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ATHEISM AND THE HOUSE 0F COMMONS.

A Sermon preachcd by R. W. Dale, of Birmingham, Englaiid.

Thou believest that there i one God ; thou doest well the devi1s ai o believe, and tremble.

But wilt thon know, 0 vain man, that faith ivithout wciks is daJM ii., IQ, 20.

In the course of the remarkable discussions in the flouse of Commons

last week a member ivho spoke from the opposition benches warned the, Gov-
errhent to consider how their action wvould be interpreted out of doors. The

Prime Minister replied that these ivords raised great suspicion in his mind. IlJ

amrn ot willing," hie said, "lin a matter of personal and civil right to be arrested

in my consideration of the case or to be guided jn that consideration by being

told to look and see how my actions ivili be interpreted out of doors. Our

business is to look straight in the case, and then to trust to the generosity and

justice of our countrymen as o thec way in whichi they will regard our action.,,

Sooner or later this appeal of the Prime Minister to the generosity and

justice of the English nation will have to be answvered. There are manlyquestions
of great public interest for the settlement of which most of us may be willing

to rely on the knowledge, the judgment, and the întegrity of the leaders of the

political party to wvhich ive belong. But by religious mcn the question now at

issue can hardly be treated in that way. For uis, ils proportions are so immense,
it is so intimately related to ail that is most august and awvftl in the relations
and destiny of mankind, that wve are forced to examine il for ourselves, and to
form our own judgement uipon it.

If the laIe proceedings in the House involved no other considerations Ihan
those of constitutional policy-the rights of the eleclors of Northamipton, the

limits of the duty of the House in relation 10 the Imposition of the oathi of

allegiance, the extent of the relief wvhici ivas grantcd lîy the Statute pcrmitting
an affirmatio ito take the place of an oath,--I should be satisfied with discussing

the whoie subject elsewvhere. It is not nîy custoin 10 preachi on current politi-

cal controversies. There is a certain heat of passion almiost alvays created by

political discussions which I am unwilling to kindie within these wva1ls, ivhen

we have met for the ivorship) of God. 1 have opportunities elsewhcerc and at

other times to illusîrale the application of the law of righleousness to national.

legislation and policy. But the controversy now agitating the country not only

involves constittutionai principles of the first magnitude, it raises questions

which affect the religious life both of indis'idual men and the whole nation. It

bas an exceplional solemnity and grandeur.

Many philosophers have regardcd the existence of God as a metaphysical
hypothesis intended to account for the order of the universe. The argument

from Design, wiîich does not seeni 10 nie to be at ail impaired, but,, if possible,

greatly slrengthened by the tlheory of Evolulion, inakes large concessions to

that conception of Faith. And there can be no doubi that whien the existence

of God is once recognised, tlie whole universe hecomes a perpetuai revelation

of His eternal power and Godhecad ; it contributes to confirmn our faitli in the

divine existence, and to deepen our reverence foi the divine greatniess. We
travel far to, see the paintings of famous arlists, and the.marbies to ivhich great
scuiptors have given imperishabie mnajesty and beauty. Wlien wve sec theni wve

are somelimes conscious of a certain awe at being in the preseInce of the canl-

vas or the stone whichi vas touched and liandied by the illustrions dead,' and

whîch received the glorions impression and inspiration of their genins. But

wve are always in the presence of God. 'fhe suri and the stars, the winds and

the clouds, are His : and the air wve brealhe, and the earth on wvhich ive live.

We ourselves are the creations of His power-hiands and feet, muscles, brain

and nerves-our eyes, and the faculty of vision-our cars, and the facuity ot
hearing-nemory, imagination, fancy, jndgment-our poivers of love and
reverence, of trust and gratitude. Tt is He Ihat bath made us and not wc our
selves. The transcendent mystery is always about us: ive live and move and

have our being in God. And so, ien God is known, thiere is no place iwhicl

is not consecrated by the manifestations of His power; there is no time in

which the eternal voices that speak 10 us of Himi are sileiît.

But the ultimate root of our faitli in God is more ciosely and vitally

related to the moral than to the material universe--to the conscience than t(

the understanding. The material universe contirus our failli, but seldoni, i

ever, originates it. There is a great passage in Bishop Butler wvhich 1 havi

often quoted before, but which can neyer be quoted too often. After describ

ing the varions passions of human nature hie says, IIBut there is a superio

principie of reflection or conscience in every man which distinguishles betweeî

the internai principles of bis heart, as iveil as, his external actions : wvhicl

passes judgment uipon himself and them; prolouinces determinately soi

actions to be in themselves just, righit, and good ; others to lie in tlhemselve

evil, wrong, unjnst: wvhich, without being consultcd, wihout being advisc
with, magisteriaily exerts itself and approves or condens biit, the doer o

theni, accordingiy; and ivhich, if not forcibiy stopped, naturaily anid always c

course goes on to anticipate a higher and more effectuiaI sentence, which shal

hereafter second and affirm its own."
It is in this anticipation of "la higher and. more effectuai sentence whicl

shall hereafter second and affirm I the. approbation and the censures of th

conscience, that I find the strong support, if not the natural origin, of our faith
iii the living God.* The God to whose authority and active vindication of
righîecousness conscience bears testiniony, is infinitely more than a Il metaphysical
hypothesis Il invented for the explanation of the origin of the universe. He is
infinitely more than the great First Cause, whose existence and activity are
necessary to account for the carliest movements of that immense procession of

