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THE CONFERENCE OF LIBERAL THINKERS.

At the Annual Meeting of the Members of South Place Chapel, on January

R7, 1878, it was suggested that further use might be made of the Society and -
its organization, by inviting to a General Conference all those liberal thinkers
in this country who could unite for unsectarian work, and assist in the pro-

motion of truth wherever it might be found.

The following Resolution, proposed by Mr. Moncure D. Conway, and
seconded by Mr. Alexander J. Ellis, was carried unanimously :— :

¢ That the Minister and Committee of the Society be authorised (if on consultation
they find it expedient) to hold a Conference of advanced Thinkers, at any time and place
thought convenient.”

In the month of April the following circular of invitation was issued :

“ Soura Prace CHaPEL,
“11, SoutE PrAcE, FINsBURY,
“ Lonpon, E.C.

“TaE Minister and Committee of the Religious Society meeting at South Place solicit
your attendance at a General Conference of Liberal Thinkers, to be held here on June 13th
and 14th, 1878, from 12 to 5 p.m., each day, for the discussion of matters pertaining to the
religious needs of our time, and the method of meeting them.

“In assuming the initiative in this matter, our Society has no disposition to commit any
one who may accept this invitation to any opinions held by its minister or members. It
is actuated by a desire to promote the unsectarian and liberal religion of the age, now too
much impeded by isolation and by misunderstandings among those really devoted to com-
mon aims, and to utilise its building and organisation for that purpcse.

¢ At the proposed Conference it is hoped that persons may be gathered who, though
working in connection with particular organisations, yet, acknowledge no authority above
Truth, and are interested in the tendency to that universal religion which would break
down all partition-walls raised by Dogma and Superstition between race and race, man
and man. :

“Tt is believed that light and strength may be gained for each and all by earnest and
frank consultation concerning such subjects as the relation of liberal thinkers to the sec-
tarian divisions of the world ; their duties of negation and affirmation ; and the practical
methods of advancing their principles.

“The proposed meeting will be informal in its constitution, no regular representation
being at present in view, the assembly being thus left free to adopt any practical course for
-the future that shall appear desirable.

¢ A careful report of the proceedings will be printed.

“Your reply, which it is hoped will be favourable, together with the names and addresses
of such persons as you believe would be interested in the proposed Conference, may be
sent to Mr, Moncure D. Conway, Hamlet House, Hammersmith, London, W.”

The response to this circular was on the whole satisfactory, and about
400 persons attended the sessions, many different parts of the kingdom being
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4 GENERAL CONFERENCE OF LIBERAL THINKERS,

represented. The Conference met on Thursday, June 13, at twelve o’clock,
and the following is the official report of what took place :—

Mr. Moxcure D. Conway: On behalf of our Committce, I have great
pleasure in welcoming you all to this meeting ; we trust that you will con-
sider yourselves quite at home here, and we hope that you will forget entirely
that this building is for the present other than any building in your own
town, or belonging to your own society. We meet for frank and kindly con-

sultation as to the great cause of liberal thought and progress in the world ;

and on our part, as our circular says, we have simply utilised our machinery
and our building for what we hope will bring about a better understanding
and a larger co-operation among liberal elements. 'We bid you all, therefore,
cordial welcome, and if any of you have not received a formal invitation,
and it has almost been impossible to know just where to send them, there are
some on hand, and we shall be glad to distribute them. For the facilitation
of our work, we have requested certain gentlemen to act as chairmen. I
have no doubt the cordial assent and satisfaction of those who are here will
go with our Committee in having secured the kind services of Dr. George
J. Wyld for this morning. I will therefore request Dr. Wyld, without any
further ceremony or formality, to take the chair.

The CuairmaN: Ladies and Gentlemen—I am very gratified at the
honour you have done me in electing me to the chair, and I can only wish
that some person of more social importance had been chosen to fill this
position. I am always very glad to do all I can in aid of any cause of this
description, and T most heartily congratulate Mr. Conway and the Committee
of South Place Chapel having inaugurated such a movement as this.
‘When they come to look back upon it in future years it may be that then
will be the first step in a movement from which great things may grow, and
they will then have cause to be very proud of what they have done. In any
case, I am sure we all of us have cause to be very grateful indeed to them
for having started such a movement as this. As you know, speakers, without
a very great degree of practice, are apt to be diffuse, and therefore I have
prepared a few notes, which, if you will excuse me, I will now read.

I have long felt that the great want among liberal religionists at the
present time is unity and visible combination. More markedly among them
than among any other body of thinkers, everyone has hitherto seemed to be
playing for his own bat, to be beating his own drum, and intent only on
calling attention to his own favourite point of view.

It is not at all surprising that it should be so when we consider how
recent is their development, and from what widely divergent sources sympa-
thisers with free thought have originated—from various Nonconformist
churches, from the Established Church, from the ancient Jewish religion, and
even, to a larger extent than is sometimes thought, from the carefully-fenced
Roman fold.

It certainly, however, seems to me that this state of disintegration has
lasted long enough, and that it is time this very loose order should be some-
what consolidated. And all, T think, must at any rate so far agree, that it is
at least desirable that the various bodies of freethinkers, and individual free-
thinkers, should be brought more within hailing distance of each other, and
should have some common means of communication, so as to be able easily to
combine in case either individual or general interests are threatened.

Upon the general benefits of combination it would be trite to remark.
But more and more at the present day everything shows that co-operation
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and organisation are the secrets of success, and that through these the weakest
and seemingly most unlikely causes often gain their ends. As a recent
remarkable trial shows, even the veriest, and one would think most trans-
parent, swindle, if really well organised, will hardly fail to succeed, and may
keep going for years. _

But on the other hand the best causes, through the want of organisation,
have often never got beyond their first start, or after a little success have
come to nothing, &

In our own special case, the amount of discouragement caused by this
want among nascent freethinkers is very large. I have good grounds from
personal knowledge for saying that it is very considerable. Many persons,
whose sympathies have been awakened in the direction of rational religion, are
chilled and driven back. And sometimes those, who thus go back, become
more zealous on the side of the traditionalists than ever before. For they
think, however mistakenly, that they have found by experience, that outside
the old order of things there is nothing but a dreary waste, without shelter, or
sympathy, or a warm hearth to take refuge by, where no friendly hands join
in hearty grasp, where is nothing to be heard but hollow echoes of uncertain
sound, and nothing to be seen but melancholy ghosts, each wandering his
owrll1 way with only too much speculation in those eyes that he doth glare
with,

Iffree religion is ever to attain any great development, and do any per-
manent good in the world, it must be by attracting and holding the younger
generation: I do not mean mere children, but those who are entering active
life. Now the mere aspect of energetic organisation is very attractive to
most minds at this age, and the want of it awakens hesitation and distrust.
Indeed nearly all have a bias to what looks like a winning side, and has
some spirit and life in it. Few can take a stand quite alone, and study the
abstract merit of things in a dry light: they must have some party to take
sides with, some sympathetic comradeship to cheer them along. We should
not, I think, leave it to the traditional churches to reap all the advantage of
this natural esprit de corps. It would be foolish to count among our depend-
able recruits thatlarge number of young persons who are merely indifferent
about serious matters. So long as thoughtlessness and ease last, such may be
classed and may even class themselves as freethinkers; but they are not free

in any true sense of the term, they have never thought out their own emanci-

pation. 'What seriousness thereis left in them, is still connected with the old
order of things ; the power of superstition has not been broken in them,—and
when at last, through misfortune or other cause, their grave time comes,
they revert at once to the old delusions which soothed their mothers and
grandmothers. A better organisation among rational religionists might, I
think, surround some of this floating class with strengthening associations,
and attach them permanently to the body. And really everything nowa-
days depends so much upon the popular vote, or may have to fear so
much from an ugly popular rush, that it is all important that freethinkers
should increase their dependable members as well as their means of con-
solidation.

For it is not at all impossible, if we do not increase our force, before the
next generation, that a great season of reaction may set in. Many signs seem
to me to point this way. All the lovers of traditional faiths, those who
tremble for the security of property and rank, and all those who are for quiet
at any price, have to a great extent learnt to tolerate one another, and under
the influence of mutual fright are ready to combine for the purpose of—if
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not absolutely crushing—yet very inconveniently compressing their common
foe ; as they foolishly imagine their best friend, the rational thinker, to be.
Their emissaries and wire-pullers have been working very quietly these few
past years, and not without effect either in the political or religious world.
They have immense organizations ready to their hand, and they have begun
to learn more how to use them and keep up their vitality.

It is important to recollect too, that a// the apparent advances that are
made towards freethought in the old churches, are not real advances, or
made from true sympathy or with a view to conciliation; but are simply
temporary shifts to better their logical position, to throw dust in the world’s
eyes, and enable them better to bring weak freethinkers within their net.

There are many points in the orthodox creeds which their professional
defenders would be glad to slip out of or explain away, could they do so
while preserving any character for consistency.

There is nothing I would venture to caution our younger associates more
against than being put off by that loose make-shift rationalism in which some
of the quasi-orthodox are beginning largely to deal, and with which they
think as the common phrase is, to take the wind out of the genuine free-
thinker’s sails. For these gentlemen the most appalling difficulties that can
be proposed are perfectly easy of explanation, by the aid of some of the
modern ingenious methods of accommodation ; either the case has been mis-
conceived through a mistranslation, or it is an allegory, or there has been a mis-
take or transposition of transcribers, or there is a figurative or spiritual meanin g,
or it is an instance of the argumentum ad hominem, or an oriental idiom, or some
other ingenious solution is resorted to, till at last the mystified hearers can
hardly make out whether these expounders really believe the supernatural
origin of their religion in the main, or whether they are simply anxious to
show that notwithstanding they have subscribed creeds and formularies they
are men of learning and acuteness. They remind one of nothing so much
as the accommodating spirit of the excellent peep-show proprietor, “ Well-
ington or Blucher, whichever you please, my dears;*’ so long as you only
enter the show and pay the showman. By the really honest enquirer this
method of trying to put new wine into old “bottles will assuredly in the long
run be found illusory, and satisfy neither the mind nor the heart.

Some people, however, who have abandoned fixed beliefs, say that there is
no ground for combination among those who have no specified system of
doctrine. They conceive, and practically assert, that when you deny a super-
natural revelation, and reject the authority of churches, that there is
nothing which can be properly called religion to be maintained or observed.

I believe this notion to be altogether mistaken ; though I can quite under-
stand the feeling.out of which it often arises.

I, myself, am one of those who believe that science is the only revelation,
understanding by this, not only physical science, but the study of man’s past
history, his social development, and the growth of the human mind, Men of
the ancient world found in these things some ground-work of religion. “The
heavens declare the glory of God,” said the Psalmist. And whether we of
modern times call that invisible and mysterious something which is behind
Pphenomena, “ God,” or “ Force,” or “ Spirit,”” or “the Power without us,”
or by what other name you will, it is a mere matter of fact that we can detect
the working of a system, and an irreversible law, which it is our highest
interest reverently to learn and implicitly to obey.

Here, then, you have ample scope for a life of reverent observation and
faithful obedience; what more do you want on which to base a religion ?
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And it may be a religion which will not only furnish a field for the
reverent exercise of the intellect, but supply nourishment to the heart,
being fruitful of motives caleulated to quicken our highest aspirations and
emotions. _ -

For when we consider that this mysterious law, within which we are
all bound, not only regulates the starsin their courses, and makes to spring
blossom and fruit for all creatures’ sustenance, but also that it binds man to

§ man with the chords of sympathy—it is the source of that fire which makes

our hearts glow at the sight of noble and unselfish deeds, it animates the
lover’s sigh, the mother’s kiss, the poet’s longing, the scholar’s brain-toil,
as well as the hard-handed work of craftsmen and labourers, ¢ For all these
worketh one and the self-same spirit ;”” when we consider the manifold rela-
tions which are thus only shadowed, who shall say that in tracing their
connections and development there are no lessons to be found to kindle
hope, to inspire the struggle for good, to purify the affections ?

I cannot allow, then, that there is no room for a very high and real
religion, after we have rejected all supernatural revelation and the authority
of all churches.- )

But surely this very rejection of supernaturalism and authority is of itself
a very good argument for co-operation among the different classes of liberal
thinkers.

For we have rejected them mnot lightly, but for solid reasons and
through weary study, and many of us, by painful experience, have become
convinced of their baselessness and their evil effects. We know that in the
past, and by means of the sacerdotalism which has been, and is still, built
upon them, they have been the great obstacles to human improvement, the
standing bulwarks and excuse of every kind of tyranny and unfair privilege,
and the fruitful parents of superstition, ignorance and misery.

‘We are not only anxious, therefore, as much as in us lies, to shorten their
remaining reign, and weaken their still predominant influence,—but the
necessity of combination is forced upon us, in order to prevent their return in
full power, to hinder the fresh development of those ruinous principles
which have hitherto been only slightly checked.

And here we think we have a fair ground of appeal to those who consider
themselves pure scientists, and who dislike to concern themselves with anything

* having any connection with religion. I said above that I could very well

understand that feeling. I can readily sympathise with their impatience of
theology as a pseudo-science, which after years of study discloses nothing except
its own nullity—and their repugnance to that delusive religion which has filled
the world with strife and folly, and fully deserved the well-known objurga-
tion of the poet Lucretius. It is a mistake to confound religion founded on
the laws of the universe and man’s life with the superstitions and theologies
which usurp its name. It is rather to preserve and extend this emancipated
truth that the efforts of wise men should be directed. I quite agree with Pro-
fessor Miiller and others that the mass of men must have some religion, and
therefore it is the interest of all to make it as good as possible: since corrupt
religion involves the continual hazard of the recrudescence of superstition, and
the return of arbitrary government or anarchy. Corrupt religion puts power
into the hands of those the least fit to use it. This power issecretin its action,
and it is difficult to trace its extent. It may be mining the ground under our feet
when we least expect it, and suddenly bring the wheels of State to a deadlock
when all looks smiling. It is the tendency of all the religious bodies of the pre-
gent day who cleave to the old supernaturalism, to becomé more and more
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subject to ecclesiastical ideas, and more imbued with the priestly spirit. And
as long as priests of any sort remain in the world they will never cease to
strive for power, and aid directly or indirectly the cause of reaction : their
theory pledges them to endeavour to subject men to a false standard of appeal,
and an unwarrantable species of authority, thereby as far as possible mysti-
fying men’s intellects, stopping the progress of sound education, and filling
the world with bugbears.

I cannot but think, therefore, that it isthe duty of every enlightened man
to aid, as far as he can, those organisations which aim at counteracting their
widespread influence. There is scope for combined action in many directions ;
but I would especially indicate vigilance as to the insidious moves of the cleri-
cal party at school boards. Of middle class education, too, a great deal might
be said, and I hope some speakers may touch upon the subject. But, above
all, I think enlightened men should aid organisations which strive to propagate
purer views of religion, for nothing will ever exorcise the false religions of the
world, but the genuine article. And as long as false religions retain such
immense preponderance, it is certain that neither science, nor philosophy, nor.
free government are absolutely secure. !

Calm philosophers in the cool suburbs of the Metropolis or in rural shades
may persuade themselves that they will for ever pursue their lucubrations
unmolested out of the reach of general warrants orhowling mobs; and it mayseem
a long time since crowds paraded the streets and smashed windows to the cry
of “ High Church and Dr. Sacheverell for ever ! ’—or when a band of piously
disposed roughs gutted the house of Dr. Priestley—but what has happened
before may happen again, and supine indifference on the part of thinking
men is the way to court attack and defeat.

There must be yet for a long time a residuum of rowdyism and stupidity
in every nation, and political and ecclesiastical gentlemen of reactionary
tendencies are showing that they know how to manipulate them for their own
ends. Ten thousand men were marshalled by priests in Hyde Park on
Monday last, though then I confess for a good object ; but it is an ominous
sign of the power they might come to wield. In short, all the signs of the
times point to the necessity of watchfulness and combination, and a disposition
to sink minor differences among liberal thinkers of all sorts, and I can only
sincerely trust that the organisation, the inauguration of which is now desired
by Mr. Conway and his friends, may effectually contribute thereto.

Mr. Conway said : I have received a considerable number of letters from
distinguished persons who, for various reascns, cannot be with us, most of
them, however, sympathising with the objects which have brought us to-
gether. Some have indeed, though in a kindly way, expressed misgivings
as to the utility of a Conference of this kind. ~Dr. James Martineau, who
regrets that he is prevented from being with us by absence in Scotland, adds,
however, his belief that ¢ Negation supplies no bond. It has its work todo—
a legitimate work, which I am far from depreciating—but, in my opinion,
this work must be individually done ; and, beyond it, a good deal must happen
before religious combination becomes possible.” Mr. Matthew Arnold says,
“I am strongly of opinion that the errors of popular religion in this country
are to be dispersed by the spread of a better and wider culture, far more than
by direct antagonism and religious counter-movements.”” The Duke of
Somerset and Lord Houghton write somewhat in the same tome. I must
remark, however, that these misgivings or hesitancies have been very few.
About 200 letters have been received, representing a great variety of minds.
M}".’ William Rossetti, who, from thefirst, has taken great interest in this meet-
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ing, believes the time has come for protest of literary men against being sup-
posed to have any sympathy with orthodox dogmas. [Mr, Rossetti was present
at the Conference.| Professor Max Miiller, who took an interest in it, writes
that he finds himself with so little strength since his Hibbert Lectures, that his
attendaunce is doubtful. From Oxford, also, I have letters indicating in-
terest in our movement, from Professors Sayce, Rolleston, Pater, &c. The
Rev. Silas Farrington, of Manchester, writes ; Perhaps nothing concerns
me more than the loosening of the bonds of human sympathy and co-operation
which, it has seemed to me, has attended the vanishing of the old creeds out
of our liberal congregations,”” and he welcomes this Conference as a sign that
the Liberal particles are not toremain for ever in solution. John Cunnington
sends us a message, which he calls that of a dying man,” in which he says,
“ Let everything be done in a spirit of love!” = I can, of course, at present

 give but a sentence or two from these letters. There are some absences which

are unexpected. Professor Andrew Wilson, of Edinburgh, who was to have
addressed us, has, at the last moment, been prevented by an alteration in the
time of his college examinations; the Rev. Frank Walters, who meant to
help us, has been unable to leave Glasgow ; and Mr. J. Allanson Picton can-
not give us the address we hoped for, having left London by doctor’s orders.
He writes: “T wish you would say how much I wished to be present, and
how much disappointed I am to be out of the way.” Several cordial letters
have come from liberal clergymen, among others, one from the Rev. J. Shortt,
of Hoghton Vicarage, Preston, Lancashire, who says: “I cordially sympathise
with the objects of the Conference, and heartily wish it every success. No
one can be more interested than I am in the cause of freedom of thought.”
No doubt we might have hoped for a larger number of Unitarian ministers,
had it not been for an unfortunate collision, in our day of assembling, with
one of the anniversaries of the Unitarian Association—a collision which, on
our part, we took pains to avoid.
F¥rom “The Knoll,”” Ambleside, Mr. W. W. HiLLs writes :—

“TI heartily sympathise with any movement which is likely to draw men of liberal
views on religion, into closer union and more active co-operation in promoting the welfare
of the race. Itis the latter object, I think, which can alone find men in permanent
religious union—mere agreement in opinion, whether ignorant or enlightened, being
almost no bond at all, and tending to divide men into narrow and ever-narrowing
sects.”

Mr. Karl Blind regrets that he is prevented by his engagements from
being with us. '

“As to my own views,” he says, philosophically speaking, I am so much imbued with
a sense of the impenetrability of what will for ever remain the unknowable, that I must
needs refrain from taking part in any organization. At the same time I fully appreciate
the desire of thinking men to draw together for the discussion of such subjects; and I am
s;)nr\iir’l,ced that, as regards general emancipation, your conference will do a right good

orxg,

If, unfortunately, we should not have Professor Huxley among us, it will
not be because of any lack of interest or sympathy on his part, but because
of the persistent and dangerous illness by which his family has just been
afflicted. Compelled to leave his attendance an open question, he has been
careful to write me on the subject, and says this ¢ Conference is sure to be
interesting, and 1 think it is likely to be useful.” Not the least grateful to
myself for one, and no doubt to many among you it will prove the same, has
been a warm word of encouragement and sympathy from the veteran general
of liberal thought, Thomas Scoft. It is much to feel that he is with us in
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spirit. His best co-worker, Mrs. Scott, writes that by reason of loss of power
in both hands his response must come through her, and that we may rest
assured of his and her “hearty sympathy with our efforts in endeavouring
to free man and womankind from the unhealthy superstitions with which
they are at present surrounded, and which tend to bar enlightenment and
progress.” )

Some of the letters express the hope that this Conference may lead to some
practical result, perhaps to the formation of something like the Free Religious
Association in America, one of whose founders we are fortunate enough to
have with us. Whether as the eloquent defender of Theodore Parker in
Boston, or the gallant defender of the liberties of the negro race on the field
of battle, Colonel Wentworth Higginson will meet with honour wherever the
principles of physical, intellectual, and religious freedom are honoured. One
Ietter I must read in full, a wise word from a wise man, the venerable and
learned Jewish scholar and author, Dr. M. Kalisch. He writes ;—

¢ The state of my health will unfortunately not allow me to attend the proposed Con-
ference of Liberal Thinkers, but I will not omit assuring you that I shall follow its proceed-
ings with the keenest interest, and express my earnest wishes for its success. It ought
not to be impossible to find a common ground on which the various liberal societies may
meet, in order, on the one hand, to counteract with united force the persevering efforts of
traditionalists, and, on the other hand, to call into life the many latent germs of religious
liberalism, which are scattered everywhere beneath a surface of perplexity or hesitation.
It ought to be possible to establish such a centre without the least approach to any fixed
formula which might imperil absolute freedom of thought, or bearing the remotest re-
semblance to, or involving the slightest tendency towards an unalterable dogma. Trusting
that the timely step you have taken will prove fruitful of the best results,

%I am, dear Sir, yours faithfully,
“ M. XarLiscn.”

