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___________________________

May 16. [1874] I have just received your letter, which is all about my article in the Contemporary [‘Caesarism and Ultramontanism’], and it reminded me of our old letters and correspondence on similar subjects. I am never satisfied with articles, like this one on Manning—who is a poor muddle headed creature—his chief fault being his total want of directness and honesty of mind. Such articles do not do one justice, and in particular, they put forward all the negative side of one’s views in a disproportionate way. They have to be written guardedly and carefully, and to say nothing which I am not prepared to prove. My own positive opinions upon religious subjects, if vague, are at least very deep. It is practically incredible to me that I who write, and you to whom I write, are mere machines. I feel as deeply I think as any one can, that there is a real distinction between soul and body, though it cannot be proved in the teeth of a person who denies it. I also believe that there are strong grounds to suppose that the soul, in some form or other, will survive the body, and that virtue is the happiness of the soul, and that which will be its mainstay and glorification in any future that may be reserved for it. Further, this seems to me to imply the existence of God, and to these two doctrines I attach so high an importance that I think they make practically the whole difference between the life of a man, and the life of a beast. I think that in different ages they have taken different forms [Page 11] of which Christianity is one, and I think that as long as these forms are honestly and simply believed to be true, they are all good in various degrees, but as soon as they are perceived to be false, they should be given up, for if they are not, if people try to believe them in spite of their falsehood, because they think them useful or beautiful, they become the most corrupt and poisonous objects in this world, rotting away all force, and truth, and honour, as far as their influence extends. To believe a creed on any other ground that [sic] that of a sincere genuine conviction of its truth, in the commonest sense of the phrase, is like keeping a corpse above ground, because it was the dearest and most beloved of all objects when it was alive. 

The whole Christian history did no doubt embody all the thoughts and feelings of men about God and eternity (which are and must always be vague or uncertain, unless they are [?conducted] by some creed or other) as nothing else ever did, and though I do not myself admire the Christian ideal of life so unreservedly as most people say they do, and as some people (you for one) as far as I can judge, actually do admire it, I recognize with all my heart its immense merits, and in particular its immense advance upon anything else of the same sort.

. . . . .

[Page 17] [?Pembroke] Sep. 23. I hardly know how much you wish me to say on the subject of your feelings about Roman Catholics, as you know my opinion, whatever it is worth—so very well. I think that you are quite right in saying that everyone must work out their own solution of life in their own head, and heart and conscience * * * I think I ought to say, not in the way of discussion, but in the way of mere statement how I view this matter. * * * * It appears to me that a sensibility to religion is so far from being a weakness that there can be no real force or strength of character without it—at least, if there is, it is coarse and brutal, and I think that to feel the necessity for logic and consistency is the characteristic of a strong and truthful mind, and that to feel the temptation to be disloyal to real truth is simply a human weakness, which everyone can sympathise with [Page 18] who cares enough for truth to have really laboured to attain it.

You do not want to discuss these matters. So be it—but as you have spoken your mind to some extent at least to me, may I speak mine a little to you?  As you know, [“a” missing?] great part of my life has been passed for the last 25 years at working at this problem which you toil over. I honestly believe I have worked it out, at least as far as I am myself concerned, but this process was neither so pleasant nor so easy, as it may have seemed to you. My nature is of course as different from yours in some ways, as any two natures need be. I think that the habits of my life have somewhat over developed and exaggerated the harsh and combative way of writing and thinking on these matters, but at times I have felt that it required such a vigourous and continuous effort of will to face dreary and unpleasant conclusions that I could hardly keep my mind, in what I knew or felt to be the [?direction] of truth, without a severe effort and a good deal of pain. To be sure I always had abundance of neutral subjects, such as law, to which I could turn for relief from thought on religion, and this was a great advantage. But for that, and but for a peculiarly placid turn of mind, I should have felt much as you do—at all events I can enter into your feelings more fully than you would suppose.  At the same time I feel no manner of doubt that what you think may be conscience guiding you to a haven of rest, is really a temptation to an act of moral suicide.

[Page 19] The first thing which convinces me of this is the solemn conviction which long, careful, and even painful enquiry has forced on me, that the fundamental doctrines of the Roman Catholic religion are false.

To say nothing of infinite reading and thinking, I have talked the matter over with Newman. He had not a word to say to me. I publicly challenged Manning to state the foundations on which he rests his monstrous claim to be spiritual Viceroy of England. You saw that he had not a word to say. Their whole system rests on absolutely nothing at all in the way of proof. It is simply a moral tower of Babel—an effort to escape from the flood of truth by building something which is to reach up to heaven. 

