s suffrage,
universal education, and indeed ‘all forms of Moral and
Mental Progress’, to use words inscribed on his memorial
in Brompton Cemetery, has earned him opprobrium as
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one who ‘secularised’ the pulpit and the office of minis-
ter. Such a charge would not have worried Fox, if by
‘secularise’ was meant changing the emphasis in religion
from other-worldly-centred ecclesiasticism to a religious
concern with men in their various everyday circum-
stances; if it meant a rejection of the old categorising
of life into sacred and profane, ecclesiastical and lay,
‘holy’ and commonplace. For Fox’s pioneering philan-
thropy and radical reformism must be seen as really a
form of religious humanism, for which the times were
crying out, and one entirely in harmony with the tradi-
tion of radical dissent handed down by Priestley and
Price and other 18th century progressives.

His—for that time—advanced views, similar in many
ways to those held by his contemporary in America,
Theodore Parker, eventually put him out of touch with
the biblically orientated English Unitarians of the day.
Like Parker, he found himself ostracised by his col-
leagues. But, although he discarded the title of ‘Rever-
end’, he never wanted to lay aside the character of a
minister. In a series of addresses given towards the end
of his ministry at South Place Chapel, and published
in 1849 as The Religious Ideas, he set out his main thesis :
‘Religion belongs to Nature; it belongs to humanity.’
Moreover, he went on to declare that “There is a Reli-
gion of humanity, a religion which belongs to human
nature . . . which is to be found wherever man is found.
- . - Rooted deep within us, it is free from the collisions
which ever attend specific theologies.” In saying this, he
was asserting that religion must be, in the deepest and
broadest sense, humanistic, and from a conventional
point of view, radical. He had found orthodox clergy
and religionists generally a drag on progress, and de-
plored the opposition of the then-Establishment to
almost every measure of social justice and mental eman-
cipation. He was not the only one to make this discovery,
and to apply an antidote.

The minister who wished to bring the Christian ethic
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in God, Who is Love. This is no narrow theological
foundation for religion, but a religious-humanist con-
ception, which stresses the sanctity and equality of
human beings as arising ultimately not from merely in-
dividual human traits, but from ‘divinised personality’
whose beginning, development, and end is God.

Such a view of life regards ultimate reality not as
material, but as spiritual, and in some sense eternal.
Such a view recognises that human creativity is signifi-
cant in its own right, and that man as a person is indeed
what St. Paul long ago designated him, namely, ‘a fellow
worker with God’ . . . ‘in Whom we live, and move, and
have our being’. Such a view of life is the Christian
humanism which affords mankind a faith for the future,
a faith that rejects the hitherto prevalent tradition re-
specting humanity, deriving from St. Augustine, and
stands squarely for the divine possibilities latent in the
spirit of man.

Sir Alister Hardy, the eminent British zoologist, in his
Gifford Lectures for 1963-5 (The Living Stream, The
Divine Flame) examines the psychic factors at play in
evolution and argues that man’s spiritual consciousness
has a natural place in the evolutionary process, Calling
himself a theistic humanist, he is convinced that ‘the
world today must have a Natural Theology. Humanism
is not enough.’® Approaching the subject of man’s re-
ligious consciousness from widely different angles,
biology and animal behaviour, social anthropology,
psychology, psychical research, studies of the numinous,
the love of nature, and the inspiration of art, he
concludes, that religion, ‘this feeling of contact with a
Greater Power beyond the self, seems to be a fundamental
feature in the natural history of man’.!* Hardy quotes
with approval a passage from the late Dr, L. P. Jacks’s
Hibbert Lectures of 1922 (entitled Religious Perplexities):

‘God, said Jesus, is spirit : a man is spirit, no less; and
10 Hardy, The Living Stream (1966), p. 263.

11 Thid, p. 274.
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when the two meet in fellowship there is religion. All
religious testimony, so far as I can interpret its meaning,
converges towards a single point, namely this. There is
that in the world, call it what you will, which responds
to the confidence of those who trust it, declaring itself
to them as a fellow worker in the pursuit of the Eternal
Values, meeting their loyalty to it with reciprocal loy-
alty to them. It is a Power which can help, deliver, illu-
minate and gladden; the companion of the brave, the
upholder of the loyal, the friend of the lover, the healer
of the broken, the joy of the victorious—the God who
is spirit, the God who is Love.’