With which cheering note, whose significance coming from such a quarter,
will not, I am sure, be lost on this audience, I close a summary from which
time compels me to leave out many interesting and satisfactory messages,
which are carefully filed and will be remembered.

The Rev. C. VovsEY: The promoters of this Conference may be well
congratulated on the selection of the subject to which our attention is now
invited. Every thoughtful person must be aware how intimately this ques-
tion of religion is bound up, not only with each man’s individual happiness
and well-being, but with the safety of society and the welfare of the com-
munity at large. Religion is scarcely less of social importance than of
individual interest. In speaking of ¢ Religious needs,”” it is implied that in
matters of religion we are in a state more or less unsatisfactory : that some-
thing is wanted which we have not got; that what we already have is
deficient, if not pernicious. And nothing can be more true ; and they have
done wisely who have made a practical effort to bring these ““ Religious needs”
into open discussion. In venturing to bring before the Conference my own
views as to those needs and how to meet them, I disavow entirely the
dogmatic spirit, or any unwillingness to have my views corrected and im-
proved by others. But inasmuch as this Conference will depend for its use-
fulness almost entirely on the clearness, reasonableness, and absolute sincerity
of the various readers and speakers, I will do my best to say exactly what I
mean, however much or little it may be approved.

The religious needs of our time are extremely various; all attempts at
generalization must be qualified by a mental reservation that there are
varieties of condition which cannot be included in our categories, and cannot
be met by our suggestions of treatment. '
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These needs may be roughly divided into the intellectual, the emotional,
and the @sthetic. Time was when so long as the emotional and sesthetic

| needs were satisfied, the intellectual needs of religion—so far from being sup-

plied—did not even exist. Men and women were content with their faith
and their worship, without any demand on the part of their reason for a share
in the control of religious thought. Now, to a large extent, all this is
changed. Vast numbers of really religious souls either demand some rational
foundation on which to rest their faith, or at least demand that the terms
of their creed, and the forms of their worship shall not do outrage to their
intellectual convictions. Theology to exist at all must be of the nature of
science, based on induction and ruled by logic. Religion, as distinct from
Theology, must be in harmony with already known facts, or it will rapidly
cease to occupy the hearts of people of common sense. All this, you will
say, is mere truism ; and to most of us here it may be so. It is, however,
still to be widely learnt out of doors by the religious world at large. The
growing demand is for a reasonable creed, and because it is not generally
forthcoming, because that which is glaringly unreasonable, if not also in-
credible and revolting, is still insisted on by orthodox churches and sects,
still stands on our statute books as the only creed recognised by Crown and
Parliament, thousands have become secretly atheistical, and tens of thousands
are utterly unsettled in their religious convictions. It is to be borne in
mind that this is not purely a State Church question, but one which
goes down into the roots of our common humanity. The Church, it is true,
has for the present its Act of Uniformity and its stereotyped Prayer Book
and Liturgies; and these contain the obnoxious dogmas against which the
religious instinct and religious intellect of modern thinkers revolt. But we
also find the very same dogmas maintained with an equally obstinate
pertinacity among the Free Nonconformist Churches and sects outside the
- pale of the Establishment. Wesleyans, Congregationalists and Baptists, with
a hundred sects behind them, are not one whit better, or more enlightened, or
«more free from irrational dogmas, for being emancipated from State control.
I allude to this in order to show that the separation of Church and State
would not be of the slightest value in meeting the intellectual religious needs
of our time. In all probability it would aggravate present dogmatism
and put off the day of enlightenment further than ever. What
is really wanted is the disestablishment of the Creeds and Articles,
and the repeal of the Act of Uniformity, so as to leave all clergymen
free to speak their honest minds; and a similar freedom must be given to
the Nonconformist ministers. This, indeed, seems to me the great need of
the hour—to give free speech to those who have something really reasonable
to say about religion. There is an abject dread of new truth abroad, not
from any native dislike to it so much as from a terror of social or pecuniary
pains and penalties, which, indeed, more closely threaten the Nonconformist
minister than the clergyman of the Established Church. The laity, who, as
a rule, look up to and confide in their religious teachers, would, with few
exceptions, heartily greet the endowment of the pulpit with absolute liberty.
Surely the right-minded amongst them would infinitely prefer that their
preacher should proclaim his real conviction rather than that he should lie, as
he now lies, under suspicion of dissimulation and insincerity. In brief, in-
tellectual religion can only come by calm and perfectly independent thought ;
independent, ¢.e., from all interference by dictation, by threats, by fear of
consequences, or by dread of the conclusions to which it may lead. The chief
religious need of our time is intellectual correction, the getting rid of what is




12 GENERAL CONFERENCE OF LIBERAL THINKERS.

unreasonable, and the getting hold of what is reasonable : and this I maintain
can only be met by endowing the professed teachers of religion with absolute
freedom and independence, that they may give free play to their own thoughts
and free speech to their tongues. Till we secure this liberty, the hungry
souls will be sent empty away, only stones will they have given them for
bread, and the insincerity and moral cowardice of their teachers will descend
upon the people, and wrap them in hypocrisy and dishonesty. I wonder
they do not see this. I wonder that it is not perceived that the decay in
morals, the lowering of the standard of truth and equity in common dealings,
the abject lack of moral courage and public spirit which the Juvenals of this
age deplore, are not entirely and distinctly traceable to dishonesty in religion.
If a man can dissemble before God, he will not scruple much to dissemble
before his fellow-men. If a man can go and solemnly pretend to believe
things which his whole soul denies—at the hour and in the place of what
men have by common consent called Divine worship, the integrity of his
whole life is thereby undermined, and he may thank the grace of circum-
stances, and not his own virtue, if he do not become, in the ordinary affairs of
life, a liar and a rogue.

Turning from this, the greatest and most widespread of our religious
needs, we come to that class who are dissatisfied with the creed and worship
in which they have been brought up, and whose minds are nearly a tadula

rasa, ready for the inscription of any faith or conviction which the reason’

will admit. Very many, having given up orthodoxy as quite effete, are never-
theless still uncertain as to what to believe or what to put in the place of the
religion they have cast away. With them the intellectual is not forgotten,
but somewhat in abeyance ; it is the emotional part of their religious nature
which needs satisfaction.

And here I know I am treading on delicate ground, inasmuch as there are
at least two great divisions of that large body which has escaped from ortho-
doxy—one believing in Grod, and holding on even more vividly than ever to

convictions of His relations with mankind which they had always more or

less cherished, the other not believing in God, not feeling any emotions of
trust towards Him, or able to understand the religious emotions of those who
practise prayer and praise. Now whether areligion with prayer, or a religion
without prayer is destined to be the religion of the future, I will not be so
arrogant as to predict ; my sole object in alluding to these divisions of the
unorthodox world is, that I may fulfil my promise, and tell you my honest
opinion about the religious needs of our time.

It is my conviction that in the present break-up of ancient creeds, there ~

lies the gravest danger of a total loss of all religious belief, of conscious trust
in the living God, as a source of strength, purity, consolation, and hope, The
old husks of falsehood have been swept away, and along with them the grains
of pure and life-giving truth on which the faithful in all times have nurtured
and enriched their souls. Some minds are so hasty that they impatiently re-
nounce every idea once seen to be tainted with error, and will have nothing

to do with emotions once proved to be capable of perversion. Thus it comes = #

to pass that No Gtod takes the place of the False God, that silence reigns
where foolish or impious prayers were once offered, that an ungrateful neglect
takes the place of selfish and childish praises. It is better, they say, to have
no God than a false one; better. not to pray at all than to have the old
notions of prayer; better never to sing a psalm of praise than seem to en-
courage the false ideas of God on which popular worship too often rests. I
do not altogether condemn this feeling, but to me it seems somewhat extreme

|
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- and morbid, like the refusal to eat because some food is poisonous, and to

drink because some will drink to excess.
The loss of what I must call, for want of a better term, personal conscious

Telations to Grod, is a dire loss deeply to be deplored. No intellectual accuracy

—even if it were any more possible to the unbeliever than to the believer—
could compensate for the shutting out of that Light from above which illumines
the souls of all who trust in God. ‘

Lord Amberley touchingly describes the barrenness, the emptiness of soul
which often follows the relinquishment of orthodox creeds; by all earnest,
tender, and devout persons this loss is deeply felt, and if it be not somehow
supplied before the feelings are fatally numbed, the mental and spiritual
injury becomes life-long, often deteriorating to both the character and the
conduct. If the revolt in religious minds against orthodoxy arose out of a

{ - higher and intenser religious feeling, out of more exalted conceptions of the

universal love of God, out of more natural trust in His good purposes, surely
the only religion that can satisfy them must be one that will bring them into
nearer and closer relations with God, and not leave or drive them further off
than before. It must be a religion of prayer and praise, of more prayer and
not less; of more praise, and not less than before. If the old childish
notions of prayer have been wisely put away, it is only that a more
rational and manly conception of prayer should take its place, not that
the soul should be dumb before God, and all communion with #he
Father of our spirits given up as senseless and impossible. Progress in re-
ligion, as in other things, surely means going forward not going backwards ;
it may indeed involve casting off burdens which impeded our march, and the
removal of obstacles out of cur path, but all the more that we may advance
and come nearer to God, and not that we should turn round and deliberately
retrace our steps, turning our back on the Light which, however overclouded,
has been luring on the millions and myriads of our race since the birth of
the religious instinct.

The religious emotions, as they have hitherto generally existed, have been
felt as a thirsting of the soul after God, a longing to see Him, so to speak,
and to be assured of His entire friendliness. In spite of modern scepticism,
we see no trace as yet of any decline of this longing after God. If some
men are weary of a fruitless search in wrong directions or by ineffective mears
and for a time feel numbed and paralysed by their discouragements, sooner
or later the appetite revives, and the heart yearns after the Living God more
fervently than ever. The mass of people, however, whose faith is unsettled,

who are no longer satisfied with orthodoxy, still retain their reli gious emotions,

and look and long for a cultus in which they can find for these emotions a
reasonable satisfaction. Mere metaphysics will not do, philosophy fails to
warm their hearts, and the more they pursue intellectual enquiries as to the
nature and being of God, the less and less satisfaction they get for their
religious feelings and aspirations.

Hence it seems to me that one of the chief duties devolving on religious
teachers is to combine with their intellectual strictures on the popular
mythology, the best expressions they can find for their own religious faith
and hope. What is wanted is to show men what we believe, and why we
believe ; in language better still, Whom we trust, and why we trust Him,
‘We must bring the warmth of pure religious emotion into our worship and
our teaching, if we can ever hope to attract or to benefit those thousands of
religious souls now outcasts from their old churches and creeds. Without
this, we may be able, perhaps, to enlighten their ‘understanding, to quicken
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within them the sceptical, even the scornful, faculty; we may even
do some good in rousing their dormant interest in social questions,
and kindling within them a noble philanthropy; but when we have
done our best we shall not have helped them by one straw to become
religious, or to preserve from extinction the dying spark of religious
faith. I will not here excite needless controversy on the use of the term
“religion.” T will grant there may be a prayerless religion, as well as a
religion of prayer—and by prayer of course I mean communion with God.
But I will say, with the utmost emphasis, that these two things are diame-
trically opposed, and therefore neither has the right to bear the name of the
other.

If T am told that there is no sense in prayer and praise because there is
no one in Heaven or earth, or in the solitude of our souls, who can hear or
heed our signs and songs ; I admit thelogic, but I deny the assumption. If there
be no one to hear, or to heed, or to answer by spiritual grace, I will not be such .
a fool as to let my soul wear itself out in vain aspirations to Nothing. But
if there be a God, called by whatever name, who is the correlative to the
human soul, and who knows and loves us, surely then the instincts of reli-
gious emotion are explained, and actual communion between me and Him is
not only possible, but indispensable to my soul’s life. 'We have then to preach
a God who will draw all hearts unto Himself, and not repel them or terrify -
them as the God of Christendom.

Far be it from me arrogantly to declare that I must be right, and those
who differ from me must be wrong ; far be it from me to desire to silence those
who cannot speak of God as I do, even were I able to silence them. I con-
demn no one, so long as each and all are sincere, and speaking from their
hearts what they believe to be true. All I have had in view is to make clear
and unmistakable the difference between these two ways of regarding God
and religion—to show that whichever of them may be right, they cannot both
be right ; they are mutually contradictory, and that to attempt to ignore this
‘contrast would only add fresh difficulty to our perplexities, and effectually
bar the approach towards liberty of thought, of those who are falling out of <
the orthodox ranks.

I have only time to say a few words on the sesthetic side of religion. The
movement called Ritualism, which has had its dim reflection among Noncon-
formists, and even in the stern Puritan worship of the Scots, owes its success,
not to the vile sacerdotalism which was its origin, but to the innate love of
artistic beauty which Ritualism gratifies. The old repulsive services of our
youth were so wearisome, that we cannot recall them without a sigh of relief.
The Ritualists, wiser in their generation, soon saw that if they were ever to
get congregations at all, or to attract the young, the services must be made
more or less beautiful and interesting. We all know how this feeling ran
into excesses, and how even bcauty has been sacrificed to superstitious
punctilios. Yet, on the whole, the embellishments are artistic and greatly
appreciated. It is possible to go to church now without weariness and
without disgust. }

If we, in our turn, hope to gain the ear of the free-thinking religious
people, we must have an engaging service. The music must be of the best,
and the forms as free from dulness as we can possibly invent. This matter,
though trifling when compared with the intellectual and emotional questions,
is still worthy of due recognition in treating of the subject which has brought
us together.

I conclude by thanking the promoters of this Conference for inviting
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discussion on these topics of supreme interest; and will only throw out one
more hint for your consideration: If the subjects I have broached lead, as
they possibly may, to the expression of widely divergent opinion, let it be
borne in mind that the sole cause of any differences in opinion is, that on one
side or on the other, or on both, the full truth is not yet known ; that all our
ideas of religion, and how it should be fostered, are rooted in the far deeper
question—What do we mean by God? And as no one, surely, in this
thoughtful assembly would venture to say more than that his own view is
at best but an approximation to the actual truth, it will not give pain or
offence to each other to listen to opinions however adverse to our own. If
we have found any truth, and surely all have found some, we owe its discovery
to the elashing of thought with thought, and to the centuries of intellectual
strife which have cleared the ground on which we stand.

The CrarrMaN then invited discussion on the paper, observing that they
did not expect to involve every one in a long speech, but it was perhaps just
as well that the paper just read should be dissected and digested by discussion
and comment, and therefore they would be very glad to hear anything calcu-~
lated to illustrate what had been said by Mr, Voysey, and to listen to
objections to the arguments he had brought.

Mr, JoacHiM KaspaRY said he had taken a very great interest during the
last twelve years in the freethought movement, and he heartily hoped that
Mr. Conway, of whom he was a very great admirer, might succeed in forming
an organisation of liberal thinkers, whether atheists or deists, For himself, he
presumed not only to believein the existence of a God, but he was also able
to know and to prove it. He heartily agreed with most of the sentiments of
the paper, but he would like to know whether Mr. Voysey by prayer meant
begging prayer or religious prayer. ~'What freethinkers wanted was a
basis for their freethought. All superstition arose because men had not
hitherto had a basis for their ideas; supernatural religions were merely
religions built by men upon their own opinions. He thought religion ought
to be built upon an infallible criterion, upon a criterion now which knowledge
was derived. All men differed, and who should decide between them, if there
were no infallible invariable criterion by which they could be judged as to
right and to wrong. There was but one infallible” criterion by which they
could judge of opinions und thought, and that, if he might use an expression,
was what all knew to be the natural laws. According to these laws matter was
changed ; and, according to thought, sentient beings were either rewarded

. or degraded whether they knew it or not, or whether they liked it or not. In

the universe there was nothing unchangeable except the mode by which
changes took place, and therefore he thought religion ought to be built upon
Nature’s laws. These natural laws he called the laws of God. Within the
last twelve years he had made great discoveries which he wanted to publish,
but that he had not the time or the means to do 80, by which he could prove
whence men came and where they would go. Although they might smile, he
hoped every one would see what he would be able to prove. He would not
detain the meeting further, except to say that he wished it great success.
Miss Dowxine said she had listened with great interest to the paper.
Mr. Voysey remarked that thousands were becoming atheists, and tens of
thousands were without religious affections altogether. It struck her as accu-
rate, and very true. 'What she wanted to ask was, Could anyone there at
that meeting give them some certainty and show them some path to follow ?

~ She was not in the position of those who doubt all religous doctrines, and took
up a negative position. Indeed she was brought up in the strictest of all

|
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churches of orthodox Catholic religion. ~ Mr. Voysey himself had formerly
belonged to the Established Church, and probably other gentlemen there had
come out from their sects. It had always been a puzzle to her to understand
how people could give up their convictions, their thoughts, their beliefs, their
truths, if she might call them so, and accept others without any doubt or dif-
ference. She had gone to hear nearly every Liberal speaker upon religion.
She had come constantly to that place, where she always heard Mr. Conwa
with the greatest delight, and she was still asunconvinced as ever of the path to
follow or how she was to choose. It seemed to her that they must either give
up all belief in supernatural religion, the belief in a God, of any agent, just as
much as the Trinity, the Incarnation, Transubstantiation, and Confession ; or
they must, if logical, become members of the Roman Catholic Church. She
spoke with some difficulty, for she was extremely nervous, and besides, a state
of doubt was not a pleasant condition to bein. She would be glad if anyone
there would point out how it was possible to hold by one belief any more than
another. She often came to South Place. She heard Mr. Conway’s admir-
able lecture, she enjoyed the anthems and the hymns, and she always went
back with her mind elevated, and with a feeling that she would like to do
something, not for God, but something more for humanity. With regard to
religion, the belief in God brought them at once to a stand, and she did not
see how they were to agree upon that point at all; they could not define the
meaning of the term, If Mr. Voysey had contented himself with dealing with
the Almighty as an emotional thing, or as an ecstatic thing, she could under-
stand it ; but when he went further, and asked for some intellectual belief, the
question arose, was there a bit more intellectual truth in the belief in the
Divinity than there was in the belief in any creed or dogma of the Church
whatever? John Henry Newman was an instance of one great thinker who
had felt these difficulties, and had ended them by going to the one church
which did claim to be divinely founded, and to have infallible truth. His
deductions carried him to that church, and she could not understand how any
ladies and gentlemen who held one single belief in the Divinity at all, did not
go there at once also. It was not one whit more difficult, as an intellectual
problem, to swallow the whole camel than to swallow one portion of it. She
was speaking on this subject to one of the ablest men in Oxford, and she said
what good had he done by his long life? ¢ You have upset the old land-
marks, you have given us nothing in their place.”” He replied that, after
sixty years’ experience of human life, the knowledge he had gained taught
him to believe what he saw, to believe what came home to his own reason, and
not to go one step beyond that. Headded “Nobody knows anything about it ;
you cannot say that it is or it is not; you cannot take the absolute denial of
the atheist or the theory of the Deist. You must simply make the best you
can of this life, and take the chance of living ; all the rest is insoluble as it
was left to us all before.” - .

Captain Price said he was a great admirer of Mr. Voysey and of his
teachings, and as Miss Downing seemed anxious to know his opinions as
to a personal Deity he was bound to say a word on the subject. He
would not be standing there at all if he for one instant believed or thought
that any of them imagined he had the slightest feeling or wish for the
continuance of the old orthodox religion. He was a pure Deist, and believed
that there was one Supreme Being ; how he was constituted he knew not,
and nobody had been able to describe in the smallest way. The constitution
of the world alone would almost convince him that there must be some
Supreme Being, call him what they would, who governed and ruled the
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universe, and who brought the world out of what they knew not what.
He believed that there was this supreme nature in everything, ruling
everything. As to prayer he looked with wonder and astonishment on
those who begged for favours from Him, and he did not for a moment
believe that prayers or praises could in any way detract from or add to his
grandeur or importance. More than that he did not believe, and Mr, Voysey
did not believe. 4

The CHAIRMAN next called upon Mr. S. Teetgen, whose card had been
handed to him, and had some difficulty in pronouncing the name.

Mzr. 8. Teercey : Mine is a very peculiar name, I cannot pronounce it
properly myself unless I make a very ugly face. (A laugh.) Our German
friend would give it to you very nicely. I do not happen fo be a Grerman,
but I am of German descent. I came here through seeing an announcement
in a public paper that there was to be such a meeting as this, and I thought
I would like to come. I think of free thought, religious free thought ; and
since I have been sitting here I have seen the outcome of free thought. One
does not know one thing, another does not know another (a laugh) ; how
you will be able to make a combination you don’t know, and the difficulties
will be so great that there will be no coming together. You want to know
how to come together, but there is the difficulty : I have seen that all along,
I have had to do with free thought in all directions. When I take the
Bible I never allow anyone to dictate to me, but I take it as an authority
from God for my guidance and instruction ; what is the outcome of it? I
look back on the past and see this England of ours, this noble country, in a
state of wretchedness, misery, and pollution, but there are no religious
persons that have done it any good. Your presence, your congregations, have
all been wrong, so I have been told this morning; one reader made some
very kind remarks about letting all be done in love, and when I listened to
the Chairman’s address, I thought, now, there is want of love there. He con-
demns everybody, and all the ministers and congregations are condemned
together. Of course, John Wesley was amongst those condemned. He spent

¢+ £30,000 among the people, and only allowed himself £28 per year for

keeping him. He thought he was selfish and intended to do wrong ; and
also he has been condemned very wrongly. I take Whitfield, a man going
out with his life in his hand, as it were, who might .be stabbed
at any moment among the thousands of roughs that he goes amongst,
and what is he doing? Seeking to help those men and women,
to bring them from drunkenness, from dissipation, to bring them from
their tendency to murder, to bring those poor and degraded ones upon
a purer level with himself, if they will only seek to reach it,—but he
was wrong (a cry of “Question”). I thought the Chairman dwelt upon the

- point, and if I am dwelling upon what the Chairman said, I cannot do wrong ;

if he says I am wrong I will accept it. These men, whatever they were,
were men who had the well-being of their species at heart— (hear, hear)—and
were prepared to give up life, it necessary, that they might bring them up
from their low condition and raise them to a higher platform. I am not going

' to tell you that all their views are correct, but I tell you that they were seeking

the interests of their fellow men, and when you tell me that these ministers
thus bound together, and working together, have for their object only the
doing of wrong, and that it was selfishness, I say you are wrong. (Cries of
“He did not say so—you are wrong.””) I am waiting for the chairman to put
me right, and when he says he shall put me down I will obey. Of course he
is a free thinker—1I am a free thinker ; he says he has a right—I say, I have
-2
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to say—(a voice : “ We are not bound to listen *’) —not at all ; then walk out.
I have come to occupy the platform—-you are not bound to listen, and it is not
for me to direct you. {The speaker, while taking a glass of water, remarked
that his throat sometimes required water. ]

The CuairmaN: One remark—I think it is necessary that all speakers
should confine themselves to the argument; I think a great deal you have
said was not strictly to the argument.