Parts of their doctrine you say, seem to you downright silly: So they are. The reason why they insist upon them is simply to exercise an act of sovereignty over the minds of those whom they seduce. Believe this nonsense—tell this lie—as a sort of sacrament, and when you have submitted to that, then you shall have peace, and you get the peace of giving up a labourious enterprise, of leaving this strait and flinty road by which all must travel who really care for truth. But what is the truth? The truth is that we are weak and ignorant, and that life is very dark, and that our duty is to own this, and not to insist that there must, and shall be, and is a light for a favoured few, which dispels this darkness. [Page 20] The words ‘light’ or ‘darkness’, like all other metaphorical words, are a little apt to mislead. What they really mean is Knowledge and Ignorance. When we say we want light, what we mean is, we want to know who and what we are, what is our destiny, what is our origin, what is our duty.

No wish can be more natural, no one can feel it more earnestly than I do, but surely the only light which it is not ignominious to want, is a light which will show us things as they are. We want real knowledge—not a mere fable by which to quiet our imaginations. We wish to see real objects lit up by the sun, not a set of figures painted on the slides of a magic lantern pretending to be the sun. Now if you look round at life, is there any one subject whatever on which people have got light or knowledge on any other terms than those of painful laborious search and experiment, varied by a thousand errors. All the doctrines of morality, all the institutions which we are accustomed to regard as fundamental conditions of morality were painfully sought out, and got in order, by successive generations of men, and are still very imperfect. Look at the whole state of the nations round you, to say nothing of the Europeans. They are in the dark on a thousand things—on the beauty of truth—on the possibility of attaining any sort of real physical knowledge, on the nature of government, on marriage, in short on almost every subject of which we have, by infinite struggles, and by slow degrees learnt a little. [Page 21] Does not the whole order and course of nature show that no kind of knowledge is given to men ready made. Why then should we expect such knowledge to be given on the greatest and most difficult of all conceivable subjects? Why should anyone expect to know at once, and once for all, and by merely submitting his mind to a priest, Whence he came? Who he is? Whither he goes? when it took the human race endless ages to learn that the sun is bigger than the earth, and when part of the human race only has learnt a moderately satisfactory theory of marriage, and that in a very imperfect way. I might dwell upon this to any length, but it all comes to this, that ignorance is our appointed lot in this life, and that honesty consists in fully acknowledging the ignorance and uncertainty in which we live.

But how in this state of things are we to steer a “logical and consistent course”? That is a practical question, and one of the last importance. The answer to it appears to me plain enough. Ignorant as we are as to what is distant and general, [?impossible] as it is to answer many of the questions which we cannot help asking, we know a good deal. In particular we know that we are bound together by innumerable ties, and that almost every act of our lives deeply affects our own, and our friends’ happiness. Why need a person who acts upon this knowledge systematically, and who tries to promote his or her own happiness mainly by trying in every kind of way to promote the general welfare of the whole, [Page 22] of which he, or she, forms a part, why should not such a person feel that he is “steering a logical and consistent course.”

My own feeling as to my own life is simply this. I do not certainly know, nor do I believe anybody certainly knows, whether there is a God and a future state, or what if there is a God is his will, but I hope and believe (in the sense of thinking it more probable than not) that there is a God, whose will is that men should be virtuous, and that this life is not all. Hereupon I acknowledge the obligation to be virtuous, that is to say, to live so as to promote the happiness of the whole body of which I am a member, and I wish to find my own happiness in so doing, nor do I much care for any other. What is there in this which can be called illogical and inconsistent? Why should not such a creed give a marked general direction to ones life? and what can any creed do more. 

If you think of it a little this creed of mine will explain to you the moral indignation with which I look on Roman Catholicism.

In the first place, instead of a full and honest confession of ignorance, it starts with a false assertion of the [?possession] of miraculous knowledge. This original vice makes it to the last degree dishonest, unjust, and cruel to all real knowledge. It has been, and is, the bitter enemy of political freedom, or rather of government on rational principles, of physical science, of all progress in morals, and of every form of inquiry which [?tends] to expose its falsehood. This enmity has led it into conduct cruel and bloody beyond [Page 23] anything recorded in history. 