The religious humanist, it is true, lays stress upon
man’s powers and initiative; but equally, he is in no
doubt about the built-in forces for good that exist within
the universe. Life has a divine reference, both within
and without human personality. Love unifies God and
man.

One good definition of religion, that of William James,
is ‘the belief that there is an unseen order, and that our
supreme good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves
thereto’.*? Christian humanism seeks to hold the trans-
cendence and immanence of God in equilibrium. It is
a religion that posits a God who is not standing over
against but together with man. It is a humane and
humble faith, firmly convinced that man is the creature
in and through whom God seeks to express His own
nature, personality, and love.

In traditional Christian thought, the idea of God’s
transcendence definitely predominates over that of His
immanence. Yet Christianity is fundamentally a religion
of God-manhood. The ethics of Christ underline the
truth that man is by no means so worthless as he is often
represented to be. In New Testament language he has
value as ‘a child of God’. We are commanded to love
our neighbour; and the true love of neighbour would
seem to involve an awareness of something sacred and

12 W, James, Variceties of Religious Experience, p. 52.
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God-like in him. This suggests, indeed, that there is in-
herent in man’s being something ‘divinely-human’. The
mystics have always recognised this—from St. Paul on-
wards, through Tertullian, Plotinus, Eckhart, to St.
Teresa and Francis de Sales,

The Russian philosopher, S. L. Franks (in his Reality
and Man, 1965) has also expressed this thought, which
we have already seen was present in the writings of both
medieval mystics and Renaissance thinkers. “The idea of
God-manhood’, he writes, ‘implies the presence of God
as a transcendent reality in man’s inmost being. God
and man both acquire positive meaning only when con-
ceived as indivisible but distinct aspects of God-man-
hood.” Such language suggests that a basic religious
humanism is native to Christianity, for Franks asserts
that the idea of personality in all its depth and signifi-
cance can only have arisen on Christian soil. Doubtless,
we need reminding of this truth, and this is a service
which the liberal Eastern Orthodox tradition has ren-
dered to our day. Of this tradition, Vladimir Soloviev
(1853—1g00) and Nicolas Berdyaev (1874-1948) are
representative.

Soloviev understood the Incarnation less as an event
which had taken place at one point in history than as
something continually taking place. God is for ever be-
coming incarnate in the world. That is the meaning of
the whole historical process : God becomes man so that
man may one day become God. Soloviev thought that
East and West had grasped only half of this truth. But
Christianity would be reunited and the Kingdom of
God would be realised when it was seen that both God
and man are needed to compose the true pattern of
life.

Basically, this is also Berdyaev’s position. He held that
the human element in religion has been largely sacrificed
to the divine: man is treated as the passive recipient
of an absolute truth brought to him by the Church or
as a helpless sinner saved by grace. But, says Berdyaev,
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man is part of the life of God. He is God’s ‘other self’;
his co-operation is necessary throughout the whole gamut
of life’s activities and the whole range of history, if the
world is to be transformed and made truly human and
divine. Man is a creative being, a fact which links him
infallibly with God, and makes him a co-partner in God’s
creativeness. In short, ‘to be human is . . . to be a centre
of initiative’, Hence Berdyaev finds God revealing Him-
self in the artist, the scholar, and the scientist, indeed,
wherever beauty, truth, and good are created. Thus
genius, as well as sainthood, is a form of God’s self-
expression. The divine cannot be restricted merely to
the normally accepted channels of religious revelation.
Humanity and human experience and effort are organs
of the Divine Spirit, which works not only in the pro-
cesses of Nature, but in the events of history.'?
—Obviously, Berdyaev’s Christian humanism is closely
related to the view put forward at an earlier date by
James Martineau.