Mr. TeetcEN: Very well, I shall be guided by you, but not by the
meeting. I maintain that the preachers of the Gospel have gone forth and
struggled against all kinds of difficulties, have gone to the lowest dregs of
society, have brought themn out from their positions, and have changed them.
Does that deserve respect? (Hear, hear.) Then you ought to speak of them
in a respectful manner, especially when you remember that the free thinkers
were not the men to do it. They sat by their firesides and enjoyed themselves
on their sofas, and left these men to struggle with these difficulties without
coming to their help, but now they find fault with them, and say that it is
simple selfishness. That is a very great wrong done to them. I think free
thought to be altogether misnamed, I think and will think for myself; I
shall cling to the old books. )

Mr. MoxcurE ConwAy rose to order, and asked the Chairman whether
the speaker was not wasting the time of the meeting. He had told them
details about his name, and the state of his throat, and other things entirely
irrelevant and uninteresting to them, and was trying to occupy their time and
to interfere with the purpose for which they were gathered; he therefore
moved that the meeting should not hear this gentleman farther. The speaker
evidently came there simply to insult the meeting, and had no thought or
concern with the serious subject which occupied them. If this were a serious
speech and meant anything genuine whatever, he would be the last to inter-
fere, but it was unfortunately not so, and they could not allow any man to
defeat the purpose for which they were gathered.

A GENTLEMAN in the body of the meeting said he was not a member of

South Place, but he fully sympathised with the remarks of Mr. Conway, and -

he heartily seconded the resolution.

The CHAIRMAN put the question and it was carried unanimously.

As Mr. TeETGEN was leaving the platform an Indian gentleman in the body
of the hall rose and said he was an atheist and a freethinker, but he pro-
tested against the way in which the speaker had been treated. If he had not
been interrupted he would have gone on, probably, and he felt an injustice had
been done him. He had no sympathy with his views, but he thought he
should be properly treated and allowed free scope.

The Rev. WiLtiam Binns (Birkenhead): I hardly expected I should
be able to attend, and I had no intention of speaking but I heard a portion
of the able address of Miss Downing, and I could not help feeling that some-
thing should be said from another standpoint. Looking over the circular, by
which the meeting was convened, I see you will include in the deliberations
anyone who may choose to come, for you dwell on the fact that your desire is
to promote an unsectarian liberal religion. And you propose to consider the
affirmations and negations which men may make.  Miss Downing seemed to
imply that there was no medium between the absolute authority of the Roman
Catholic Church on the ene hand and what she understood from an Oxford
Professor to be a belief only in what was revealed to us directly through our
senses. She herself, therefore, was not-able on purely rational grounds to

agree to the moderate affirmations made by Mr. Voysey, or to the still more-
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moderate affirmation made by Mr. Conway. For my own part, I feel at liberty
to make all the affirmations that Mr. Voysey makes, and a few more too, and
consequently all the affirmations that Mr. Conway makes, and rather more.
I must therefore try to meet the difficulty which Miss Downing experiences, for
I cannot accept either of her alternatives. I would putin a negative towards
these various conceptions of religion which militate against the development
of the higher nature of man and tell against the desire we have for illimit-
able progress. I should not feel at all inclined to put any negation on those
ideas which it is not possible for us clearly to explain and adequately to define,
because I know by experience, and suppose that most of the people here know,
that many of our highest religious ideas and emotions cannot be accurately and
adequately defined. I have preached from this platform when the platform was a
pulpit, and have said something of thatkind, and W.J. Fox for whom this place
was built, and who exercised such a healthy and, T may say, such a divine
influence in the development of religious life in London, would often say
much in the same spirit. First of all, as to the affirmations which we are
justified in making in religious matters. Are we justified in venturing on
- the affirmations, I will not say of God, because in one way or another, except
the atheistic gentleman who just rose, and two or three more, all would be
inclined to admit Grod in some general and undefined way. It is when the
definition comes.that the difficulty crops up. Are we justified in making
an affirmation of God as a personal being ? I call to mind whata very clever
and argumentative and liberal man, Mr. Matthew Arnold, has written upon
this subject, and how he has tried to make out that the whole thing is unin-
telligible and undeclarable. And I remember too how I have often heard my
friend Mr. Holyoake say that these ideas of God are beyond our power of
sight and knowledge. But I say we can venture to affirm the personality of
God. 'What, however, do we mean hy that? I will give a definition which
is rather a leaning towards the truth than an exact statement of the truth,
I would say we mean that the personal power in ourselves is after all
., but a very small portion of the boundless intellectual and moral energy to
which creation testifies. 'We mean that the moral sense that there is in
ourselves falls very much below the moral force that there is at work in the
universe, and which moral force we find and feel as an imperfect echo in our own
conscience. Conscience is the deputy of God dwelling in man. We feel, too,
as Descartes points out, the idea of perfection that inhabits every man’s soul ;
how it gets there we do not know, and it differs in different men. It differs
in Mr, Holyoake’s mind in the form which it takes from the form which it
takes in my own. And yet there is one characteristic which always belongs
to this idea of perfection that we have; it is an idea of something higher
than ourselves, and that will continue to be higher and better than ourselves
| still, everlastingly, however high we ourselves may ascend. In the presence
of this idea of perfection '

¢ The increasing prospect tires our wandering eyes.
Hills peep o’er hills and Alps on Alps arise ; ”

And so far as the personality of God is concerned, I affirm that it follows as
a necessary explanation of the facts of consciousness. It alone explains this
sense of moral authority, this universal feeling of dependence and aspiration 5
and this idea of a perfection ever more before us, which we all possess.
The personality of God is the infinitude of intelligence and will ; all ideas are
centred in Him; the unity is there, we say there are there multi-.
farious manifestations, more indeed: than we can describe or we can
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know. I don’t think that I could venture to define the persomality of
God more closely. When we say God is a personal being, we mean that God
knows what he is doing. If there be any whom this does not satisfy, if
people say they want to have the personality of God put into some more
definite form, then I should be inclined not exactly to say no, but simply in-
clined to say, well, I personally must stop there, so far as I am concerned.
If Mr. Voysey or Mr. Conway ventures on a more or less detailed definition
than that which I have given, why, you are at liberty to accept it. I re-
member I was discussing the subject with some Scotch Presbyterians, good
friends of mine, sometime ago, and one of them said, we * must believe in
the personality of God.”” Isaid, “ How P’ He said, “ God is a person in the same
way in which I am a person.”” “Well,” but I said, “ I see the way in which you
are a person; you are a middle-aged Scotchman, 5 feet 6 inches high, with
grey hair and a sandy complexion, and you wear spectacles. Do you mean
God is a person in that way ?”’ Of course, that would not do, and thus a very
definite definition could not be given. Still endeavouring to meet Miss
Downing’s difficulties, I venture to say also that we may affirm immortality.
Immortality, some of you think, is beyond experience, and that it is not and
cannot be verified. I would not say that it is beyond experience, but only
present experience has not attained to it. I certainly would not say that
because it is not yet verified, it never can be verified.” For the fact is, when
you come to examine what your knowledge really amounts to, you find that
1t is very limited. If you study John Stuart Mill, and people of that kind,
you would not venture to be dogmatic on any subject. You would be sceptical
about yourselves sitting there, and my speaking here. The whole external
universe on grounds of pure reason is doubtful, and matter is moonshine.
Let us look at the subject then in another way. I say that im-
mortality is the affirmation of a legitimate belief and a natural and justifiable
faith. But we only really know and are sure and certain of the present
moment, and the facts that are present to our immediate consciousness. What
I know and I feel here and now that I am certain of. It is part of my present
experience. Beyond what I know and feel here and now as contents of my
present consciousness, all belongs to the region of speculation’ and inference.
So far as the past is concerned, that is all a matter of memory, and memory
is belief and inference and speculation. Very few people’s memories can be
trusted, and when you go back historically for hundreds of years, great un-
certainties creep in. So far as the future is concerned, how are we situated ?
‘Why, to-morrow is a speculation ; we believe in it, we take it for granted, and
confidently expect that 1t will come, but experience has not attained to it, it is not
verified as yet, it is possible that it never may beverified. However,one hopesfor
it and thinks it will come. Then we affirm immortality on the strength of this
natural tendency of reason to believe that conscious personal life continues in-
definitely. We all believe in to-morrow, and we who affirm immortality, believe
still further in the prolongation of to-morrow, and of to-morrow’s to-morrow.
If one to-morrow comes, or two, or three, I see no reason in the world, either
of sense or thought, why constantly fresh to-morrows should not come. Of
course I do not know even about the very next to-morrow, but I like that
sentiment Mrs. Barbauld expresses in the words—

¢ Life, we’ve been long together,
Through pleasant and through stormy weather ;
*Tis hard to part when friends are dear,
Perhaps "twill cost a sigh, a tear.
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Then steal away, give little warning,
" Choose thine own time, )
Say not ¢ Good night,” but in some brighter clime
Bid me ‘ Good morning.’ ”

I like that everlasting good morning which has to be given us. I may be
told this is simply agnosticism in another form, but I think it is belief, and
rational belief also. I would say further, that the way in which ideas of this
kind prove their truth is not so much that we can satisfactorily demonstrate
them to the intellect and adequately define them, but when they are
uttered out of the depths of trust and love in the mind and heart, somehow
they exercise an enormous power in quickening our own intellectual and
moral nature, and the intellectual and moral nature of all who are able to any
extent to sympathise with them. If they be true, and I maintain they prove
their truth by the influence they exercise, we have a boundless horizon, a
horizon so wide that we cannot fix its limits, a limitless horizon of the bound-
less love and infinite perfection of Giod working on the side of our own finite
intellects and aspirations. We have also the looking out towards an eternal
future, conscious that there is something in us that will go on growing and
flourishing and working for ever, and the more it grows and flourishes and
works the richer will be the joy it gives to us and the more powerful it will
make us as efficient agents in the amelioration of the social condition of our
fellow men. Passing through Fleet Street yesterday morning, and smoking
a cigar after breakfast—just before preaching the annual sermon to the
British and Foreign Association in Essex Street, Strand,—I passed a window
where the Secular Review was exhibited for sale, and I noticed in an article
“on the first page a quotation from Tennyson’s In Memoriam, that seems
to me to fairly and substantially represent the affirmations that we may venture
to make. Itwas this—
¢ Thou wilt not leave us in the dust ;
Thou madest man ; he knows not why,

He thinks he was not made to die;
And Thou hast made him. Thou art just.”

Well, sustained by the logic of the moral sentiment, I make these affirmations.
[At this point the Congress adjourned for refreshments.]

- On resuming—

Rev. J. C. StrEET (of Belfast) said : I regret very much that the debate
of this morning was not kept within the limits of the very interesting question
raised by Mr. Voysey. We are summoned here to consider whether it is
possible to establish a union of liberal thinkers in which every kind of
thought shall have expression and shall have a respectful hearing and con-
sideration. Now I live in one of the most bigoted places in Christendom,
and I am surrounded by the most dense orthodoxy that the world has ever
seen. I have to fight a very uphill battle for the cause of what I consider
liberalism in religion, and I am impressed with the feeling that there is great
significance in the words that fell from our Chairman, when he said that
though we know that to-day the liberal thiuker need not be afraid to utter
his views, yet that we cannot tell how soon the day may come when free-
thought may be placed under such a ban as he has described. I am painfully
conscious of that fact, and I want to see if it is possible to organize some
movement by which there shall be an aggregation of these scattered elements
of freethought, a consolidation of the atoms, of men who are working
together for the maintenance of it. Our platform this morning has been
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most comprehensive, and with one single exception we have heard with
respectful attention all who have spoken ; I should have been prepared under
other circumstances to give careful attention even to that speaker, but, as
he seemed to be playing with us, there was not time for him. The question
is, is it possible so to form an organization, that here and throughout the
country there shall be a body of men who will stand by the liberal thinker
when he is trying to utter himself in the most remote part of the empire ?
Most interesting questions have been raised by Mr. Voysey in his paper as to
what are the religious needs of the age. Passing from the question as to
whether it is the disestablishment of the Church we want, he said we wanted
the disestablishment of the creeds of the Church. Then he came to the direct
questions which we have to consider. He said that there were thrown off from
the orthodoxy of the churches a large body of freethinkers, divided into two
sections—those who are represented by the ladies and gentlemen, who, by
their very presence here, raised a protest this morning against the dominant
orthodoxy, but who cling to the essence of religion while yet they do not
recognize the personality of God or the need of prayer; and the other
section, also thrown off orthodoxy, who recognize the personality of God and
the necessity of prayer. Mr. Voysey raised the question as to whether it is
possible to have a free religious association which will include those various
sections of the great heterodox party. I think it is possible, and it is our

business to reduce it to actuality to-day. I would much rather then have

heard speakers rising to tell us how to do it than that they should have
wandered into the abstruse metaphysical questions that have been raised, I
think it is quite clear the basis of the association must be utterly undogmatic,
must recognize the largest liberty to every man amongst us—must take care
that atheism as well as theism shall have a standpoint; it is necessary also
that we should not only have a platform on which these two can stand, but
there must be a clear understanding that this undogmatic basis shall recognize

" not merely the right of the atheist or the deist to speak here, but shall en-

force upon him the duty of utterance. 'We want to get at the thought of the

atheist, the thought of the deist, in order that it may be fully and fearlessly

expressed, in order that it may be canvassed, and not merely canvassed
but dealt with, amongst those problems of nature and of men which
we should constantly have under consideration. I would respectfully
urge upon this meeting that the problem suggested by Mr. Voysey’s paper
is—Can we have such an organization ? Remember, there are a number of
men, some here, some in other and various parts of the world, who are bearing
the burden of a great weight put upon them by the orthodox churches.
There are some men who still stand within the limits of the church, who are
fighting for liberal Christianity : there are some of us who are fighting for
liberal religion, whether within or outside of Christianity, but we are very few,
scattered and almost isolated, and it would cheer us immensely if we could
find gathered herein the metropolis of the world an organization which would
throw its great shield of strength over the isolated workers, and make them
feel they were not working alone, but that brave, earnest, true men were
banded together ready to sustain and afford these isolated fighters their help.
I hope to have the pleasure of being present at the meeting to-morrow, and
I hope if to-day there is not submitted a basis of some organization, that at
least to-morrow we shall have such a basis laid down, that we may not go back
feeling that we have been here in vain. I heartily wish success to the move-
ment, and express my own personal thanks to Mr. Conway and his congregation
for having summoned us from all parts of the country fo attend this meeting.
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Mr. HorvoAxE: Ihad no ambition, nor intention whatever, of taking part
in a conference of this description, and had I not been seduced by the blandish-
ments of my friend Mr. Conway to come, I certainly should not have been
here. I understand that what you want is some brief, explicit statement of
opinion on the part of as many persons as care, I suppose, for unity of action.
—1I care nothing for unity of action. There were two phrases in the circular
which seem to me hopeful—one was that which deplored the isolation of
which Mr. Street has just been speaking, and another expressing a hope that
there was some universal state of things that it was possible to realise. Now,
I suppose that a few facts will be of as much relevance as many theorctical
arguments. I cansay that all my own experience shows that men are arriving
at greater unity of action than I ever expected to see attained in my lifetime.
This is so marked that this seems like a new world to me. I can testify that
for the past twenty-five yearsit has not been possible to get upon any platform
in England any responsible minister of religion who would discuss any of the
questions which before that time they would discuss without ceasing. Itis
because the old orthodox questions, which agitated me when I was a youth
and acted on my compeers of that time, are now dead in men’s minds, dead
as the cities of the Zuyder Zee. Nobody cares to revive them, nor is it
possible to have a discussion upon them. We used to agitate about eternity,
perdition, and about the advisability of their being such a place: everybody is
now agreed about this—that the eternity of the perdition shall be quite
dropped out. Most persons remain still of the opinion that there is some
use for this place, with this mitigation, that there are a great many
people who certainly ought to be there. I mever cared much about it
myself, but the personality of the devil was often discussed about me, and we
were told what an active agent he was; but everybody now sees that there is no
business so badly managed as the devil’s, for we know the people who ought
to have been in his hands long ago—It is apparent to everybody, so that one
might imagine there is some satanic trade unionin existence, and that the per-
sons whom he employs have struck, and don’t do their work. I used todebate
with my friend Thomas Cooper about the doctrine of the resurrection ; but now
there are a few persons who are so foolish or so insensible to the privileges they
now enjoy, which were purchased for them bythe sacrifices of their forefathers,
and which they don’t care to question, that when they die, if they were to be
raised again, it would bring resurrection itself into discredit. Upon all these
points the opinion of the public has so widely changed that there are cer-
tainly greater grounds than ever for hope that some day there may be
practical unanimity of opinion about theology. I suppose it is no use
going about the world looking for what you want; it is much better to
open your eyes and see what you find there. Therefore it seems to me
that a conference which seeks to reconcile opinion is perfectly delusive.
What you want is a congress which shall seek to recognize opinion.
It is much too soon to attempt to reconcile it. 'Why, you have not got half
the contrary opinions you will have in a few years in this country. What is
the good of beginning to reconcile when you have not got all the projects
before you? 'We may expect almost infinite diversity of opinion. Well, I
am in favour of that. At a meeting of the Congregational clergy the other
day I said I was a friend to sects and to diffusion of opinion. I heard my
friend, Mr. Voysey, speak very eloquently about his conception of Theism,
and I listened to him with great interest. I find many people speak earnestly
on behalf of their own particular opinions, and instead of effacing individuality
of thought I would rather it were increased, The effacement will come by
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time and by argument; it will never come by logical reconcilement of
innate differences. Therefore, I like this controversy, this individuality of
religious opinion. Why, is not the world full of people of the most divers
kind of opinion? As to these opinions that I have called secular, I never
pretended that I was an apostle of them, only a propagandist of them,
addressing myself to hundreds of people whom I knew, who were to be
impelled in right paths by secular inspiration, and could be impelled by no
other way. All the world is full of this diversity of opinion, and you want
every form of opinion to impel men into the right path. With respect to
theology, the question was often referred to this morning. There are two
kinds of minds in men, the emotional and the intellectual.” There are people
who wish to believe, who believe what they wish, and who wish to believe
what they like. There arc also people who simply want to know what they
ought to believe, and these people are perfectly different. You never can
connect them or reconcile them, and the best thing you can do is to give each
fair play, and endeavour to see whether it is not possible there should be
some small connection between them on which they could agree. Intellec-
tually they will never agree. There are people whose minds are like
water. They refract, and if you put the plainest statement of logic and
mathematics into such minds they would immediately seem bent. There are
people whose minds are inverted, and the millenium will never come to these
people until the world is turned topsy-turvy, and then things will seem
straight to them. This diversity of mind you cannot extinguish. These
people never vary : you cannot alter them, and all you can do is to recognize
them, and to give the freest play to their individuality of conscience and
views. I have no doubt the nursery rhymes are quite true which say,
slightly altered,

¢ For all disunion under the sun
There is an agreement, or there is none.
If there be one, you will easily find it,
But if there be not—why never mind it.”

There is another unity which is possible, and thatis the unity of action.
I am sure that in all the schools of free thought I know, and of practical
thought with which I have become acquainted, the moral aims of their mem-
bers are very nearly the same. You might propound objects of attainment
of a moral nature, objects such as the advancement and the recognition of indi-
viduality of thought, and of religious thought. I do not myself believe in
the multiplication of atheists to which some speakers have referred. The
atheist is a creature of very slow growth, and requires as much discipline and
understanding as science itself. These persons are very few, and do not increase
so fast as you imagine. Itisone of the easy and absolute opinions of theology
to imagine that people are created continually of the most advanced type. L
am sure of this, that there are very few who are atheistical from necessity,
but the name covers the most extreme forms of opinion. There is a community
of moral aims and endeavours, and the only possible ground of unity which we
can have for the present is a conference of persons recognizing differences—
not asking people to come to explain them and reconcile them —but recognizing
them and seeing how much common work they can do, how far they will
act together, and how far they can contribute to the perfection of each other,
and to the maintenance of the right of conscience and free thought, upon
which all progress depends. 'What Mr. Street spoke of is exactly the thing
that is possible. It 1s possible, I am sure, to have a conference and to get
unity of action for objects of a moral nature upon which we are all
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agreed, leaving out entirely the religious opinions—leaving persons to
have their own way about that and to accept them if possible. That I would do
all my life. Ever since I was what the world calls a heretic I never refused
to subscribe to a Methodist or a Catholic chapel if I found my neighbours
wished to worship God in that way, and had no other way of expressing their
convictions. I would just as readily assist them as persons of my opinion,
because I know that this world is a great well, and truth is very low down in
it, and I do not believe in any one sect drawing it all up. It wants the com-
bination of good will of the whole. I have no doubt that that is where the
line of unity lies. I am sorry I have spoken at such length, but I thought
it would be unfair to accept the invitation and not tell you my opinions on
this subject. Your line of unity will not lie in endeavouring to recon-
cile opinion. That will reconcile itself if you will encourage this individuality
of action and give free play and fair play to all, irrespective of their views.
If you summon a congress in which all opinion every where shall be recognized
you will find that when the members come to act together, they will lessen
their differences by contact, and by knowing one another they will discover
with surprise how people they thought the most diverse in opinion from them
have really all along meant the same thing. I know that unity will come
one day. It will not come by giving up your opinion, but by advising and
forming a corporation shall recognize all, and shall give strength to all who
care for the truth and who desire to act together for the common ends of
humanity about which we are all agreed.