Large parts of its theology are not only silly, but are I think cruel, and immoral to the last degree. I think the doctrine of eternal damnation so wicked and so cruel that I would as soon teach my children to lie, or to steal, as to believe in it. I object to it as strongly in Protestants as in Catholics, but a consistent Protestant must own that he may be mistaken in the matter, and is bound to argue it on its merits. A Catholic cannot, without giving up his whole system. The whole of this doctrine in all its forms, with all that belongs to it, is one which I would rather die than not denounce as wicked or immoral. * * *

Now my creed, imperfect and partly conjectural as it is, does teach me to try to do good in this world. I do really and truly love at all events a large section of mankind (though pride and a love a [sic – of ?] saying sharp things has made me, I am sorry to say, sometimes write as if I did not—but my bark is worse than my bite)— I have done what I could from time to time to help on what I thought good and wise, very imperfectly I know, but still I have done it, and wherever I have gone, and whatever I have done, I have found the Roman Catholic Church lying straight across my path. You must not think thus and thus about law—law is one of our departments and its fundamental principles are [?these]—and not those which you believe in. You must take such and such moral principles for granted because our system requires it. You must not adopt such and such metaphysical opinions [Page 24] because they are opposed to phrasiology which we have used in defining our theological dogmas—and your friends, Tyndale–Huxley and the rest, must always repudiate any conclusion to which their enquiries lead them, unless we sanction and permit it. This language too is held by men whom I cannot help feeling are in an intellectual point of view altogether my inferiors, and in a moral point of view nothing at all extraordinary, and when I challenge their right to take such a tone, they have not a word to say, and only call me wicked for asking such questions. Can you wonder that I feel that such people are my enemies, and the enemies as far as I can judge of all that I care for and wish to bring about?

It seems to me that there is in these days a moral and intellectual warfare going on, as real and as eager as the religious wars of the 16th and 17th centuries, though it does not take the shape of actual physical fighting as distinctly, it is impossible not to see and to feel that the war of 18[?66] and the war of 1870 and many others, have had a religious side to them. 

This warfare is being waged at all times, in all places, and in all sorts of ways, and I do not think life can have a much keener pleasure than to see one’s friends [?approve] of the way in which one bears oneself in the fight. I am sure it can have no more bitter pang than to see them go over to the enemy and say by so doing “You are a rebel against God, an enemy of the human race.” 

[Page 25] You say you are confident of Newman’s honesty because what he says is so clear and distinct. In the ordinary sense of the word, no doubt he is honest enough, but two of his books which I studied with the utmost care, his Apologia and the Grammar of Assent, to say nothing of some of his sermons, gave me a very strong impression that he is one of those people who pass their lives in a passionate effort to work out a result which at the bottom of their hearts they know is not true. His reason goes one way, and his feelings the other, and he forces his reason to follow his feelings instead of regulating his feelings by his reason. I do not call this honest—though perhaps it is a question of words. * * * A very [?sensitive] man is under a great temptation to this sort of mental unfairness, when he thinks he perceives a divergency between goodness and truth. To be at once intensely sensitive to beauty and goodness, and unflinchingly devoted to truth is an extremely difficult thing. A rough and harsh mind has perhaps no right to atone for sins it is inclined to, by damning those it has no mind to, and this ought perhaps to make me deal more gently than I do with people whose taste in moral and religious beauty inclines them to a life which I do not admire, but for all this I cannot think Newman a really straight forward simple minded man. I gave my reason in great detail in a review of his Apologia which I wrote ten years ago. If you read this book, I wish you would read the review also. It was the [Page 26] occasion of the interview I had with Newman, of which I have told you, on which occasion he was absolutely silenced by questions so simple and obvious that it is impossible for me to believe that they had not occurred to him. I asked him precisely the same question as I asked Manning. “You say it is my duty to treat you and your church as the agents and mouthpiece of Almighty God.” “Yes, I do.” “Well, begin at the beginning, and give me anything like a reasonable ground for believing you to be, what you say you are?” I could get absolutely no answer at all from him, and it was plain to me that he had nothing to say to anyone who did not go four fifths of the way to meet him. I recalled I said at last: “If Jesus Christ were here, could he say no more than you do?” He said “I suppose you mean, that if he could, I ought to be able to give you what you ask?” I said, “Certainly, for you profess to be his authorized agent, and call upon me to believe you on that ground. Well, prove it.” All he could say was “I cannot work miracles.” To which I replied, I asked not for miracles but for proofs. He had absolutely nothing to say. 