material, inteliectual, and moral phenomena, in whose latcst ranks wve have
somehow found our place. Hc is the atugust King whose laws wve must obey,

and the awfnl Judge from whose sentence there is no appeal. These attributes
of moral supremacy invest Him wvith a greatness and a giory of which the

majesty and spiendor of the universe are but inadequate symbols.
IlThou believest that there is one God ; thon doest iveli." The faith is

simple and eiementary, but it involves immeasurable consequences. If the

faith is real, it separates you by ail the distance between earth and Iieaven fromn

those who believe not.
From the moment the tremendous discovery is made, duty 10 God takes

precedence of ail other duty. "lThon shaît love the Lord thy God with ail thy
heart, and wibh ail thy soul, and with ail thy mind, and with ail thy strength
tbis is the first and great commanidment." The love which the commandment
requires is no faint, evanescent, ineffectual sentiment; it is a soverign principle,

an energetie passion. We must love God with all that fervour of entbusiasmu
wbich is inspired by thc perfect ideai of righteousness and goodness ; for in

Him--in lis personal lifé and eternal activity-lhat ideal is gloriously fnlfilled.
I-e is the ally, tbe inspiration, and the strength of righteousness in aIl His

creabures. With lis infinile powver and infinite wisdom He is striving 10 secure

the triuimph of rigbteousness in this world and in wbatever other worlds rigbt-
eousness is possible. The noble indignation and vehemence witb which wve

struggle against moral cvil in ourselves and in other men sbould add 10 the

depth and passion of, ouir love for Ilim, and He is on our side in the struggle

-he great 'Comrade as well as Commander of ail who are engaged in that

supreme conflict ivhich is the source of the tragedy and the glory of the

history of mankind. Our love for Ilim should be increased by is tendcrness

for our infirmily and 1 lis forbearance with our waywardncss. If 1 add to ail
the other revelations of lte life of God, te revelalion of lis infinite mercy
and self-sacrifice whicli is made 10 uls in Christ, there are no measures 10 the

gratitude and the wvonder, lthe rapture and the hiope which should intensify our

devotion 10 1-Iim.
Compared ivitli these moral reasons for tîte affection which God should

inspire in human hecarts, the reasons for loving IIim which ive find in Creation
seem tinexciting and are of inferior dignity, and yct even these are, in thernselves,
great and wonderful. Life itself is lis free gîft. The world which is our home

was mnade by Ilini. liîe opens lis hand and satisfies the wvants of every

living thing." Tt wvas lie ivho in lus deligbit in our happiness and the dignity

of our pursuils and pleasures, made uls susceptible to beauty, and surrounded

us svithi innumnerable formis of loveliness and grandeur ; gave us all onr inteil-

ectual poivers and surrounided s with whiatever could stimulate these powers

mbt activity and r-ould afford to genius the materials of its splendid triumphs.
Voit may remind me of lthe disorders and confusions of the universe, of

lthe pain and anguish snffered by living creatures that are incapable of commit-

ting any moral offence, of the grgal catastrophes--lhe famines, the wars, lthe

*fierce and terrible diseases-which inflict on the just and on the unjust undiscri-

niinating mîsery;, of the appaliing moral inheribance 10 which immense

numbers of men are born and from wvbich it seems impossible for themn t0 escape ;
the vice which is in their blood; the cruelty, the sensuality, the violence which

f surround îhem fromn their very childhood- te foui superstitions, the corrupt

ideas of morality by wvhich the wvhole development of their higher life is impaired
and you ntay ask me whether ini presence of these things the divine dlaim on

buman love and devolion is not chccked. God knows howv these vast and

portentous mysteries sonietimes oppress the faith of those wvho aie most loyal
to IIim. But ive know Hum too well for even Ihese tremendous difficuities to

dcstroy our confidence either in His righteousness or in His goodness; and
wvben the difficuities are unable te, overwbelm our faitb, thcy augment instead

of lessening our love. For our failli in the divine righteousness and goodnesà

frcmaînîng, these disorders and evils appear 10 us to be signs of some appaliing
edisturbance of the divine order, somne revoit having ils origin in unknown worlds

-and under unknown conditions, against the divine authority. They seeni to us

rthe signs that the divine purposes have been temporarily baffied and thwarted;
and while ive are secure iii our confidence that the ultimate victory wii be with

God, ive think ive sec IIim in a confliet with evii, extending far beyond the

limits of the humait race ; and if I may say it withoul irreverence there arises in
eour licarts a passion of sympathy svith Iim, because of the obstacles which He
shas to overcome, and titis adds a new cenergy and tenderness 10 our love.

d XYes ; believing in Cod, our duty 10 Ilim takes precedence of aIl other
f ditty ; and, furîher, this Faithi adds a new sanction to ail moralily. 1 agree

fwith those wvho regard Atheiîn as destructive of the strongest guarantees and
[defences of human virtuie destructive, I say,. of the strongest guarantees alid

*This argument is admirably illustrated in Mr. Wace's recent.Bampton L.ecture on Tl

e Foisdtii of Faith.