Mr. Mark H. Jupce: I should not have ventured to send up my name
but for the fact that before the adjournment the Conference appeared to me
to be taking a direction which was not really desirable. The Conference was
not called together, as it seems to me, to take up particular religious questions,
to discuss abstruse problems as to the personality of God, or matters of that
kind ; but we are here to endeavour to meet the religious needs of our time
which are felt by liberal thinkers. It seems to me that, for this purpose, we
have nothing to do with the particular opinions which may be held by us
as thinkers. The discussion before the adjournment was what we might
have expected at a meeting of perplexed thinkers, rather than at a meeting
called for the definite purpose of strengthening our position in the country.
What we want to aim at, I think, is not to attempt to define true religion,
but to get free religion. If we attempt to define true religion, we ought to
stand by our definition, and then we become sectarian at once. If I under-
stand the meaning of the Committee who issued the circular convening this
Conference, they wish to found some such body as the Free Religious Asso-
ciation in America, and I do hope some such organization will result from
this Conference. What we want is an association not an agreement. We
need not be agreed upon particular problems. For instance, I think the
Chairman was somewhat illiberal in his opening address—unintentionally so,
I am sure ; for while we might agree with the views he expressed, the address
seemed to me to be more sectarian than it should hive been under the circum-
stances. I may have misunderstood him but I thought he assumed that this
was a meeting opposed to revealed religion, and that he would not include in
the community of freethinkers those who believed in the Bible or in the
orthodox theology. Now, the Free Religious Association isnot so constituted.
I, myself, do not believe in the Bible in the sense in which the gentleman
does who unfortunately failed to obtain a hearing; but I think that, if this
Conference is to be of any utility in creating a broader feeling on religious
subjects, it should not be limited to such a basis. What we want to dois to
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get together a number of men prepared to listen to each other, whatever their
diversity of opinion ; and to me it is very illiberal as well as unwise to refuse
to receive those orthodox people who are prepared to come and asso-
ciate and exchange opinions with us. Recently I have had an opportunity
of seeing a practical application of this principle in a club in a provincial
town formed of both political parties. It was organised by the liberal agent,
but he refused to limit it to party purposes. It seems to me that spirit ought
to animate us—that we should have freedom of thought, whatever it may be.
I don’t at all share the view of the Chairman that the time may perhaps
come when we shall be in the position we were some ages back. I havemore
faith in my principles, and believe that they have a stronger hold on the
public mind, and that they only want a free “platform to make greater pro-
gress. If orthodox people do come into an association of this kind we need
not fear that our principles will be overruled, we should rather expect to
leaven those who come amongst us.

Mzs. Rose: Ladies and gentlemen, it gives me great pleasure to be with
you to-day. When Mr. Conway kindly sent me the invitation, I was very glad
to see that a conference was to be held in which an interchange of opinion or
discussion would take place, for free discussion is like the air we breathe, if we
have it not we die. Particularly so is this true of a discussion on the subjects
made known in that circular. “In thanking Mr. Conway and the Committee
for sending me the circular I informed them precisely of my opinion—namely,
that I belong to mno religious sect ; I profess no religion ; and I have long
ago discarded even the name. It is too indefinite and misleading, and is only
calculated to divide the human family instead of uniting it. Well may we
exclaim “Oh! religion what crimes have been perpetrated in thy name.”
Wehave been told by some of the speakers that God cannot be defined. Nor
can the term religion be defined. The orthodox church gives it one meaning,
the heterodox church, if I may call it so, another. The liberal church gives
it another, entirely different. Now, if you want to form a society for
practice, you must give it a practical name.” (Hear, hear.) I would take the
liberty of suggesting a practical name. I know we have a society in the
United States under the title of “ Free Religion.” Freeis all right. But
what is Religion? That term is indefinite and undefinable. If you mean by
it morality, say morality. If justice, say justice. If wisdom, say wisdom.
But if you want to have a term that shall uniteall, no matter of what sect
or to what branch he belongs, then adopt a name that shall be definite
and strong. Do you want unity, not upon speculative matters, but where
all could be practically interested in working for the benefit of human
race—then take the name of the “ Friends of Progress.”” You ask to
what would it lead? To everything that is grand and noble in society—
progress in the arts, progress in the sciences, progress in social reform,
progress in the social sciences. That would elevate man from the lowest
to the highest as far as human nature is capable of being elevated. Any
individual might belong to this association, and yet have any opinion he
liked with regard to all speculative notions of God. I am a free thinker
to the very fullest extent. I have never yet heard a definition of God
that comes up to my conscientious conviction. In none of the gods that
have been proclaimed can I conscientiously believe, If there are any
others I will examine them and see whether they come up to my
highest conviction, and then say whether I can assent to or dissent from
them. Our beliefs and disbeliefs don’t depend upon our will, but upon
our convictions, and even if we wish it we cannot believe that of which
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we are not convinced, but we could all believe in progress, in progress of
thought and of action. But we can have no progress without liberty of
thought, and liberty of thought is not enough. The liberty to think exists in
Rome, for the Pope cannot prevent any one from thinking, but we want
more than Rome gives, we want liberty not only to think, but a liberty to
express our thoughts. That is a part of progress irrespective of opinions.
Let us then unite in a Society of Friends of Progress, aiming not only to
think but to express our thoughts. The Christian, the Mahometan, the Jew,
the Deist, and the Atheist—for the Atheist has the same right to his opinion
that the Methodist has to his—all have an equal right to their opinions.
There, my friends, you see a wide field open for union—a wumion to
reform the laws so asto have perfect freedom of conscience, the right to think
and to express our thoughts on all subjects.  Progress opens as wide a field as
the human race—it endeavours to remove the obstacles that prevent our
growth, 'We have remained as pigmies in our thoughts, because we have not
had the right to express them, even if we had any thoughts, and we must work
for the right to teach what we believe to be true, the right to work for and
to allow a more rational, consistent, liberal and more glorious state of society
than we now have. In all these things we could join hands. The Rev. Mr.
Voysey and the Rev. Mr. anybody else, unless they are too fixed in their
bigotry, or too much impeded in their religious views, as well as the more
rational and liberal Christians, could all unite with us to form a union which
should give us strength, strength not to injure any one, not even to prevent
the irrational views that some of the religionists have of their god, but a
strength to take care that as long as they have them they should have a per-
fect right to express them—a strength that shall enable us to assist each
other to improve the world, to obtain rational and consistent laws, laws that
will not deprive a mother of her child—(loud and continued applause)—as
has been done to Mrs. Besant, simply because she thinks differently from the
judge ; laws that will not incarcerate an innocent, respectable man, simply
because he sold something that he conscientiously thought beneficial to society.
We should work to get rid of irrational laws based upon sectarian opinions,
and to replace them by laws standing upon rational knowledge. We ask
only the right to investigate everything, to throw it free and open, and to see
if after examination we can arrive at something we can say we know. Now,
Christians acknowledge they don’t know what God is, except that everybody
ought to believe as they do. I say every person has a perfect right to believe
as he or she is forced to; and among the laws that ought to be altered, and
altered by rational and consistent means, are the laws that are based upon
sex instead of upon right, In my heresy, if Iliked, I might call it my religion,
all I want is that woman should have the same rights as a human being.
I may be wrong, but I have a conviction and really believe that woman
is a human bemng. If I am in error, Mr. Chairman, please to correct
me. As a human being, T want her to have precisely the same rights as a
man. Now, when a judge says that if this woman had been the father
instead of the mother, the child might have been Ileft with her; I
think that is one of the laws which should be altered. In all practical views,
then, I think we can agree, and it is not astonishing that while we can agree
- upon practical subjects we cannot agree at all on theories based upon specula-
tive opinions about some man in the moon.

Colonel Hrieeinson: I have sat with profound interest during this
session. Of course, having a good deal of human nature, I have felt the same
great desire to come upon this platform and put my little questions, that so
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many others have felt to come up and propound theirs, but I have been
restrained up to this time by a sense of that becoming humility which is so
especially characteristic of an American. Perhaps I should not have alluded
to that beautiful trait, but that my dear old friend Mrs. Rose, whom we used
to be proud for so many years to claim as an American, while her sonorous
eloquence filled our halls, and whom you, I suppose, now try to claim as an
Englishwoman, though she is not, has spoken. When she came forward I felt
the result was that the Atlantic was, so to speak, crossed, and that the other
side might venture to put in a claim to be heard. I suppose we have felt that
somehow or other, from the moment of the adjournment, whether it was from
the interval of meditation, or the remarkably good flavour of the sandwiches
with which our benevolent friends here have supplied us, that the whole dis-
cussion has taken a new impulse and concentrated itself upon more definite
purposes, and that in short, the real work of the meeting has begun. This
morning’s discussion was of the greatest value, for it was unavoidable, I
speak from a good deal of experience of just such efforts, 'for, as my friend
said this morning, I have been long connected with the Free Religious
Association of the United States. I have found you always have to begin in
that way, always to blow off a certain amount of steam, always to listen to
a certain amount of persons who come here thrilling with something they
want to say, or some question they want to ask, or some objection to make,
or some objection that somebody else has made, to answer. There must
be that, and that has to pass off before the real serious work begins., I
don’t know whether any native-born Briton felt impelled, in addition to the
sandwiches, to imbibe a glass of the national fluid with his luncheon—it
is a practice I deprecate, and I introduce it here only for the purpose of
scientific illustration. If he did, he unquestionably watched with pleased
interest the incipient foam which marked the rising of the beer ; but it was
not for the sake of the foam that he ordered the drink—he drank the
beer of whose excellence and strength the foam was the symbol. In any
liberal movement, even in a movement for union, there must be in the early
stages the foam. It is only after the foam has disappeared that you
come to the actual flavour, and if the actual flavour of the beverage—the
liberalism —seems bitter, why it is the bitter of the beer that is considered
by Englishmen wholesome after all. 'We have come now, this afternoon, to
the solid stage of the proceedings, and if I rise to speak it is partly
that I know there are those here now who will not be here to-morrow. The
Free Religious Society of America, whatever its faults and shortcomings,
did at last come together in precisely such meetings as this, it met
just the same variety of opinion, had to withstand just such ob-
stacles, and even down to the last eloquent appeal of Mrs. Rose
for a larger scope than the founders of the movement aimed at or
succeeded in establishing, the exact counterpart of the earlier stages of
the movement. I think it altogether likely, in view of the different circum-
stances, the different elements, the different prejudices, the different ways of
life from those which prevail amongst us, that your movement may take some
different form. I must say I think that, in some respects, and in some details,
a change might be desirable amongst us, but I do think we can claim this
one thing—that a great many of the doubts expressed to-day we have solved
by actual practice, and a good deal that is here stated in the form of a vague
yearning, stands with us in the form of a definite association, which, if it has
done nothing else, has at least lived eight years, and is certainly no weaker
than when it began. I should say, in reference to the demand put forth by a
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gentleman this morning, that the most important thing was to have a place
where persons of different opinions could stand, that so far he has stated some-
thing perfectly reasonable and perfectly practical. It is one thing, however,
to find a platform where persons of a dozen different opinions can stand, and quite
another to find one large enough for all to walk upon, especially if it is to
include the doing of everything that ought to be dome. 1f our experience
has proved anything, it has been this, that when you come to put a thing in
working order, it is absolutely necessary to limit your aims a little, and not to
expect to do everything at once, and with one organization. It is on this
point, and almost on this point alone, that I should dissent from the position
taken by my old friend Mrs. Rose; and not only should I dissent, from it, but
I am absolutely sure that if, under the influence of her noble aim and generous
oratory you planned your organization upon the vast basis she recognised, that
it in five years your organisation lived to bring you together, it would be to
repent that you were not content with a smaller and therefore more definite
aim. In saying this, I am not impeaching her object, but accepting it. I am
ouly raising a mere question of how you are to do a certain thing. In the old
novel of “Ten Thousand a-Year,” which used to be very much read when T was
young, the first great English Reform Bill was always spoken of as ¢“the great
bill for giving everybody everything.” Now I am not saying that her views were
as wide as that, though her heart is wide enough for it ; but I do say this, how-
over, that if, after forming an organisation in which persons of different reli gious
opinions may meet and compare notes—about that there is considerable
difficulty—you are also to attempt an organisation which shall carry out in
all the details of practical action all those sublime purposes which all
these different persons aim at, you will have an effort with which English-
men are not able, any more than Americans, or Earopeans, or men and
women anywhere, to cope. You will be endeavouring to embrace in
one organization all the work of reforming all the evils, changing all the
laws, and obtaining all the wise improvements that dozens of societies in
London are separately trying to produce. When I first came to London, I
went on successive days to the Sunday Closing Society, the Prison Reform
Society, and Woman’s Suffrage Society, and they began to accumulate so
fast, that I finally1eceived a letter urging me to attend a meeting of a society
which it was said was, to many people, carrying on as great a movement as
the great anti-slavery movement. It turned out to be a society to oppose

~ compulsory vaccination. Now, if these societies which merely represent

an infinitesimal portion of the immense philanthropic work of London,
have all to be embraced in one organization, well you will have an
organization in one body, and in one limited hall, and consisting of
merely a few remarkable and able minds, which undertakes to accomplish
what all the judges and all the lawyers, and all the bench of bishops, and
the House of Lords and the House of Commons, and Lord Beaconsfield, and
all the army of Indian troops he has brought to Malta together, would not be
able to decide, and would not be able to settle. Friends and fellow-citizens—
I will not say, my lords and gentlemen, which I have noticed in public meet-
ings to be the way here—whatever we undertake in this organization let it
be very calmly planned and very fully slated in our own minds, so that if we
err we shall at least err on the side of undertaking rather too little, for other-
wise we shall fail and the thing will have to be done over again by those of more
moderate expectations. This is what I have been impelled to say, and if my
old friend has heard it with reluctance, as I know she has, and her smile of
dissent only convinces meto the contrary, she must thank for that her own
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eloquence which has displayed the defects of the plan and made me try to
guard the meeting against a programme so magnificent as the sublime—-
but I think, impracticable —aim which she laid before us. Now just briefly to
say what has actually been done in America, and what I think might be done,
and better done, here. We had to meet at the outset this question of the
word religion and the objection to it. I am glad tosay we found amongst the
atheists of America no such reluctance to the actual word religion as might
have been feared, and none such as I think has existed here. The organiza-
tion had from the very outset the hearty co-operation and very early help of
Mzr. Seaver, the editor of the Investigator, who should be well known to all old
radicals as one of the most faithful and heroic of men, who never compromises,
however acceptable the compromise. He came to the early meetings and has
taken part in it since. We had the actual co-operation of Mr, Underwood,
who is one of the most eloquent as he is one of the most able materialists of the
United States. Both these men, and men and women like them, have
accepted the organization in America, although it called itself religious,
partly because a great deal of attention had been directed to the definition
of religion given by a prominent member of the movement at a very early
period, a little before we began—Mr. Francis E. Abbot, of The Boston Indez.
At the very beginning, in his fifty affirmations, which were in a manner the
groundwork of his faith, he defined religion as simply meaning the effort
of man to perfect himself. Whether the definition holds water or mnot, it
unquestionably furnished a basis on which any atheist as well as any Deist
might stand. With this meaning given in the beginning to the word
religion it was easy to see that the word religion produced no great
antagonism as part of the title of the proposed sociefy. On the other
hand the word Theism which was persistently put forward by our rational
friend Chunder Sen, and which was the basis of his great movement,
was_always definitely objected to. We always took the ground that it
might do for them; it was not the thing for us. It was found that
the Anglo-Saxon mind tends to the practical, and that the word re-
ligion furnished a platform wide enough to satisfy all we had to deal
with, and no narrower word would have come in. I think, therefore,
we saved ourselves by the use of the word. Then when we came
to the question of organization, it was plain enough that the secret of our
success there must be to attempt very little, not to attempt any wide
action, any very systematic propagandism, and fo bring about those by way
of a modification of what our Jew friend said to-day so well, by which you
can furnish a platform on which persons of very widely different views can
meet. It is essential to your success that the platform should contain but
very few planks, and you should use it for but very few things. You can
have annual meetings and speeches—brave, heroic speeches ;—you can, within
certain limits, issue publications, but these should urge rather the necessity of
union and religious freedom than anything more definite. When it comes to
action in other forms you cannot make such a society the medium of a very great
deal of definite action, for the reason that when weé come to the actual we come
to the difficulties which Mr. Voysey described. When you come to the differ-
ence between those who on the one hand believe and think they have ground
for belief in Grod and a personal immortality, and those who disbelieve, or think
they do, between those two you not only cannot form a creed, but they cannot
co-operate with one another—cannot sustain one another beyond the very
moderate and definite point of getting freedom of action, and getting reforms
in the laws so far as religious liberty is concerned. For all that concerns the
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principle of liberty you can form such an association, but when you go further
and undertake any system of religious propagandism, when you take Mr.
Voysey as one of your active members, and help to circulate his views,

- and when you take Mr. Conway, Mrs. Rose, and others—when you come to

|

1

the details, then you come upon difficulties, and then you find that the aims of
an association like this must be limited. In short it all comes back to this.
With a very plain illustration of what I megn I will close what I
have to say, it comes back very much to this. Reformers have
the strength and heroism and self devotion to witness to the truth of
their extreme views. Organization on the other hand belongs to the
conservative side, belongs to the region where men suppress themselves
and become, as they are in the Jesuitical organization, each man perinde
cadavera, like a corpse. You never get such an organization as that out of
radicals. What is the strength of radicals? The individuality, the enthusiasm,
the rush, the ardour, the willingness for self-sacrifice, that throws itself upon
the bayonets, the prosecution of a belief with a strength compared to which
the mere negative martyrdem of the Roman Catholic seems only as a childish
thing. (Applause.) That is the enthusiasm that is got from the radicals.
To get that you must drive a radical with a very loose rein and leave him
much untied. The simple illustration that conveys it is drawn from our
northern regions and the way in which the Esquimaux harnesses his dogs.
Esquimaux dogs are sagacious. Each dog has its place and has a fair chance
for action, but experiments have told us that if too closely harnessed they
will turn against each other and eat each other up. Twenty-five dogs are
attached to the sledge, each by a separate thong, and there is no more trouble.
So with radicalism, 1t is not like the Roman Catholic Church, it has its own
organization and its own strength, and so in no way in exerting its own
strength ought it to be disturbed, but it should pull by a long pull, a strong
pull, and a pull altogether.

Mrs. ErNEsSTINE RosE: I am not a Radical dog in the least, but it is just
as well to know, in the cause of freedom and expression of opinion, that ¢ we
may aim at the sun and at least hit the moon.”

Col. Hicernson : That was quite what I was afraid of.

Mr, Lesuie STEPHEN apologised for not reading a paper which he had
prepared. He thought that it was calculated to promote discussions upon
abstract questions, upon which there had already been enough, instead of
leading to any practical result. He wished to know more distinctly what was

- contemplated by the proposed association, and what interests it was intended

to protect. Debates upon general principles only distracted the attention of
the meeting from this important question. It had been suggested that the
association was needed to protect freedom of discussion. For his own part, he
had not the least desire to be protected by anybody ; he had always said what

- he thought, and had published the most heterodox opinions without incurring

the smallest inconvenience. He therefore wanted no association for his own
protection. If other persons were less fortunately situated, it was most desir-
able that their case should be known, and any measures adopted which might
secure freedom of discussion. Let the dangers be distinctly pointed out, and
the nature of the proposed remedy set forth. He would have been glad to
have a fuller account from Colonel Higginson of the association already
existing in the United States. He might supply useful hints for action in this
conntry. Hoping that the attention of the meeting might be directed to such
Erafstical ends, he would not distract it by reading ‘a paper upon different
opics. :
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Mr. Conway: I move that a committee be appointed which could lay
before this meeting something like a practical suggestion as to whether they
think it possible or feasible that any kind of result may come, or an association
be formed, from our deliberations. We are all desirous to seek the truth,
and we are anxious to know what the truth really is. There is nothing in
this world more worthy of being cherished, cultivated, and fostered, than
knowledge of what is true and what it is right to do. We do not want
a cut-and-dried scheme ; and if the Society is to grow it cannot be
maintained by one or two people; therc are many interesting features
and aspects in it, and there must be, if possible, a general help. Itis my
desire that a committee should be appointed, and you may nominate it as you

lease. '
P Mr. Sruarr GLENNIE seconded the motion; which having been
-unanimously carried, the following gentlemen were appointed by the
Conference : Messrs., Conway, Higginsen, Ellis, Stuait Glennie, Russell,
J. C. Street, Wyld, and Miss Downing.