‘The one deep faith which has determined my whole
word and work’, said Martineau in his parting address
to his Liverpool congregation in 1857, ‘is in the living
union of God with our Humanity.” And again, ‘If you
believe that God exists, and understand your words when
you call Him “infinite” and “eternal”, you cannot expect
to find Him as one object among many, but as a Spirit
in all.’ The divinity of Christ was not unique but repre-
sentative : Christ was not a God-man, but a man who
revealed God—‘the first among many brethren’. . . .
‘The Incarnation was true, not of Christ exclusively, but
of man universally, and God everlastingly.” The Church
has narrowed into a single miracle what was an every-

18 N. Berdyaev, Freedom and the Spirit, p. 196. ‘Human life
becomes truly terrible when there ceases to be anything
above man and when there is no place for the mystery of the
divine and infinite. . . . The image of man is defaced when
the image of God is obliterated from the human soul.’” Cf.
also pp. 206-21 passim.
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divine love to man.’** The Christian humanist position
has rarely been better expressed. In other words, if the
finite spirit lives and moves and has its being in the In-
finite, it is no less true that the Infinite Spirit lives and
moves and has its being in the finite. Man is no less
necessary to God than God to man.

What, it may then be asked, is the place of Jesus in
this Christian-humanist scheme, which stands so affirma-
tively for the experience of God in everyday life? Briefly,
it is summed up in the central idea of his teaching that
man is ‘a child of God’, that he is capable of reflecting
and even incarnating the divine love. His own humanity
and compassion convinced him of this fact. His concern
for ‘all sorts and conditions of men’ and women, so
powerfully illustrated in the pages of the Gospels, in-
dicates an essentially humanist understanding of life.

Jesus believed in the infinite possibilities latent in
human personality. He was not simply a moral reformer,
an ethical teacher—though he was certainly in the line
of the Hebrew prophets and moralists in this respect.
But he was also a man filled with a lively sense of God’s
presence. His self-consciousness was also a God-con-
sciousness, epitomised in the utterance of the Jesus of St.
John : ‘I and my Father are one.’ This it is that has in-
spired men to live in accordance with his faith and ex-
ample, drawing strength and inspiration from the
belief that God is Light and Love.

Thus the doctrine of the Incarnation, from this point
of view, is significantly broadened and kept closely re-
lated to that of the Divine Immanence. God is seen In
all men, though in some to a higher degree than in
others. Christ’s revelation of God is no longer isolated,
but regarded as part of the world’s spiritual order and
not as an exceptional incursion into history. The Divine
Word is still being spoken to our day and generation.

1 H. Jones and J. H. Muirhead, The Life and Philosophy of
Edward Caird (1921), p. 256. Cf. Kenneth Kaunda’s words on
p- 165.
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It has been said that ‘there can be no true doctrine
of God that is not based on a true doctrine of man.’’
The task of Christian humanism today is to enunciate
a true theory of man and to put it into everyday prac-
tice.

An atheistic humanism, a deification of man either
on the lines of the Nietzschian deification of the
individual or the Marxist deification of the Collective
can only lead to human misery and frustration. By a
cruel paradox, the loss of any sense of the transcendent,
spiritual basis of human existence and the focussing of
attention on man alone, turning him, as it were, into a
‘man-god’, inevitably ensures that personality will wither
and humanity becomes less than human. Non-religious
humanism and titanism have found expression in modern
times in various parts of the world, notably in Nazi Ger-
many and in the communist states. And where has there
been greater need to defend men against their own in-
humanity? Martin Neimoller has said that in the
communist-controlled countries the supreme task for
the Christian is simply to remain human. It would seem,
therefore, as though faith in man, without faith in the
reality of God as eternal source and ground of life
and love, can only lead to a fundamental self-contra-
diction, to an existential ‘anguish’ that knows no
end....

It is my belief that the kind of humanism that is apt
to deify man and to suggest that he is in control of time
and space, that now he has ‘grown up’ and is able to
dispense with religion because he possesses and can util-
ise the techniques of science to change his environ-
ment, is riding for a fall! This notion is common enough
amongst those who are always insisting that we should
‘move with the times'—without being too clear as to the
precise direction in which the times are moving! It has
been well described as ‘the most dangerous half-truth
now current among scientists and technicians and those

17 A, Seth Pringle Pattison, The Idea of God, p. 254.
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