Professor GarrisoN (of Chicago): I must thank you kindly for the
opportunity afforded me of expressing my sentiments. I come from the
United States, from the exemplary City of Chicago, a city that never does
anything by halves, and I have formed my opinions very largely from the
general spirit that pervades that metropolis. 'Within the past thirty years
there has been a wonderful change of opinion in the part of the United States
with which I am familiar—namely, the Western States. Up to a time I did
not know a single ¢ infidel ”” there. I call you all ¢ infidels,”” because you do
not believe the whole of the Bible; I think that everyone who picks out a
passage here and part there, and says, ¢ I cannot believe that,”” is an “ infidel,”
and so nearly the entire church are infidels. In my early boyhood I did not
know a boy who did not swallow that pill; and it would hardly have been
safe for him to declare himself an “infidel.”” They believed what they were
taught, that God could punish sinners eternally, and perhaps if one
of them could have heard Mr. Conway preach, if they ecould have
got a good chance at him they would burn him eternally. If that
were the case he should be scorched a little bit here. A little
while ago the negroes killed a man on account of his infidelity; they
thought he was not fit to live. But now a change has come over the
American people, and I scarcely know an intelligent person who professesto
believe all the Bible. Some of them in a certain sense make the profession by
going to church and supporting the church, but they do not understand
anything about belief. I think it is worth while to enquire what has brought
about the great change which we recognise in America, and which you
recognize here. In the first place we have a free press, perhaps the most
wonderful development in the world. In Chicago alone we have half-a-dozen
morning dailies of sixteen pages each, as large as your London Times, and I
have seen articles in our very best papers worse than Thomas Paine ever
wrote. Another thing, we have now free schools and good ones. In the
days of our forefathers, only reading, writing and arithmetic were taught in the
common schools, and in the colleges little else besides the classics. Now,
you have branches of education that will make a philosopher of a boy; you
mclude chemistry, philosophy, geography, and geology. You make philo-
sophers. The pupils begin to think for themselves at once, and as soon as
they begin to think they become “infidels,” especially when they study
astronomy. These sciences are now taught in cvery part of the United
States, and any preacher would do well not to tackle such students without
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due consideration. But there have been some drawbacks to the spirit of free
thought. One is indifference. The fear of hell has been one of the main
props of the church. If I was afraid that after death I should go to
hell unless I did certain things before death, I would be quite certain
to do those things, if it were possible. But as soon as you take that fear away
from me I become very lazy and very indifferent, as folks generally do; and
that is one reason why Unitarian and Secularist churches have not succeeded.
Our Protestant churches have got “ hell 7 very nearly knocked out of them now.
Beecher decided to discountenance hell, and his utterances have very much
succeeded in tempering theology throughout the world. We have a great
many others that are very prominent, such as David Swing, Robert Collier,
and Dr. Thomas. All these men preach religion without hell in it, and yet
Dr. Thomas is a Methodist of high standing. Methodism is gradually
falling away from theidea of hell, whilst free thought, liberalism, and infidelity
are gaining ground. Hell is too hot a place for us to swallow, and slowly
and surely we go on until we become fully liberal. There is a vast amount
of superstition called religion. Some people believe that the world was
peopled after the flood from descendants of Noah, but when America was dis-
covered and later on Australia, Noah had not sons enough to go round. You
have in South Kensington Museum a map, drawn some centuries ago ; Jerusalem
is represented as the centre and apex of the world, and it has Damascus and
other model cities located around it. God Almighty is seated a little above
the world, just as this organ here is placed above the church, and he is lassooing
sinners and taking them down to hell. Now let me remind you that the map
I refer to was purchased thirteen hundred years after Christ! When the tele-
scope was invented we began to see how insignificant we are, and how a little
drop of dew is to our globe something like what we know ourselves to be to the
universe. Chemistry has shown us that we have not the compositions stated by
the Bible. 'We are not made of dust; our bodies contain a great many things
not found in dust. It showsus also that the resurrection of the body is an utter
impossibility. Chemistry has shown us that this world cannot come to an end ;
that the earth is a cinder, Science has'shown us the impossibility of a flood.
There is no place in the atmosphere for such an amount of water to come
from ; and, on the other hand, there isno place forit to go to. ¢ Providence’’
has been a hobby of man, and it has been a great friend of the doctors ; it
helps them out of many a scrape. A great many people still believe you
may try to avert the wrath of God here, and may perhaps succeed, but

" depend upon it you will catch it in the next world. Divine Providence is

simply the working of natural laws. The prayer test has never been brought
to a trial, and it never will. Before man was dissected, it was believed he
had one less rib than a woman, and millions have gone into their graves
believing that. The world must be infinitely older than anybody supposes it

- to be—at least six hundred millions of years; and the deposition of strata is

very different from what possibly can be inferred from revelation. The
science of evolution is beginning to be studied more generally, and, to my
mind, it will annihilate modern Christianity. “ What will you give us for
the faith which you destroy ?”” That is considered to be the poser. «We

- will give you the truth, as far as we know it, in the place of alie.” Suppose

a man were to begin to dig through your Silurian rocks for coal, spending all

his money and time, and bothering his family, and a geologist should come

along and say, “ You need not dig there ; there is no coal below those rocks.”’

That is precisely the position Christians are in ; and we are under no obliga-

tion to give them anything but the truth. Let everybody go on digging for
3
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coal where there is none, if they enjoy the pursuit; but I only ask that they
shall not compel me to dig for it whore there is none.
The Congress then adjourned for the day.

FRIDAY, 14ta JUNE, 1878.
(Mr. ALEXANDER J. ELLIS, F.R.S,, in the Chair.)

The CHAIRMAN, after observing that the Committee of the Chapel had
considéred it advisable that one of the elder seat-holders should preside at
this day’s meeting, and had requested him to undertake the duties, proceeded
to read the following remarks :—

It has often been thrownin the teeth of rationalism that it is many, whereas
truth is one. In certain attempts at religious conversion, this very remark
has often been made the basis on which the most effective arguments have
been raised. But it is entirely delusive, So long as we have not got to the
bottom of things ; so long, therefore, as we only see in part, and from that
part, as is inevitable, speculate on the whole, there must be diversities of
opinion, there must be words which are misunderstood, because they un-
consciously cover different areas within different minds; there must be
arguments, good in themselves, but actually fallacious from the want of some
unanticipated, and hence unallowed, but important factor, and nothing seems
more likely to supply the want so well as discussion. A word, nay a tone of
voice, may often lead us to reconsider a whole line of argument, and very
considerably modify our former opinions. We thus advance towards a goal
which we are ever dimly forefeeling, though we are unable to shape it
distinctly to our intellect. To disallow this, to erect ome form of words into
an obligatory expression of opinion and call THAT uniformity, agreement,
oneness, is the most melancholy farce which can beenacted. It is, indeed

¢ To make a solitude and call it peace.”

'We hope and trust, then, in such meetings as the present, and the experience
of yesterday confirmed such a hope, to hear conscientious diversities of
opinion from conscientious thinkers, who feel themselves indeed, like
Horace, to be -

¢ Not bound to swear in any master’s word,”
but at the same time know themselves to be
“ Bees of one hive, bound to one common weal.”

We meet here to-day in the full belief that the laws of England condemn-
ing heresy, and rendering penal any expression of thought which is contrary
to that of not only the Established Church, but even of Christianity or any
acknowledged religion, will not be putin force. 'We consider them as actually
dead. Butaretheyso? Arethey not rather merely asleep, capable of being
awakened to sting by some Suppression of Heresy Society, such as the Church
of England itself must be considered? ILet me take an instance alluded to
yesterday by Mrs. Rose, but so striking that it will bear further consideration.

e have seen quite recently a judge, himself the member of a religious
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society which but a few years ago was most unjustly excluded from all parti-
cipation in government, declare that it was not only “reprehensible but
detestable »’ for a mother who professed to have no religion, to endeavour to
bring up her own daughter without any teachings commonly called religious,
until the child had sense to comprehend the nature of such instruction, and
the same judge judicially alleged that this was in itself sufficientreason to
cause him to make out an order to remove that child from her mother’s care.
He alleged indeed a second sufficient reason, with which we have no special
relation at this moment, except in so far as it was based upon the publication
of a book in which practices were advocated that in the writer’s opinion were
calculated greatly to promote the happiness and morality of mankind, but
that clashed with the judge’s own limited views of the great question of
social morality. 'With the particular opinions advocated we have nothing to
do now, though we may admire the moral courage which. led to their publica-
tion, but with the principle of silencing the expression of opinions on matters
which are vital to social existence, merely because they are opposed to the
views of any one section of society, we have much to do. Our own Milton
wrote once on the liberty of ‘ unlicensed ”” printing. We still want his pen,
as recent trials and present imprisonment shew. We cannot advance
morally and religiously, while the conscientious expression of opinion on
moral and religious subjects can be forbidden or rendered penal, while a
judge can shut up an elderly orderly bookseller with common criminals for
selling a book written with the strictest moral intent by an American Senator,
and more than thirty years before the world, or legally tear a child from its
mother, because she avows atheistical opinions. There was a third ground
alleged by the judge which is still more pertinent to ourselves. He deemed it
to the worldly interest of the child to give her to her father, a clergyman of
the Church of England, and take her from her mother, to whom the father
had assigned her by legal deed. He founded his opinion on the supposition
that the mother would be sent to Coventry for her opinions, would be a leper
in society, avoided by all those of good repute, and that the child would
share in that exclusion. Now this, on which it so happened in this case that
the judge’s sole legal authority was founded, forms the tyranny of society
upon opinion. When I was young it was enormous, and even now we see that it
is enough toinfluence a judge. More than this, in Ireland and England it has
quite recently led to the excommunication of the French Freemasons from
the British Lodges, owing to the withdrawal of a clause recognising the
existence of God and the immortality of the soul from the constitution of
- the Grand Orient of France. To the isolated thinker this tyranny might
prove crushing. To the thinker who is aware of large numbers that also think
freely, and are banded together into an association, where liberal thinking is
the principle, this tyranny would cease to have any moral power. It might,
however, still tell greatly in respect to their worldly interests, as in election and
appointments, where speculative opinions, instead of moral and active efficiency,
too often guide the electors and appointers. To this all here are still liable,
and from this the sole hope of escape is in enlightened education. Never-
theless we are present to-day, as we were yesterday, for the free expression of
thought on religious and connected social subjects. As the established forms
of religion throughout the world, with wonderful minuteness of detail, enter
into all social subjects and especially into marriages, births, and deaths, it is
difficult to say what part of social economy is not religious, while not an in-
considerable section of thinkers claim that there is no religion apart from
sociology. But with the view of dividing up a great subject we generally
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agree to defer the consideration of particular social subjects to
especial bodies, at the Social Science Association, and such was
yesterday unmistakably the view of this Conference. Some subjects are,
however, so intimately connected with views of religion that they should be
ventilated freely, more especially that one on which I have already quoted
Sir George Jessel’s most subversive opinion. It is a problem which must
have occurred to every one who entertains liberal views and has a family,
how far children can or should be educated without any instruction or edaca-
tion which can be called religious in the usual acceptation of the term. God-
less and irreligious are terms readily ased, and, like all dyslogisms, they are
apt to stagger and frighten. It was something, however, that last month
within the walls of Westminster Abbey a voice was raised in glorification of
Atheism. “In the opinion of the Brahmins, Buddha was an atheist. In
the opinion of the Pharisees, Paul was an atheist. In the opinion of the
Athenians, Socrates was an atheist. Atheism is the denial of the gods that
be, in obedience to nobler aspirations.”” Such was the upshot of the conclu-
sion of one of Prof. Max Miiller’s most striking Hibbert lectures. In the last
of these lectures he showed a curious state of society in India, where three
generations may be living under one roof, the lad still learning the sacred
books of the Vedas by heart, his father carrying out the Brahmin system of
sacrifices to the most minute detail, and the grandfather released from all the
trammels that bind the other two, aware that their gods are but names, and
given over to philosophic contemplation. This is a solution of the problem
we can none of us desire. Why should a man up to my age live through a
state which a man who is past my age knows to be transitional, and doomed
to disappear? Are we to be merely insects in thought, passing a long
apprenticeship of creeping caterpillar and sleeping grub, before our wings of
freedom grow? And are we finally to use our wings of freedom merely to
roam idly over the fields of philosophy like any other “ painted butterfly > ?
A thousand times,no! From first to last we must bear our part in the great
drama of life. 'We must learn to be, to do, and to suffer. That is, we must
be taught from the first those social relations of each to all, which my revered
namesake, William Ellis, so successfully shewed could be impressed upon the
youngest school children, and which, let us hope, in time to come mothers
will learn to impress upon their offspring in the little world of the nursery.
The society of brothers and sisters is the first practical lesson in the laws of
social existence ; the society of schoolmates the second ; the society of fellow-
workers the last. There is here nothing dry and abstruse, and nothing
frightful, if the horrors which common religion conjures up be left out of
consideration. Children can be taught morality in relation to fellow-children
of all ages without impressing on them that there is a constant spy on
their conduct in heaven—a veritable evil eye, such as used to be drawn in old
prints—belonging to a God, who would have sent them to everlasting fire—a
fire always burning but never consuming—if the blood of a lamb had not been
shed, and who will nevertheless send them there, if they are not verysorry for all
the bad and wicked thoughts which they are told are rising up in their minds,
although the little innocents cannot make out what they are. To teack this
—not to omit it—might much more reasonably be {ermed ‘ not merely
reprehensible, but detestable,”” and has certainly the worst effects upon
children’s minds,whether they accept such fearful doctrines,and with infantine
simplicity act up to them according to their lights, or simply pass them by as
a lesson to be learned and neglected. To realise or to neglect such things,
when solemnly told, is equally pernicious.
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Beyond moral education of children without direct reference to old
religious notions, we have to consider intellectual, and especially physical
education. The latter forms a large part of many religious systems. Cer-
tainly it ought to form a part of all liberal religion. We should learn how
much neglect of physical life partakes of the nature of moral delinquency.
We, as members of the body common, should do our uttermost to be ready
when called upon, and the call always comes at the most unexpected times. I
merely hint at these things. Time would fail me if I attempted to enlarge
upon them, but I hint at them with a view to giving a partial answer to the
question with which Professor Max Miiller opened his lectures, and which
was often asked in this room yesterday :—¢ What is religion 2> Or, to put it
more definitely as respects ourselves, “ What is liberal religion?”’ I reply :
“ A profound seunse of duty; that is, a profound sense of the relations of
ourselves to every part of the universe which comes within our. ken, animate
or inanimate, mundane or extramundane, and of every part of the universe
to ourselves, together with an invincible determination consciously to act in
harmony with these relations so far as we are able to perceive them.” To
carry out to its full extent such a religion requires numerous theories, some
of which I have endeavoured to indicate in several printed discourses de-
livered in this room, and in some pieces bearing my name in the hymn book
of this Chapel, which it would be waste of time to recapitulate. But such a
religion does not need the preservation of the old imperfect and exploded
theories—exploded by philosophers at any rate, though more or less living
among priests of all nations. Such a religion in its highest form is the acme
of thought reached by the greatest minds after the greatest struggles through
many generations. But in its simplest form it can be accepted and felt and

‘acted on by the child that begins to move consciously, even before it can

speak intelligibly. It may be objected, that such a religion is no religion at
all, as it contains no mention of Gtod, personal or impersonal, of the efficacy
of prayer, or immortality. Butin so far as these are known to exist, or known
to be unknowable, they are certainly included within those parts of the uni-
verse, mundane or extramundane, and our relations to them, which enter into
the above definition of liberal religion. In so far as they are mere conjec-
ture they can enter into nothing but dreams, with which mankind in general
i too busy to have any concern, or are at best but those subjective theories
which lead thought to subsequent objective results. Among the latter I
would class the “ affirmations’” made yesterday by our distinguished visitors,
Mr. Voysey and Mr. William Binns, “affirmations” for which, as they
admitted, there is no proof. On the contrary, another speaker conceived that
he had a means of proof, which, if examined, might probably be found to rest
ultimately on another affirmation, for in all argument we are led to some
ultimate principle which must be simply affirmed, and can be at most
“ verified ”” by contrasting conclusions with observations. To this class, how-
ever, the ““affirmations’” alluded to were admitted by the two speakers whom:
I have mentioned, not to belong.

Towards such a liberal religion as I have indicated, which is essentially
growing and progressive, all can and should contribute by word and deed.
And to this end we must all think, and express what we think, and not be
afraid of doubt. The man who is certain is generally ignorant. He sees but
he very surface of his subject, and is unaware of all the difficulties which
grubbing below the surface would reveal. We doubt in order to know.
And we trace out our doubts in words, in order to render precise what would
otherwise be vague. And we discuss these matters with our fellows in
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order to gather hints beyond the circle of our own experience. We are
satisfied if we help on the train of thought ever so little.

¢¢ Thought unexpressed is thought but half thought out ;
The first step made towards certainty is doubt.”

A working engineer told me lately that while driving a tube for a so-called
Abyssinian well, into hard concreted gravel, in the neighbourhood of Hackney,
three hundred blows with a monkey of eighty pounds weight, only sufficed
to make it penetrate a quarter of an inch. But he persevered; and after
passing through six feet of such unpromising material he came to the water
stratum, into which the tube descended freely, and whence gallons on gullons
of water were readily pumped up. We are a long way from the living
waters yet, and many blows are still required to drive our intellectual tube
through the unpromising soil of actual life around us. But we have no
reason to despair. If not ourselves, at least, through us, our successors may
quaff the glorious stream, and certainly will quaff it, if every liberal thinker
does his duty by liberal thought. And one way of doing that duty will be to
form part of that Association of Liberal Thinkers which I hope that the
Committee appointed yesterday will enable us to organise to-day.

Mr. Conway introduced the following communications : Professor Clifford,
who from the first took a warm interest in this Conference, writes to me from
the steamship “ Morocco,”” en route from Fiume to Malta, May 23rd, that he
had hoped, since the failure of his health prevented his taking part personally
with us, that he would find strength and opportunity to write a paper for us,
But a relapse at Venice, from which he is just recovering, prevented that
also. He sends me the notes he had made of the points on which he meant
to write, and no doubt these will be interesting as indicating the view which

that vigorous and learned thinker takes of the subjects we have met to -

consider. I therefore quote them.

Catholics,-he-says, are fond of saying that an age of atheism is approaching, in
which we shall throw over all moral obligations, and society will go to ruin. Then we shall
see what is the true effect of all our liberal and scientific teaching. As a matter of fact,
however, even themselves admit that the public conscience is growing in strength and
straightness, while the catholic dogmas and organisation are more and more repudiated.
We may see reason to believe that the former of those facts is the cause of the latter.
Part of modern unbelief is no doubt due to the wider knowledge of criticism of the so-
called ¢ evidence of Christianity,” but in all ages sensible men have seen through that flimsy
structure. Intellectual scepticism is not really more rife than it has been in many past
periods. The main ground of hope for the masses is the moral basis of scepticism,—1, its
revolt against mythology ; 2, its revolt against the priestly organisation of churches,

As to the mythology, the dogma of eternal damnation is being quietly dropped, as not
in the Jewish part of the New Testament ; but it has been practicaily taught by the
Christian organisation for sixteen centuries. Therefore the Christian organisation ought
Eolbe thrown over with it, for it is not “an opinion like another,” but a wicked thing to

elieve.

As to the priestly organisation, PRrefesser—Clifford-meant to contend-—that.the
practical effect of the Christian organisation, “ the church,” has always been adverse to
morality, and isnow. The clergy is everywhere making more pronounced its revolt from
the great principles which underlie the modern social structure. There is a strong
antagoni3m between the Christian organisation and the Jewish ethical literature, which
our moral sense approves. And, in conclusion, Professor Clifford believes that so far as
the Christian organisation is concerned, the time has come for heeding again the ancient
warning—*“ Come out of her, my people, that ye be not partakers of her sins, and that ye
receive not of her plagues.”

Although no attempt was made to give our Conference an International
character, some invitations were sent to the Continent and cordial responses
were received from M. Litre, Prof. Hugenholtz (of Holland) and others. From
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M. Fix (who has come from Belgium to be present with us) I have received
the following paper with reference to a liberal movement in France and
Belgium and its new review, “La Religion Laique *’ :— o

We have neither founded a church nor invented a religion: we have created
a review (La Religion Laique) of which the object is:—-1. To open the eyes of
those whose vision is obscured by ignorance or superstition; 2. To encourage hearts
that really love humanity, and minds convinced that the progress of civilisation lies
in the moral improvement of individuals; 3. To unite men of good-will who, in this
world of struggle, are seeking after their sister-souls, who, though distributed in different
nations, continents, or degrees of existence, are yet in the bosom of the same humanity.

1. We believe in an only God: truth, goodness, justice. We believe in immortality of
the soul. This soul, born imperfect but free, must, as a duty, always improve itself; so it
i necessary it should live, that it may approach without ceasing nearer God : Perfection.
Happiness we must all hope is there—in that perfection—not elsewhere. Did all men
consider as certain that which we believe, humanity would adore one God. The children of
this father would really have for their first duty, chief advantage, and greatest happiness :
to love him and love each other. One religion should exist. The grand aim of religion is
not only to bind us to ourself, to our family, mother-country, and to humanity, but also to
attach our own being to terrestrial nature, to the universal life; to all beings known and
unknown, visible or invisible; to all which is, was, or shall be. The historic world
opens with war. The testimony of history is that religions have invariably divided
mankind. They have sundered families, classes and states. The reason is that men,
families, classes and nations, have always been aroused and agitated, not by the
tolerant religion which unites, but by the intolerant religions which divide.” The
first religious duty is brotherly love to our neighbour. If I see a man about to be
drowned, shall T save him, or inquire from him what his faith is? Why then those fratri-
cidal wars provoked by fanaticism ? Why those human sacrifices ordered by rough priests ?
Why such miracles praised by miserable speculators? Is God greedy of blood, domina~
tion and money? Let us not confound these words—Belief and Religion. A belief may
be a faith particular to a people; religion includes the belief common to all men and all
nations. A belief may kindle the faggots of inquisition; religion proclaims all men
brothers. A belief leads to the triumph of an idea, of a man or of a party ; religion wishes
only the triumph of truth. A belief raises a caste to rule over a country; religion requires
free consciences and men equal by their right. A belief tries to establish some kind of
hierarchy over humanity ; religion dreams only of the universal fraternity, A belief lasts
only by egotism; religion means universal solidarity. Such are the reasons why our review
is called La Religion Laique ; though our religion is nothing else but the universal reli-
gion. Such is its true name, till it is called Religion, one word for onething. In calling
our review La Religion Laique, we mean the religion which is for the people (Aaos),
whose basis is the people, and whose plane is above the interests and passions of sects. In
the past, religious revolutions have been marked by numerous and terrible sacrifices of
men ; We hope that the religious renovation which we who gather here contemplate, will
be and can be only peaceful. Tt will be peaceful, because it relies on the goodwill of free
men. Good-will prepares for those future ages of which Goethe used to call himself a
citizen, the universal religion of which each of us is meditating. Sacerdotal intolerance
has built between individuals and nations separating walls. Human reason will cause
these divisions to cease, will make brothers of enemies, will prevent international injustices,
will end religious persecutions, will kill war. Such is the religion we recommend—a
religion we must all love, hope for, encourage, fraternally working for its triumph.

II. ‘What is to be done? ~ 1.—Conceive and practice religion without miracles, without
sacerdotal body, without confession of faith. 2.—Govern ourselves and walk on towards
perfection, while helping others to get all we have acquired : comfort, instruction, and
morality. Those principles involve instruction, education, liberty, responsibility, moral
improvement, tolerance, duty, fraternity, reciprocity, helpfulness, self-help, solidarity, and

- that intimate and deep conviction on which lies human dignity. Religion, as we under-

stand it, is a general bond which unites all, excludes none. It is therefore necessary that
the religion of each man shall depend on his conscience entirely, allowing him to have his
own aspirations, opinions, and belief ; progress made in each of us will cause our union
to last. Admitting a confession of faith to be imposed on the members of the same asso-
ciation or religious congregation, we would stay intolerant, and deserving not the advantages
of union. We must then place the religious bond in the will ; not in the law, as under
the régime of the Old Testament, nor in faith, as during the reign of the evangelical
system according to St. Paul’s dream. 1t becomes useless to demand of religious men —
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united by worship, teaching, or charity—if they believe such and such dogma ; but we
may ask if they are willing to work together for their own and for human improvement.
Among free and thinking men there no longer exists any question about orthodoxy or
heterodoxy, and so there can be no exclusiveness or intolerance. Our detractors say a
religion of that sort is but a dream or a negative. Nothing, on the contrary, is more posi-
tive and of an easier realisation : good-will only is necessary. We declare, as a principle,
religious doctrines to be matters of learning as much as the theories of science and
philosophy. In religion, as in any other branch of the human inquiry, there will
always be things we know, things we believe, and things we know mnot; but after
having put aside miracle, and all idea of a supernatural revelation, we learn and
teach facts, ideas, theories belonging to the religious kingdom, as we learn and
teach phenomena, laws and theories of other branches of knowledge. At the summit
of science, God is. Going to God through science, is going there when knowing what we
are doing. TIs not the scientific revelation as good as the one they praise in their temples,
and before which our spirits cannot but doubt—the so-called revelation that makes fanatics,
religious parties, which has invented this monstrosity—the God who revenges, the God
of armies? We judge ourselves according to our actions, the good accomplished ; our
degradation or our improvement resulting from our efforts and struggles. Our free will -
imposes that duty on wus, in an existence where human pride as well as injustice
| and personal interest are no more. There God’s justice reigns according to the
E eternal law of continuity. Prayer leads us nearer to God ; it obliges us to conform our
[ thoughts, aspirations, moral needs and the discipline of our existence, to that law of con-
tinuity which is the same for all. Otherwise, what would God’s justice be ? We cannot
admit he uses two kinds of weights and measures. We then may say, like Jesus, we do
not wish to destroy the law, but to confirm it by working for its triumph, The kingdom
of our dearest aspirations is not of this world, for life has not for object any paradise
{ where the satisfactions of this world are to be continued. Sensuous religions have inven-
ted those fables, in which absurdity joins materialism. We do not aim at a place of rest,
for we know the soul always progresses. We do not look for looming splendours. Happi-
ness, according to us, is in the midst of the divine light, plenitude of existence—that is to
say, in entire knowledge of goodness and the conscience to deserveit. Why should identity,
so dear to us during our life, be lost? God is goodness, God is justice. He cannot deprive
us of the benefits acquired by our merits, perseverance in virtue. We trust that, beyond
the grave, we do not abstract ourselves in contemplation, according to the Buddhist faith;
we think we are not absorbed in the supreme unity, according to the Christian mysticism,
Our conviction is, that the aim of life is to multiply more and more our relations with the
universe, without losing anything of our identity. Our God has neither created the tor-
ments of purgatory, nor kindled the furnaces of hell ; no more has he invented the pleasures =
of the Moslem or the Catholic paradise. He causes suffering to lie in imperfection, and -°
happiness in moral perfection. To suppose something else would be to lower God ; for a -
pure spirit cannot find eternal felicity in an ideal which ceases to be the ideal even of
human beings in the proportion of their culture. I sum up by quoting a few lines of our
director and friend, Ch. Fauvety :—¢ It is in the family that the human “ I’ finds the first
degree of its religious faculty. In fact, family appears to us, in history, as the cradle, and,
in some way, the first step of religion. Moather-country, humanity, universality only come
after, Thus, living with one’s family in a sweet communion of interest, thought and
feeling, is already being religious. We become more religious if we identify our interests
with those of our native country, loving her, serving her, always ready to die for her. A
man becomes religious in a yet higher degree when he feels himself living within
humanity ; so that he suffers in its pains, vices, barbarisms, ignorance, miseries, and works
constantly at its delivery from them ; when he neither desires nor seeks for himself any
good, any progress, any enlargement of his being, without wishing to make others profit by
them. Atlast, we elevate our religious ideal to excellency, when conceiving it adequate to
universalism ; when hoping for plenitude of existence, endeavouring to live for all that
exists, and setting as the aim of our life the supreme perfection, we impose on our “I”’ the
obligation of realising that aim.” This general conference will stay as a very important
fact inthe history of religion. At the outset, it shows what priceless liberty enjoys that
beautiful and grand country, England. At the same time, it points out the good we are
deprived of, in France, Belgium, Italy, Spain, Germany, Russia and Turkey. Nowhere
- on the continent do they value the power of that liberty which is the safe-guard cf
peoples, that liberty which is the precious promise of future times.”

Professor Th. Bost, of Verviers, writes :—

¢ Many of our old ways of thinking, many of our ancient forms of worship, are gone

..
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for ever, left behind by the onward march of mankind. To attempt to revive them is
a most desperate enterprise, and seems to me to go against the clearest indications of the
Spirit of God. Why should we distrust His guidance ¥ Is He not as living and powerful
in our days as He was in the days of St. Paul, or Luther, or Wesley ? Have we not been
taught that the Spirit of Truth shall guide us into all truth ? It is our intimate trust that
our apprehension of the fallacies of ancient creeds is due to His influence. These creeds
are very often monuments of dogmatic nonsense and of human credulity. To put them
aside is an act of faith in the God of truth—I would almost say an act of filial respect,
of loyalty—to Christianity, for people who think, as we do, that the religion of Christ has
nothing in common with the prodigious aberrations of our theologians, or the servile
credulity of so many believers. ,

“ But if we are accomplishing in a spirit of faith the work of destruction which needs
to be carried on, we cannot say that we have found as yet the means of raising with its
form and beauty the religious life in the souls of our contemporaries.

“Truly, that work does not depend on us. ¢ The wind bloweth where it listeth.” God’s
power is not at an end, so that it might not raise out of our actual world great fiery souls
to shine like beacons in the darkness of our night. Only it seems that if we were to see
any movement like that of the sixteenth century, those who would take the lead in it must
be much larger-minded than were or could be any of the great reformers.of past ages.
They must be men of unlimited freedom in their minds, of broad sympathies, ready to
accept as the very thought of God, as a revelation, any truth which has been proved by
scientific researches, were it ever so much in (real or apparent) opposition to the Bible.
What is true, is true, is of God, whether it is found written in the Bible or in the least
ecclesiastical of our modern authors.

“To conciliate in our minds these truths which may seem contradictory to one
another, is no very easy task, but is the very task which the providence of God lays
before our hands. Let us hope that our generation will not shrink from it.

“Your purpose, if I understand you rightly, is to promote those researches, to
investigate with your friends the best conditions to be fulfilled in order to make possible
a religious reform congenial to the want of our time. May you be blessed in your
enterprise. May the Spirit of the first days of Christianity inspire all your assembly,
so that, living in more advanced times, we may come to do greater things than even
the apostles. The same Spirit which formed then a St. Paul—one of the most mar-
vellous men that ever existed, a conqueror of souls as very few have been—will form in
our days men able to present to the actual world the unfathomable riches of God in
Christ, of God in our souls, of God in the moral and spiritual world,

“ May we only be faithful to our task!

“ Accept, dear Sir, this expression of my wish for the success of your Meeting, and
transmit i, if you think fit, to your friends, from an unknown friend and brother.”

M. Emile de Harven writes from Antwerp :—

¢ SIR,—

“ By convoking to an International Congress all earnest-minded men caring for the
moral wants of humanity, you take too laudable an initiative for your appeal not to be
heard. Therefore, however feeble the light which I may be able to shed upon the in-
teresting questions which occupy us, I do not wish it to be lost, and I deem it my duty to
contribute my grain of sand towards the religious edifice which the future will erect upon
the ruins of established churches. I beg leave therefore to announce my views upon this
important subject.

“In order efficaciously to break down the absurd dogmas which divide men, it is need-
ful, above all, to replace them by something better. The French Revolution, on proclaiming
the religion of Reason, failed in the attempt, through not having taken this principle into
account. All religions, and especially the Roman Church, have blind faith as a funda-
mental basis. More matured in the present day, thanks to the immense progress of science,
reason begins to claim its rights and rebels against those who would despise it.

“In our days the struggle is no longer upon dogmatical grounds; it is only carried on

- between the torch of truth and the clerical extinguisher; it is circumseribed between

thinkers, on the one hand, and on the other the clergy, dragging in their train the crowd
of simple and timid minds, with those who are, or think they are, interested in the main-
tenance of the sacerdotal power.

“Between these two elements floats the great mass of idle or indifferent minds. The
indifferent ones are only so because their intelligence rejects dogmas, and no rationalist
notion has happened to enlighten them. The idle ones fall in with ready-made doctrines
and deem that everything is for the best in this world. In politics as in religion, they
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are Conservatives. It isthis category of men, who are becoming more and more numerous
especially in Catholic countries, that we ought to strive to interest in our work. d

¥ That the study of the exact sciences,the utility of which is only felt by a few
should not move the masses, is easily conceivable ; but it will not be so if we succeed ili
making them understand that the search after psychological truths concerns the happiness
of each one individually, and only requires common sense, with which often the simplest
men are amply provided.

“It is easy, by the help of sensible arguments, supported by examples drawn from the
concordance of material facts, to prove that the phenomena of the soul are explained in
the same manner as the former, that is to say by deduction, and thus to establish
hypotheses as logical as that of undulations uniting together the laws of optics.

“ Hitherto all those who have taken an active interest in these questions have remained
in the higher spheres of philosophy, consequently only addressing themselves to converts,
or to detractors of talent.

“Now, we know by experience what it costs to deny one’s whole past studies, and after
many labours to acknowledge that we are mistaken.. Hence it is that proselytes are rare.
Let us then strive to demonstrate that we base our faith on reason. Is it not the criterion
which distinguishes from animality? Those who impose upon us dogmas which reason
reproves are impostors seeking to perpetuate their domination by ignorance.

“ Whom should I believe ? The one who, in the name of an imaginary authority, pre-
tends to impose a blind submission on my reason, or this same reason with which nature
has endowed me assuredly that I may make use of it? We might as well affirm that our
arms have not been given to us for working, our feet and legs for carrying us, our stomach
for digesting, and that there is merit before God in remaining in a state of inaction and in
allowing ourselves to die of hunger.

“ Let us found schools, free from all dogmatical teaching ; let us teach in them the
philosophy of history, and let us shew to our children and to those who may listen to us,
that in fighting against superannuated creeds we respond to the divine will, which is that
every thing should progress. Let us say that religious faith and its manifold forms have
always followed the development of the aggregate intellect of humanity. Our forefathers.
were idolators, and so ave still the uncivilised peoples of the globe. The Mosaic law did
not proclaim the immortality of the soul. ¢Honour thy father and thy mother, that thy
days may be long in the land.” It left aside charity and did not mention the forgiveness
of offences : eye for eye; tooth for tooth.

¢ Buddhism, and afterwards Christianism have answered the aspirations of their time.
But mau emancipates himself as he advances, the old doctrines no longer suffice for him o
science has dethroned the absurd, and reveals God to us in the magnificence of his works.

“ At the present d2y, when we know the immensity to be peopled with innumerable and
gigantic worlds, of which our ancestors were unaware, we may proclaim the solidarity of
worlds with each other, as logically as that which unites the countries and continents of our
sphere. The immense space which separates the stars is perhaps not, relatively, more
considerable than that which separates the molecules of the body. Teaching men o make
use of their reason, such is the first object to be attained. He who sets about thinking,
very quickly perceives that the first efforts of his intelligence are followed by the desire to
know, and, finding before him a field to be explored, the limits of which extend in direct
proportion to his efforts, he is all the more ardent in extending the circle of his knowledge
as he recognises that it is ever extending.

“ The sentiment of free examination makes rapid progress; it is afresh want that is in

the air and which is manifested on all points of the globe at once. Let us avail ourselves -

of it; let us spread light in profusion and, above all, let us strive to make ourselves under-
stood, by using language within the reach of every one.

“Let each of us bring forward his ideas! Along with inevitable errors, will be found a
particle of truth. These scattered rays gathered by the most learned, will give rise to
sound and consoling theories and will furnish a luminous centre destined to shine on
every side.”

The CxairMAN said they would now take a debate upon the subjects
which had been opened, which would last until luncheon time. In the after-
noon opinions as to the proposed association would be brought forward.
Their time was now rather short, and there was much to discuss, so that he
would ask the speakers to limit themselves to ten minutes.

Mr. Jonnston Russirr (Limerick), then read the following paper :—
In the ten minutes allowed to each speaker to-day, it is impossible to even

A
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briefly review the whole of yesterday’s discussion. The speakers to-day can
only deal with the remarks which principally attracted their attention. I
have therefore selected three observations made yesterday regarding which
I would like to say a few words.

One of the speakers (a lady) said :—“I want proof of the existence of
God.” No subsequent speaker, although I believe there were a good many
clergymen present, gave her the reply that she required, and I would not
presume now to touch so great a subject, only that I feel that an answer
should be given by somebody to what was certainly a demand, if not a
challenge. I assume that our enquiring friend does not demand direct ocular de-
monstration of the existence of God, because she knows that it is not in our
power to give her any such proof, and if any proof short of that would do,
she ought to have stated what kind and what amount of evidence would be
sufficient to convince her. If she had thought the matter out—if she had

' ‘worked it out in her own mind—and saw distinctly what she wanted, and

put it simply and clearly in writing, it would, I think, have been much
easier to give her a satisfactory answer than it is to deal with the question
put in so vague a manner.

It is obvious that we cannot have for ourselves, nor give to others, direct
ocular demonstration of the existence of God. That kind of proof is with-
held from us for apparently the very purpose of inducing us to search for
God, and no one who searches earnestly will ever be disappointed. The
desire to see God is largely gratified, and in the way that is really the best
for us. To the exact extent that we qualify ourselves to see God, to that
extent we do see him.

‘We who desire to see God, just as eagerly as our enquiring friend does,
and who reverently say as Moses said, “I beseech thee, shew me thy glory,”
receive the same answer as Moses : “ I will make all my goodness pass before
thee, but my face thou canst not see.”” 'We are not permitted to see the face
of God, but his goodness—the rays of his glory—we are permitted to see.
In answer to the question, “ How and when and where can wesee God ?”’
we are told, “In his goodness you can see God.”” We can read the rocks

' and question the stars—we can enquire of the seasons and talk with the

flowers. They all tell us about God. Let our gifted friend look again at the
order and beauty and goodness around her, and if that is not enough, let her
look in her own heart at the noble qualities which are folded up there for
endless development, and if all these do not give her the proof that she
requires of the existence of God, then,indeed, it must be hard to convince

. her.

Another speaker (Mrs. Rose), denounced religion, and would not even
retain the name.

The lady was very eloquent, but very illogical. She condemns the service
- of Grod, but she advocates the service of humanity. She seems not to perceive
that serving humanity, as she proposes, is the truest and grandest way of
«serving God. Every exercise of pity, and charity, and mercy,—of love, and

 courage, and self devotion, are exercises of goodness, and goodness is the

glory of God. What Mrs. Rose calls the service of humanity, and what
others call the service of God are identical. The names are different, but the
goodness is the same.

As to having no religion at all, as some of you advocate, we must have a
system of belief and morals, and if all that is included in the word religion
—even an inferior religion is better than the unbelief which is spreading so

_—

widely now, Who kave been the benefactors of the world? Were they the
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men who taught that there is no God, and no hereafter, and no retribution,
so that men may do evil with impunity? No. The benefactors of mankind
were the men who preached goodness, who said, “Be good and do good,”
who taught that there is a holy Grod, and a life hereafter, and a sure retribu-
tion, where every man will receive according to his works.

We are told that science is opposed to religion, but that cannot be, for
true science is the handmaid of religion. There are false religions. Against
these let science do its worst. Science means knowledge. The man of science
is the man who knows. What does he know? What does the wisest know ?
Ask him, and he will say, “I know nothing absolutely. I only stand picking
up a few pebbles and shells on the shore of the great ocean of truth, which
stretches away into the infinite.”

A good deal was said here yesterday about religious differences, and one
of the objects of this Conference is to try to harmonize them ; but, constituted

as men are, differences are inevitable, and they are not altogether disadvan-

tages, for they have their good as well as their evil uses. We may make the
differences fewer and less marked, but we can never get rid of them entirely.
Men’s minds are different. Some men, like creeping things, creep upon the
earth, still looking downwards ; while others mount up to the heaven of heavens
and breathe imperial air. Religious differences mean liberty—liberty of
thought and liberty of speech—and as we must preserve liberty, we must have
differences.

Although countries are separated by rivers and seas and oceans, yet the
separation is only on the surface of the earth. Beneath the flowing river, and
the dark blue sea, and even the deep ocean, we find the adamantine rock
which joins all countries together and binds them into one. Religions are
like countries. Their differences are only superficial. If we go deep enough
we shall find that essence of religion which underlies all religions and which
at some not distant time will bind them altogether into one. Why should
men disagree so much about religion when religion is so simple a matter ?
If there is only one Supreme Being, why should there be more than one
religion? There is indeed only one trie religion, viz.: “ The Religion of
Goodness.”” It is the goodness in it which gives every religion whatever
vitality it has. "Why should not all religions adopt the essence of religion as
their bond of union, and agree to differ about the small matters—about creeds
and rituals, and the mere husks of religion? Here is a platform on which
all religions can unite, but especially the three great religions which are so
closely related to each other, viz. : Judaism, Christianity, and Mohamedanism.
Men have followed two much after Moses and Jesus and Mohamed, and too
little after God. If Moses, Jesus, and Mohamed were here now, would each
of them say, “I am the messenger of God, follow only me, and be ye called
only by my name?” No! Each would exclaim, ¢ Perish me,—Let God be
all in all.” In this way the religions of Moses, Jesus, and Mohamed could
be reconciled and be amalgamated into one universal religion—the religion

of God.

Can nothing be done to bring about so desirable a state of things? Can

we not give some help? That question brings me to the third of the
observations made yesterday, to which I wish to reply. The speaker
(Miss Downing) said, “ I want a path to follow; I want something to
do for humanity.” In those few words the speaker touched one of the
great religious needs of the time. There is an abundance of goodness and
intellect in the world, but the people have no purpose and consequently their
powers are wasted. The sects and societies of religious reformers have
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neither union, nor plan, nor purpose. They will neither lead nor follow,
but each goes its own way, and as there is no earnestness in them they can
produce but very little effect. Somebody has said, “I would to God that
the men who have the truth were as firm and resolute in spreading it as are
the men who spread the error.” People need a path to follow, and something
that they themselves can do for humanity. 'The religion that will provide
all its professors with good work to do, will attract to itself all the earnest
and most valuable people in all the sects and all the churches. I expected
that something great would come out of this Conference, and perhaps it may
come hereafter, but nothing will come of itself. There is work to be done
and every one should help.

The religion of goodness, which is both the service of humanity and the
service of God, is just the thing that we all want. It is a religion that all
men can believe, and that most men do alrcady believe. There is nothing
* higher than it for man, and nothing holier for God. It is a religion that
will refine men like gold and raise them nearer and nearer to God. In
the religion of goodness three words shine like the stars. They are—God,
immortality, retribution. These are the three essentials of belief. This is
the Faith that the world needs.

In their prayers to God many millions of people daily pray, ¢ thy
kingdom come.” But what are they themselves doing to cause this
kingdom to come ? Do they mean what they pray? Do they expect to be
introduced into a kingdom of God, ready made for them, while they are to
sit still and wait until it comes ? If they do they have quite mistaken the
matter. God has long ago done his part; men have to do theirs., The
kingdom of God is here already. The kingdom of God is within you, but
it has to be brought out. It is an idea—the dream of every noble mind—
but it is not always to remain an idea. It hasto be realised—to become
visible and tangible. The kingdom of God, when it comes, will elevate
mankind materially as well as morally, and deliver men from the bondages
under which they groan. But when shall this kingdom come? If we
might give the answer, what would our answer be? Would we say now ?
And why not now ?

We need a new Reformation—religious, political and social. Nothing
less will cure the great evils of the time. What if this religion of
goodness, which each of you is invited to take up and spread, is to be
the means by which these great reconstructions are to be effected ? What
if this is to be the grandest work of any age? These may seem to
be only the words of an enthusiast —a dreamer. Perhaps so; but
everything great is only the dream of a dreamer at first. Who can tell
what may happen ? These are eventful days. Around us are portentous
signs of coming changes. Already the fateful writing is on the wall. It
says, ¢ The time has come.”

Mr. HENLEY said he should not have addressed that meeting if he had not
delivered a lecture in London some time ago, in which he suggested the for-
mation of an association of this kind, and requested co-operation to assist him
in forwarding a copy to the ministers of the various religions in London and
its neighbourhood, in order that afterwards a meeting might be arranged to
discuss this question, and to see if it were not possible to form some associa-
tion of this kind. At that time he proposed a short creed, which he suggested
for the adoption of that meeting. Amid some interruption, he went on to say,
that he was going to make a statement which nine-tenths of the meeting
would think him a fool for making, but he would make it on the authority of
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Mr. Crookes and Professor Varley, and others. It was in Spiritualism that
they would have these questions thoroughly explained. It was Spiritualism
that brought before them the matter, as a truth that could be proved, of the
existence of life beyond the grave. He had studied that for seven years, and
he knew what he was talking about. Spiritualism proved to the Christian,
the orthodox Christian, that what he had been teaching Sunday after Sunday
he was now able to prove. What nobler thing could there be than that
which proved the truth of immortality ? He would not say more than except
that if he had time he would be bound to convince every man there of the
truth of what he was stating.

Mrs. Law: Mr. Chairman, gentlemen, and ladies—We have met
here yesterday and to-day for a specific purpose, that of discovering, if pos-
sible, if we can make a platform sufficiently broad to hold on it speakers
and thinkers of various denominations. We heard yesterday a number of
opinions expressed which were truly valuable in themselves, but few of them
of real practical importance for the object we have in view. This morning,
we have heard some excellent papers which have not, in my opinion, had
those necessary elements that we require in order to come to some definite
conclusion. Yesterday we had a number of what I should call cardinal
ideas offered by different speakers, which I think seemed as though they
could not possibly be woven into one piece. I want to show there is some-
thing we can do. Mr. Voysey started yesterday by affirming what I know
to be the lamentable fact, that there are thousands of men in the church who
are theological atheists, and yet profess to be other than they are. That is a
terrible state and condition of affairs. He said if you place men in positions
where you oblige them to dissemble before God they will ere long dissemble
beforemen. He believed this, and he believed that the hypocrisy of the churches
is sapping the morals of the people at large. Mr. Street very clearly ex-
pressed what he knew to be necessary to be expressed, and which ought to
be, I was going to say, spoken by the tongue of an angel, if there is an angel
and he has a tongue. It is a fact that there are great thinkers who stand
in a position of isolation. 'We want the people to assist them, and we want
public opinion to assist them in the great work they are attempting to
carry on. Mr. Holyoake gave us one practical direction, when he said that it
is perfectly useless for us to attempt to form a platform where we can hope
to reconcile the opinion of speakers or that of thinkers. What we want to
do, and this is one thing we can do, is to recognize these differences of opinion,
I would just add one sentence to that. We want not only to recognize these
differences, but we want to see if we can form a platform upon which we can
tolerate these differences. It is the result of many years’ experience, I dare
not say how many years’ experience on the subject, that if you commence
by giving definitions you will have definitions upon definitions, and that will
not result in anything practical. We don’t want to know whether Atheism
or Theism is true, but we want to recognize the fact that that there are
Theists and Atheists in existence, and Christians, Mahomedans, and Jews in
existence, and that the great thing to determine is, is there any possibility
of bringing these people together and bringing them to do some effective
work ? Is this conference then Utopian? I say emphatically, No! I look
upon Mr. Conway as having done a great work in this respect, only in bring-
ing us together. A gentleman whispered in my ear just now that it would be
rather a broad platform whereon the last speaker and myself could stand.
But it is something, sir, to bring us under one roof. I believe this Confer-
ence is not merely practical in its efforts but that it is thoroughly opportune
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in its convenement. I look upon Mr. Conway as a central figure holding out
the right hand of fellowship to Christians and the left hand to the extreme
infidels, trying to bring them altogether in unity. Mr. Holyoake said wisely
that what we want to do is to put these various thinkers on to the platform
and make them more acquainted with each other, and then their differ-
ences of opinion would be modified. Undoubtedly they will, but by what
means, what practical means are we to do this? Mr. Conway has done some-
thing in bringing us together. What are we prepared to do in the matter
ourselves? It1isa practical settlement if we can recognize differences of opinion
where they exist, and at the same time can start some scheme and lay down
some principle by which we can bring thinkers of various kinds together in
order that they may compare notes, discuss subjects, and tell each other
the different opinions they are holding. Our friend who just sat down,
the spiritualist, said he could convert every man in the hall if he had the
opportunity of speaking to him. I amnot here tocontradict that, and I may
think, indeed, that if I had the same opportunity I might do the same, We
are not anxious to convert you all to spiritualism or to atheism. What we
want to know is this, can we so affect you by any means as to make you
toleranf, enough to hear every man and every woman express their own
opinions ?  How far can this be effected? 'Wo have the elements present to
a great extent already. 'We were told yesterday that this liberal movement
isnot confined to England, but that it stretches throughout Europe and
America, and affects all kinds and conditions of mwen, that it pervades
all thought. Secondly, it seems to me that there must be something in the
times in which we live, in the way in which men are looking at things : so
peculiar are the views people are taking : that is introducing this subject to
public attention. What we want to do is to listen to each other without

~ haste, without heat—yes, even not to suspect each other of having some bad

motive—not to be afraid of sitting down with each other, and to have no

- man feel “I am more holy than thou.” Mr. Conway has done a great work

in having invited us together to be more cordial and more tolerant; and a
greater work for us to do is to utilise his work and his connection with this
place. Recollect T am speaking as an outsider, having nothing to do with this
place. I am simply speaking my impressions as I received them yesterday.
I say this is what might be done, and I think it is a practical step. This
building from time to time might be utilised by persons representing dif-

- ferent phases of thought so that we might each have a chance of meeting as

many friends as possible, and modifying each other’s opinions, of proving that
persons of the widest diversity of thought have a sufficient amount of
humanity, of common sense—some will call it Christianity, and I don’t
object if you like it—to enable them to look upon all as brothers and sisters.
There seems to me to be this difficulty in the matter, that we have to deal
with human beings not only as thinkers, but as creatures who feel as well as
think. Mr. Voysey said we want a religion intellectual in its character. Now,

.directly Mr. Voysey attempted to make any portion of religion intellectual,

or to make the existence of a God logical, a lady got up, and as I consider

-very logically said, to accept the being of a God,unless his existence was

proved to you, was just as much a piece of superstition as to accept any other
dogma of the Church. We cannot satisfy people’s feelings, but this much
we can do. We can show them that they must admit that persons may accept
the being of a God, although they cannot prove his existence. It is with them
a matter of feeling. If any lady or gentleman says to me, “I feel that a God
exists ; it does me good to know that that is s0,” T am glad of it; but their
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feeling his existence does not prove it to my intellect. I only ask that you

go on believing that he does exist, and allow me the privilege of thinking that
he does not. 'The practical step that we might take would be to try and bring
the different thinkers nearer together. Then, of course, we have a difficulty

that Mr. Conway must have felt ; that whilst the most radical heterodox, like
myself, are always willing to unite with the orthodox, the orthodox are not
always willing to unite with the heterodox. The position is a most difficult

one. I am quite sure Mr. Conway can get Atheists, Theists, and Socialists
upon this platform, but bow is he to make the Extreme Right meet with them ?
I don’t know how it would work, but I would suggest that among the repre-
sentative persons who are here to-day, as many as think it desirable,
should propose to hire this building for a ccrtain number of evenings during
the year, to explain their opinions. I would make one, and would undertake
to hire it two or three times a year to explain my own peculiar views. That

would establish a free platform. It would bring together various elements, -
and out of those elements we might form a society comprised of a number of

men and women, perhaps of literary, scientific, and artistic repute, who would

prove to the world that it was possible to found and to form a bond of union
independent and separate from the belief in any church or any divine revela-

tion whatever. My time has passed. It is an affliction natural to woman,
that she forgets time. Of course you will excuse the weakness of my sex on

account of the importance of my subject. I thank you for hearing me, and I ]

would urge that after luncheon we should throw ourselves into practical work,
and that we do not discuss anybody’s God or anybody’s religion, or any-
body’s heaven or hell, but that we should accept those phrases and sec how
we can work together to form an association.

The Rev. J. D. Hirst SmyTw said : I don’t think T should be tempted to
trespass on the limits of time, as my principal object in coming upon the
platform is to express the great sympathy I have with the movement inau-

gurated here yesterday. I am glad to hear there has been no attempt to

form or found a basis of belief, however wide, upon which people might come

together, but that it has been recognised clearly that there are already -

particular organisations, each doing its own particular work in this way.
Because such people belong to these individual organisations, that is no reason
that they should be kept apart in the discussion of the most important subjects,
but rather a reason that they should be brought more frequently together.

gy ™
1 B & T

Of course I am very glad to escape the necessity of making any reference to

any person’s idea of God or of immortality. After all I do not know that the
distinction between Atheism and Theism is not a vanishing one. It is like
the line which used to be drawn so clearly between animal and vegetable,
and which is drawn still between organised and unorganised matter, when
really, if we had instruments that were fine enough to detect it, we should
probably discover there were no lines at all. It is a very difficult thing to
assert a negative; and when a man says he is an atheist he does it because
something higher than himself binds him to say it. In that then he repre-
sents all the elements of religion. TLet me say a word here for Christianity.
I am an historic Christian, and I should like to say a word for it. Professor
Clifford says as it has so long taught not only an erroneous thing but a
wicked thing, that he believes it ought to be cast overboard with the
wicked thing. I am sorry to say thereis a good deal of truth in that. I
believe those who represent what he has written, so far as that it has taught
a wicked thing, or that those who represent it have done so. I once heard
Mr. Bradlaugh discussing Science and Faith, and I burned with shame as
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he repeated the horrors done in the name of Christianity. All I could say
3 was, it was not Christianity that did it, it was theology. And what we have
" got to do here is to get that put on one side and to get some basis of religion
to go back upon. Even as to those things that were done in the name of
Christianity, it was not men who perpeirated these wickednesses, it was
churchmen. As a fact now, the curse of us all has been the men who
' hold the church above everything, who think it necessary to take care of
the church first of all, forgetting that the interests of one living man are better
than the interests of all the recognised churches that ever were. That is what
. we have to do—to find out what will best help man to grow towards all pez-
fection in every way you like, whether in reference to wisdom or to meekness
or to love—what you will, but to grow towards all perfection, disregarding
what may come to the churches. That, indeed, will be the best thing for the
churches.

After the usual interval for luncheon, the meeting was called to order
by the CHalRMAN who said :—The most important part of the Congress is
now about to commence. We have had a great deal of theoretical discussion.
That must now give place to a practical debate, from which we shall hope to
# . get at some result. First, Mr. Conway will bring up the report of the Com-
~mittee, and speak to it generally. Then another member of the Committee
will move its adoption, and will explain the different points in it ; and another
! member of the Committee will second it. ~Of course, the minister of this place
1 s the proper person to bring it forward. It was felt it should be brought
- forward by someone in connection with the chapel, who should take the
initiative ; but while he thus takes the initiative which belongs to him, it is
also proper that the report should be explained and enforced by members of
i the Committee. :

Mr. Moxcure Coxway: What I have to say in reference to the simple
report which our Committee has prepared will be very brief. We have had
| a very long and earnest consultation since we last met together yesterday
il cvening, and as the result of our labours I am authorised to lay before you the
iy following report:— :

! 1. This organisation shall be called the Association of Liberal Thinkers.
1 Its objects shall be (1) the scientific study of religious phenomena; (2)
1 the collection and diffusion of information concerning world-wide religious
bi developments; (3) the emancipation of mankind from superstition; (4)
i fellowship among liberal thinkers of all races; (5) promotion of the pure
B
j

and universal religion—the culture, progress, and moral welfare of man.
2. Membership in this association shall leave each individual responsible
for his own opinions alone, and in no degree affect his relations with other
~associations.

In bringing forward these resolutions, it is difficult indeed for me to ex-
press my feelings about them. Those feclings are very strong. I have
a4t laboured for many years in this place, well supported by a sympathetic con-
wM gregation, and on pleasant relations with a great many people in London who
1/ are not members of this society at all. During my labours I have seen how much
strength, how much character, how much religious and Christian fervour are
scattcred about London ; and have come to know in part how largely the same
are also distributed and dispersed throughout the nation. I have sometimes
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had a happy vision of all these scattered and distributed rays brought into some
great focus which should burn up all the remnants of priestcraft, and set
the heart and brain of this noble nation free for some great human task—
free to labour and to serve in removing the superstitions and wrongs which

afflict and degrade the people, especially the ignorant and the poor. At last -

I felt there were so many people who believed with me that there was a
strength of this kind abroad not thoroughly utilised, that, with a certain
timidity and misgiving, yet with a certain assurance that there was such

unity possible among liberal people and independent thinkers,—among all’

who are emancipated from mere authority and tradition,—I determined that
some move must be made. I said so to friends not only in this society
but outside it ; I met with almost one voice and feeling,—that such a step
ought to be taken—that we had no right, feeling the responsibility and the duty
cast upon us by our thought and our freedom not to try in some way better to
fulfil our duties to these people and to all people. 1 do not for a moment
agree with all the talk that goes abroad about the necessity of pulling down
nothing and denying nothing until you have got something ready built to
put in its place. I believe the great movements in the world have been the
times of magnificent negation. 1 believe the great working eras of thought,
religion and power have been not when Constantine was building up, but
when Christ was pulling down ; not when people were defining in ecclesias-
tical councils the exact clauses of creeds and saying precisely what a man must
believe, but when John the Baptist and Mohammed and men like them
were laying their axe at the root of some evil tree, cutting it down
and clearing the path for the universal religion which always is and
always will be, and will sow itself wherever the field is cleared from the errors
that would kill and the briars that would choke it. If we take Luther and his
great comrades at the time when they were destroying the ancient wrongs of the
world, cutting down all the evil growths that lay between the people and the
light, when their movement was a great negation, a great pulling down of
wrongs and oppressions, we find these men—Luther, Melancthon, and
Erasmus, and the rest—all joined together in one great unity, with one heart,
to accomplish one great work. It was when they began to build their theories
—to be constructive—that they flew apart into fragments. I believe that true
religion consists in the order of the Universe,—in man, out of man, and
around him,—that nobody has got to build it up, but that it is already built
and created ; that just as I deny that two and two make five, because it already
exists that they make four, so I cannot pull down any dogma except because
- something already exists in its place. Where the truth is, there denial of its
opposite is. It is a statement of something already built up in the mind and
heart, in the world and universe. It is a sentimental fallacy that you must
never deny a thing until you have something to put in its place, for every
clear negation is the other side of an affirmation. Thereis a positive affirma-
tive work in the intellectual and moral emancipation of man, a work in which
- Mrs. Law and Mr. Voysey are alike engaged. ~ I am sorry to say that I have
a sad letter from Mr. Voysey this morning, in which he complains of some
speeches he heard yesterday, and regrets he will not be able to co-operate
with us any more. There is still a platform to be made by clearing away
things that this one and that one know perfectly well to be false, oppressive,
superstitious, and wrong. Whatever may be {rue, these are false, and they lie
m the way. It is a very positive thing, too, this superstition. A supersti-
tion which cfn bring an old seven-day theory of creation from an ancient
Persian’ cycle“to éhut up every museum and art gallery in Tiondon; and
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practically deprive the people of enjoying the arfs and obtaining culture,
all because of an ancient zodiac, is a very powerful thing. These “ survivals *’
are terribly practical ; and to emancipate man from superstition, to open the
windows and unbar the doorways, and bring culture and refinement to the
people, is one of the most positive and affirmative tasks a man can work at in
this world.
I have spoken of only one of these paragraphs—emancipation of man-
- kind from religious superstition; but I believe also the fellowship we wish
to promote are quite possible between persons of different religious views—
as I would call them—or moral views as others would say. Whatever the
name the fact is the same: self-denial, devotion to truth, willingness to
believe and stand by that truth firmly at whatever cost,—to devote unto it
one’s labour, to think and endure for it in order that it may be furthered, to
forget self-interest in serving it,—that is the only religion I, for one, care
anything about. Is there anything more holy in this world than earnestly
thinking and studying with one’s whole heart to find the true and right,
carrying out what a man believes to be true, fostering what he feels to be
| - right? There are many men who would not say “ I believe in God ”’ at all ;
- and who yet are living for the highest truth they see ; they are burning the
 midnight oil that they may discover some nobler star of truth either in the
outward or the inward world, and bring out some purer ray to enlighten
mankind. They are giving up the joys of sense and animalism for that pure
devotion to truth and humanity, which I believe will shine far brighter in the
eyes of God himself—assuming him to exist—than any mere assertion of his
existence. There is more real religion in such faithfulness than in the servile
following of either orthodoxy or heterodoxy—following with the crowd and
getting into the fashion by using the watchwords of Christianity, now become
mere titles of party and self-interest. What we want is the true heart, the
earnest religion, the warm and hearty devotion to the right and true. That
I call religion. Ifanybody choosesto call it by any other name it will smell
just as sweet.

We seek this true heart, this self-devotion, earnestly seeking after truth,
and utterly disregarding what is merely fashionable and popular. It has
become so easy now, my brothers, to be a Christian! A poor mnegro
once learnt this in Liberia. IHe was asked what religion he belonged to,
and an independent Sceptic there said to him, “If you want to be a good man
you had better be a Mahommedan in this neighbourhood; if you want to
make money be a Christian.” It has come to be almost a disability of
Christianity that it cannot meet the highest wants of our time. It has come
to be a fashionable and a wealthy thing; to believe in it and promote its
success requires no self-denial, but is even a good investment. It is the
watchword of all those timid thinkers who wish to avoid an honest expres-
sion of their opinions. It is a phrase by which a person may deceive every-
body as to what he does really think. The Christian name is also, as I think,
one that will always be impossible to a large number of earnest and thinking
men, because, to a certain extent, it turns our eyes backward instead of for-
ward. It gives an impression which we know to be false, that in some way
or other religion culminated in its largest knowledge 1878 years ago; that
the world then got nearer to the supreme light, and higher and closer to
heaven than we are ever to expect again. Hence, according to Christianity,
we are never to look for any greater man than Christ to appear on earth, nor
to the attainment of any higher degree of religious knowledge than he
possessed. In art, in literature, and science, the world looks ever forward
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expecting the coming of men who shall lead on the truer generalisations, the
finer developments and grander achievements. In so-called religions only is the
world is made to look backward and find in crude antiquity its highest point.

There are many other reasons why Christianity can be no longer the
watchword of a great and united progress. Men have been sundered and
weakened by such sectarian divisions throughout history; and we have come
to a loftier conception, that of fellowship among all earnest people, whether

they see fit to name their highest interpretations and anticipations -

¢ Christian ”’ or “ Mohammedan,” ‘Brahman’’ or * Buddhist,” however
they may be named. Whether they call themselves by this or that title, or
by none at all, really does not matter, if their hearts are joined with all who
are trying to seek truth, rectitude, the advancement and welfare of humanity,
the union of all hearts on earth and of all honest minds for the same grand
purpose. The apotheosis of man, the exaltation of thought, the elevation of
virtue as the true principle of humanity and fraternity,—these are the great
aims which rise together as an Ideal above our sects, our selfishness, and our
passions. In its all-inclusive light men are brothers, and nothing shall
separate us the one from the other.

Mr. StuarT GLENNIE : Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, I have much
pleasure in moving the adoption of this report. I suggested at our meeting
yesterday, that onc of the chief objects of our Association should be the col-

lection and diffusion of information on the extraordinary contemporary deve-

lopment of religious movements throughout the world. The suggestion was
approved, and you did me the honour of appointing me a member of the
Committee charged with drawing up the report now before you. My sugges-
tion of yesterday stands second on the list of objects which™ your Committee
submit for your seal and sanction. And I now move the adoption of this
report on these threc grounds : First, because it recognises facts hitherto quite
inadequately recogniscd, and yet facts of which the importance cannot, I think,
be exaggerated ; secondly, because of the general interest and practical
character of such an aim as the collection and diffusion of information on
religious developments throughout the world ; and thirdly, because of the con-
sequences that cannot but follow from the accomplishment of this aim, con-
seqluences in which all the cther objects we propose to ourselves will assuredly be
realised.

First, as to the facts we recognite. We should have, I think, to go back
to the sixth century before Christ to find a movement at all comparable in its
universal and revolutionary character, to that indicated by the new religious
developments of this nineteenth century after Christ. In that sixth century
before Christ, the break-up of the old heathen religions and civilizations began
in the preaching of new moral religions, of which Buddhism may be named as
the chief and representative. This great moral revolution was continued by
Christianity, which originated five hundred years after Buddhism, and by
Islamism, which arose half a millennium after Christianity. The contemporary
religious developments are revolts against the dogmas in which the new moral
religions, new moral transformations of the old heathen religions, have become
rigidified. The chicef cause of these religious revolts is everywhere the same—
the new knowledge brought by the intercommunications of commerce, and the
discoveries of science. Another characteristic these religious revolts have
everywhere in common. Everywhere they are connected with, and are indeed
the soul and inspiration of movements of national reform, and national inde-
pendence. And yet a third cltaracteristic everywhere distinguishes these
universal religious revolts. There are {wo partiesin every one of these move-
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ments, one completely rationalistic, the other only partially so, and endea-
vouring somewhere to transform rather than to destroy the old faith, whether
Buddhism or Brahminism, Islamism, or Christianism.  To prove or illustrate
these affirmations were here out of place. Not out of place, however, is it to
make them. For not the studies only of years, but extensive travels, in
which the state of religious development has ever been the chief subject of
my inquiries, give me, I think, some right to make these affirmations. . And
it is the facts which I thus affirm, our imperfect knowledge, and inadequate
recognition of them, that give, I think, justification, nay, urgency, to the
foundation of such an association as is this day inaugurated. The new re-
ligious development about which we propose to collect and diffuse information,
have not only such common characteristics as I have just stated, but extend
over the whole zone of civilization, from the Eastern Island, Empire of Japan
to this Western Island, Empire of Great Britain ; and beyond both the Western
and the Southern oceans they are continued in the new worlds of America
and Australasia.
. The second ground on which I move the adoption of this report,
is the general interest and practical character of such an aim as the
collection and diffusion of information on contemporary religious develop-
ments throughout the world. Of the general interest that such an aim is
calculated to excite I have already had several proofs. The circular con-
vening this Conference was necessarily vague, and necessarily therefore
aroused but languid interest in many of those who received it. But when
informed that we proposed such a practical object as this, I have found the
whole bearing of men change towards our association, the strongest interest
and approval expressed, and support cordially promised. Nor will this interest
be by any means confined to those only who wish well to these new religions
developments. Knowledge of the state of the army to which oneself belongs
is interesting ; but of even greater interest is knowledge of the state of the
enemies’ forces. And to illustrate the practical character of the information
. We propose to give, let me point out that liberal writers would thus know
. Where, besides in England, their works were likely to sell. We would show
them that the public they address is immensely larger than they imagine.
What keeps up the old theology are its endowments. You may get any-
thing preached if you give it a comfortable parsonage. But by such an
extension of the area of sale as would be the consequence of the information
we should give, the liberal writers would not be so heavily handicapped as
they are at present in the great race of which the prize is the direction of
opinion and the government of conscience.

Tinally, T move the adoption of this report, because by the accom-
plishment of such a practical object as that which stands second on the
list submitted to you, not only will the other objects named be realised,
but encouragement given to all in the great work of progress. The collect-
ing and diffusing of information on contemporary religious developments
throughout the world will stimulate that general study of religious pheuo-
mena, which is the first of the objects we propose to ourselves. Nor could, I
think, any better means be suggested of realising our third-stated object—
that of combating the spirit of superstition, than the collection and diffusion
of information about movements, which, in all their vast extent and variety,
have this common characteristic, opposition to the spirit of superstition.
Again, how more hopefully realise our fourth-stated object than by giving
that knowledge of which sympathy and felldwship is the fruit. And lastly,
I know not what better means can be suggested of giving a practical character

B EEEEEEEBEEE——————.



54 GENERAL CONFERENCE OF LIBERAL THINKERS.

to our fifth-stated object, than the collection and diffusion of information on
universal religious movements. But further by the knowledge thus obtained of
the universality of the movement in which we are engaged,we shall all gain both
enthusiasm of impulse, and catholicity of aim. In our parishes we are small and
inconsiderable minorities. Too many are overpoweringly tempted to sophistical
dishonesty, and lose their souls through falsehood. Let us, however, but lift
up our eyes, and behold the battlefield in all its vast length and breadth.
England itself is then seen to be relatively but a parish, relatively but a
corner of the battlefield. And if the call of a dozen Sepoy regiments to
Malta gave Europe a new notion of the military force of the British Empire,
with infinitely greater reason may the recognition of Asiatic, as well as of
European and American movements similar to our owr, give us a new notion
of our conquering force and triumphant future.

To give, in conclusion, but one or two illustrations of the practical
political importance of such knowledge as your Committee recommends
1t should be one of the chief aims of our association to collect and
diffuse. How few "in this country know that * Nihilist ’> is but a nick-
name first attached to the Liberal party in Russia by a character in one
of Tourgueneff’s novels, and that the text books of Russian Nihilism
are the works of our own Darwin, Spencer, and Buckle. Again, in
the discussion of this Eastern question, one hears constant talk of the opposi-
tion of Christians, Jews, and Muslims. But what a new light is thrown on
the subject when one finds, as I have in fact found, that the educated Jews
and Muslims, and a very large proportion of the educated Christians of the
East are all Rationalists, and all of one creed, so far at least, as that all
equally acknowledge the prophetic character of Moses, of Jesus, and of
Mohammed. How instructive also it is for our political views, when we find
that theological dogma is, in Eastern Europe, and in the East generally, but
a badge of nationality, and a badge which could nationally otherwise be
asserted, would be dispensed with. Let it be unnecessary for the Pole and
the Armenian to assert his nationality against the Russian by his national
theology, and both will be again the leaders of a new and greater reformation.
Let it be unnecessary for the Greek to assert his nationality against the Turk
by his Orthodox Christianity, and both will—no longer oppressors and op-
pressed, but independent nationalities—both will find themselves of one
creed, and brothers. The Eastern Question, very far indeed as yet from a
settlement, will, I venture to predict, more and more be found to be, not
merely a political, but a religious and social question. Our undertaking to
collect and diffuse information on contemporary religious developments, will
therefore, be found to be an undertaking to collect and diffuse information on
the most important features of the Eastern Question. Knowledge leads to
sympathy, and sympathy to assistance. And thus, though we begin with but
the humble task of collectors and diffusers of information, we may end with
nothing less than a world-wide religious revolution, and social reorganization.
I beg to move the adoption of the report of your Committee.

Colonel Hiceinson: I will at any rate take the precaution to stop here on
thefloor, because I have always observed that even when a man gets upon what
I may call a raséed pulpit, a platform that was once a pulpit, he still retains
enough of the sort of ownership that clergymen think they have over their
congregations to feel that he may talk for half an hour and that they
have no right to complain. My own hope is that every body who speaks
will have self-control enough to contain himself within ten minutes, and
your excellent Chairman set a good example to all speakers in that
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respect. 1 rise to second the motion for the adoption of this platform.
I regard it with a little paternal interest as I had something to do with
originating that document. Icannotsay of it as Talleyrand said of ome of
the innumerable French constitutions, that it meant nothing and could
mean nothing, for he made it himself on purpose. I can say, on the
contrary, it was the result of a very interesting comparison of notes by six
persons who seemed to have quite different ends in view, and ended by dis-
covering that they could hit on a formula which tolerably represented the case
of each and every one. In view of this self-control which they manifested I
hope the audience upon whom its adoption will finally rest will practice some
of the same well-bred restraint, particularly as it is no easy thing to suit every
body in the matter of words. Unless then it is a matter of principle, I hope
there will be a willingness to acquiesce in the statement which after all cannot
precisely suit everybody. It cannot be improper to hint—as I suppose
there are few persons here who are on the side of religious bigotry—that
there may be another form of narrowness and bigotry which we sometimes
have to guard ourselves against. I am always a little in favour of lecturing an
audience I see before me, and I have a belief in practical preaching. Cole-
ridge once said if I were preaching to this congregation, where I suppose there
isno smuggler in the whole body, I should not say anything about smuggling,
but if I were stationed on a coast where every man and woman did it I should
preach against smuggling fifty-two Sundays in the year. I do not suppose
there are ten persons in this audience positively suffering from that form of
mental asphyxia known as Christian bigotry ; but when it comes to the other
side, friends, of doing that justice to religious men which we ask then to give
us when it comes to dealing with a Christian as fairly as if he were a heathen
perhaps the case is different. I remember in the old times —of the Brook
Farm movement, when young men and women had new lights given to
them—I remember that in some of the more prominent places, espe-
cially in Concord, which was the headquarters of the movement, that
we got some very singular perversions of the ordinary standards of
right and wrong. I remember on one occasion a young man had been
away for sometime, and he came back to his parents in the town, where
the good people were pretty thoroughly converted to the new faith; and
when they had studied him and his ways a little they said, “ Why John
is quite changed? He went away a good Radical and a promising young
man, and now he smokes, and drinks wine, and swears, and goes to church,
and he is justlike all the other men.” T think it is rather that state of mental
prejudice than the other which we need to guard against this afternoon, and
I hope that in considering this little form we shall remember that after all
we are all very much what our temperament and imnmediate antecedents have
made us. Most of the men I know think in a certain way because their
fathers and mothers thought so; or else think diametrically opposite, for no
better reason. In each one of us there is a certain temperament, a sort of
packing case into which all opinions go, and they take the form of the case.
Whatever their form when they went in, they bear these particular creases
when they come out. I am reminded here of two little cousins of mine in
New England who were going out to pick berries, and they met a man who
was or pretended to be a thief, and who alarmed them very seriously by telling
them they must give him their money. The elder boy said : “ But I have not
got any money in my pocket,’” and the would-be thief was, I suppose, a little
damped by that. But that was nothing to the response of the younger boy, for
when the thief made the same demand on him, the little fellow looked up with his
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bright eyes and cheerful voice, and said : “ But I have not got any pockets.”
'There was a perfectly hopeless case. A boy with no money to-day might be
an infantine millionaire to-morrow, but a boy without pockets was as hopeless
next week as to-day. I am like him. When I am dealing with people who
bring to bear upon me the five points of Calvinism, and all the niceties of
their scheme of salvation, I cannot give them an answer. I cannot discuss
with them because I do not know the language. T do not know how to begin
to refute the extraordinary attitudes they take. All I can say is: “ My dear
sir, I have not got any pockets for the argument.” But you must allow
me, my dear friends, with equal frankness to say that when a man comes
round from the other direction and says to me: “ You cannot prove to our
intellects the existence of a God ; therefore you are a fool if you believe in
one yourself ; you cannot give us any irrefragable evidence of a future life,
therefore you shall not have even the dream that you shall ever see again
your dead brother or your darling sister.” I can only say to him also: “ My
dear sir, I have just as few pockets for that point of view as I have for the
other. So, I say, we all have our individuality of opinion. I do not
suppose there is in London at this moment a body of people of the same
size so bristling with individuality as this meeting is. I have no doubt
each of us would be willing to make for himself the benevolent offer which
one or two have made to you, that “if you will only give us the chance we
will demonstrate the truth of our views to every one of you.” We cannot all
do that, nor can we find anything to suit us all.  We have before us,
drawn up with some effort by tolerably honest men, differing considerably in
opinion, a tolerable basis for this association to go upon. It is not a creed, it
carcfully avoids it. It is simply a basis on which creedless people, or people
collectively creedless, can act together, and we need that joint action. Above all
othersthere aretwo classesof peoplewhoneed it,and both were representedamong
the speakers yesterday. One of these classes consists of those who live at a
distance from ILondon, or any intellectual centre—who do not know
men of thought—who are not able to get into contact with others who feel
like themselves, who are among ignorant or bigoted people, as our Irish
friend said, and who will be glad to hear and know that somewhere at least
on earth there is a set of people who are trying to think independently, and
do not stop to consider whether their teaching is pleasing or not. That is
one class of persons. The other class is of those who, living in the midst of
all opportunities of contact, are excluded from it, not from necessity or tyranny,
but from over-sensitiveness of temperament, and from too great predominance
of the literary tone in their minds; people who while knowing that they are
independent and feeling that they are useful, feel also that they do not need
contact with others, when really they need it more than anybody else.
There is nothing that strikes me more in England than the social and even
intellectual stratification which exists, the different sects and atmospheres and
circles in which people live, and the amount of benefit they lose by such
isolation. You take a man who has his own library to read in, his own
independent feeling making him careless of what the world thinks, his recluse
habits rendering him indifferent to the frcwns of his friends; that man may
go on his work—it may be a magnificent work—for years in quiet and retire-
ment. But I tell you there is nothing in the world which that man so needs
to put blood in his veins and to give a larger horizon to his mind as to
come here right into a conference of radicals, to meet face to face people whose
names he has learned to dread, and whose very statement of their opinions
might shock his tastes. Words cannot express how great the need is of that
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mutual contact between different minds. One of your own writers, Sir Arthur
Helps, said that admirably in the best sentence he ever wrote. He advised
a person who writes anything always to read it before some friends. “ You
must have,” he said, *the contact of another mind; you must have the
criticism of somebody else.”” ¢ But,” said his friend, and here is the felicitous
expression, “ suppose the criticisms you get are very poor ; suppose they have
not even common sense.””  “That is no matter,” he replied, ¢ their criticisms
will give you the common nonsense upon what you have written, and that is just
as important.”” It is just as important to any one of you who have thought
anything to bring it here, and have it tested, as if the criticism were the best
possible.  You need to take each other’s hands; each need the help of others.
Thereis that difference between my country and the way in which you are work-
ing here, that the lines are less closely marked in America, and a man cannot
keep himself away from the society of those who, if not his peers in intellect and
culture, are at least his peers in the habit of independent thought, and the
frankness which speaks its mind. I believe that these two classes of persons
especially, and all of us in a subordinate degree, will find the value of what
this association will do for us; and I hope when we come to debate the

platform laid down by the Committee, it will be at least with as little modifi-
' cation and as little mere hair-splitting as the weakness of human nature will

permit.

The CaatrMaN: We are all very much indebted, indeed, to Mr. Conway
and Colonel Higginson for their speeches, and we feel how good has been the
judgment of the Committee in drawing up the platform, to use the American
expression, or the statement, to use the English one, which is likely to unite
thinkers of different classes who are liberal not only in discarding the old
formula, butin admitting divers opinions to be expressed. There is one word
which I should like to have omitted from this statement. Itis the word

- ““the,”” and it probably was accidentally left in when a little alteration was

made. The words are “promotion of the pure and universal religion,” I
think it should read “ promotion of pure and universal religion.”

Mr. Conway said it was, as the Chairman had supposed, an accidental
slip, and the alteration might be made.

The Caarrman: We may take that word out with the consent of the
Committee.

A gentleman in the body of the hall said the second paragraph spoke of
membership in no degree affecting relationship with other associations. Now

- it seemed to him that a man’s membership could in no degree be affected.

The CHAIRMAN said that they would probably have to take a debate upon
that point as upon each of the clauses, but that would come afterwards.

Rev. J. C. StrEer: In the few hasty words yesterday, which I spoke
before I had toleave, I ventured to plead for the formation of an organiza-
tion within which the scattered liberal thinkers might be collected, for I was
afraid lest in the diversified views which were being expressed during the
earlier part of the proceedings we should be—while listening to what was of

_ very great interest to all of us—wasting the golden opportunity then at our

command, of finding some basis of union and some bond by which to unite
scattered liberals all over the world. I find that after I left the meeting a
committee was appointed to consider a basis for union, and that my name was
put upon the committee. Unfortunately I did not know of it until after the
time the committee met, so that I was not able to contribute anything except
a suggestion or two later on. But I may here say that after looking very
carefully, during our luncheon, over the suggestions that had been thrown
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out, I find myself in all but absolute agreement with the proposals now before
us. The only objections I have are of the very slightest matter of detail,
and are on the point raised by the gentleman at the back of the hall. The
whole question for me will refer to this last part. I think there is some mis-
understanding of the paragraph which refers to membership. Of course we
do not desire in any degree to interfere with the relations of a member of
this association to any other association; but joining this association may
cause other associations to teel they are somewhat affected with regard to us,
and therefore I think it is better that these words should be left out. The
first part of the second resolution is complete in itself. ¢ Membership of this
association shall leave each individual responsible for his own opinions alone.”
Let him then take the consequences of it. If it does affect his relationship
with other associations we cannot help it. We do not want to affect such
relationship, and nothing we propose to do will actually affect it.

CoroneL Hiceinson : May I state what was in the minds of the Com-
mittee—the more readily that this was taken hastily from the Constitution of the
American Free Religious Association. The whole object of that paragraph
was to cut off all possibility that any member of the Association might say
to some other member—to the present speaker, for instance, who is, I think,

a Unitarian Clergyman, “ You are a Unitarian clergyman, what business have
you here? You ought to resign your position in that body if you come into
this.”” If you are to give this the character of a comprehensive body, there
must be many considerable differences, and we do not want that any member
should say to any other member, that he should resign his membership in any
other body in order to come into this. If our friend, for instance, had become
a Methodist, he would simply be transferred himself from one sect to another.
Our object was not to place this Association on the platform of a new sect
with a creed, but. especially to guard against this being regarded as a new
sect, and to make it a wider association which persons of any sect might join
on their own responsibility, nobody having the right to say “ You are incon-
sistent in not leaving your sect when you come here.”

Mr. SrreET: I quite agree with the thought which lies behind the
explanation. .

CoLoner HieceinsoN: I do not know that the phrase is at all
necessary.

Mr. StrEET: I do not know that it is. I think the first part or first
clause involves all the rest.

Mr. Hirst Smyre: The rest will be useful.

The CmairMAN: May I consider you move that these words be
omitted ?

Mr. StrEET : Oh, I have not got so far as that, Sir. 'We shall see if the
Committee will accept my suggestion. With regard, Sir, to the general
matter before us, I find myself in harmony with all these five points. You
call yourselves according to this organisation, an association of liberal
thinkers. You do not presume to define in what a liberal thinker consists ?
You do not presume to define his relation towards any form of thought, ]
religion, political or social. You simply recognise the fact that all men who
feel themselves to be free thinkers, and desire to be liberal thinkers, may
have association with you. Therefore, at the outset, we have a basis so com-
prehensive that Jew and Gentile, Greek and Mussulman, that men who are
theists, and men who call themselves atheists, may, if they choose, associate
together upon this platform, and be co-workers for certain specific purposes.
These purposes are defined to be the “ scientific study of religious phenomena.”
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People may say they do not care for religion at all, and may tell us that they
think it all to be simple superstition. Well, then, they will be able to work
for the “emancipation of mankind from superstition.” There may be,
according to their idea, some little tautology here. But they can bear this.
‘We must recognise the fact that religious phenomena are the most numerous
and the most important in the world’s history. No one can shut his eyes to
that remarkable fact—that everywhere, among all races, at all periods, man-
kind has developed religious ideas; and it is a matter for scientific inquiry of
some importance, to ascertain what man has been thinking as regards these
. matters. So far, then, as these are concerned, without committing ourselves
to any of them, we simply want to gather together the facts and to group
them into scientific order. Then when we have gathered our facts, and put
them into scientific shape and formed our conclusions from them, even those
who do not care for religious phenomena will acknowledge their value and will
- not reject the scientific results we deduce from them. Then, Sir, comes the
second plank, ¢ The collection and diffusion of information concerning world-
wide religious development.” I think this is a matter of the greatest im-
portance, I think even it should be more comprehensive than it is, for there
are some forms of religious development which have never been world-wide
and which never will be, and yet are peculiarly interesting and of great
fascination, while they have a distinct relationship to the wider forms of
| thought—to those of more general acceptation. It would have been better,
I think, not to confine the objects of the association, and I suppose it is not
really intended to confine them to the great world-wide religion. There are
| forms of religion, different developments of it, in odd out-of-the-way places,
of singular interest to the thinker, and a man would be sadly wanting in the
means of forming a comprehensive judgment on the whole phenomena, if he
- did not take into consideration these little manifestations, these apparent
excrescences which have grown round the original developments of religion.
- Upon the third platform, I think we shall all be united, and I hope we shall
concur upon it, “ The emancipation of the world from superstition.”” We have
a pretty well-defined idea what we mean by superstition, a superstructure
which has no real basis. It is pretty clear what we mean by that. We are
all anxious to clear the world of that great sham. Therefore, I think that
Mrs. Law, as well as those most anxious to promote religion, can co-operate to
do everything possible to get rid of the superstition that has been, and is the
curse of the world. As'to the “fellowship among liberal thinkers of all
| races,”” that defines clearly enough that what we want in this Association is
not merely English scattered thinkers, nor European scattered thinkers, but
that we wish to include that humanity which takes many forms of develop-
ment, and that religion which takes many forms of development also. We
want to have upon this platform men from all parts of the world, represen-
sentatives of all types of thought, who are groping after the light in their

peculiar ways—to gather them upon the only platform, where men can meet
~as brothers, and confer upon these great and sublime questions. Now, I
come to what seems to me the most important plank of your platform, and
the one which will call forth most discussion. It is “ The promotion of pure
and universal Religion,” which you carefully avoid defining, most wisely, as
I think, but which, whatever else it may be, and here every man is left to
choose for himself as an individual thinker, to find out what it is, yet does
include “ the culture, progress, and moral welfare of man.” Now, surely,
whatever our differences may be with regard to the term religion; whatever
our conception as to whether there is or is not a universal religion, and
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however we define it, we shall all agree that the something covered in the word
religion must include these three, and that the whole previous part of the
platform must mean a union of those who desire the world’s progress, The
world is looking forward and not backwards, except in order to learn lessons
from the past to help forward men to prepare for the future. Religion must
include the progressive movement of mankind, marching on towards light
and towards that improvement which involves the moral welfare of us all.
With this programme I find myself in hearty agreement, and so far as it is
here developed I feel you have answered the plea I put before you
yesterday. I said then there were many scattered thinkers left almost alone
in their battle for liberty, and I asked for an Association—perhaps in-
cautiously—to throw some shield over them. I did not mean to say they
were cowed and afraid to take their part in the fight, and to meet the
difficulties of their position. I did not mean that. But what I did mean
was that they should feel that they in distant places, far away from the
cheering voice of sympathising brothers, would be able to turn to some bod
like this, composed of men who would put out their hands and bid them good
fellowship, that they should feel that all over the world there were scattered
men like themselves who were fighting the same battle, and that so we should
create a thrill of communion and of helpful association through our work, and
stimulating each individual thinker to renewed efforts. Such an Association,
while giving strength to each individual thinker, would give us also a plat-
form so broad, so great and so helpful, that we should go away from this
meeting tenfold stronger than we are now to do our work. I, therefore, with
the greatest possible pleasure adopt this programme here submitted. I concur
with that part of the second regulation which proposes the “membership of
this Association should leave each individual responsible for his own opinions
alone,” and I should like it to stop there. Else I think the whole of it would
be misunderstood. You do not want to be exclusive, You do not want any
one to think that, because a man joins you he must terminate his connection
elsewhere, but yet you cannot interfere with what other associations might do.
You may say that membership should not interfere, but they may say it
should, and I think, therefore, it would be better left out, and that the
paragraph would stand clearer and stronger if it read “ Membership in this
Association should leave each individual responsible for his own opinions
alone.”” On that ground, I think we shall find that every man of us, every
woman of us, will go back to the field of labour or thought with which he
or she is identified, will be stronger than before, will feel there is a brotherhood
and sisterhood of spiritual fellowship-—if I may use such a word in such
an assembly—that there is a spiritual fellowship which binds us together, that
though scattered we are still united, and that though distributed over the
surface of the world, we are yet moving together to the accomplishment of
the grandest purpose that the world has yet seen.

The CrarrmaN: I am delighted to find that the gentleman who was

- absent from the Committee Meeting, so heartily agrees with the work that

has been done, but I should like, before continuing the discussion, to know
whether the Members of the Committee concur in withdrawing the last words
of the second clause. It seems that they may be misunderstoood, and one or
two persons have already misunderstood them. Besides, the clause is
complete in itself,

Mr. Conway : If we could gain the thing we are trying for, the language
would be a matter of indifference, but it is better that we should secure what
we aim at. It is not intended to offer any interference with anybody’s rela-
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tion to any other association, but what we wish to try and avoid is that at
any future time one member should try to expel another member from this
association because he belongs to some other. It should not be a ground of
attack, and nobody should be able to use it against a member, or to expel him
on the ground that he was a Methodist or a Baptist. Therefore I would
suggest that words might be modified so as to read “ and is not intended in
any degree to effect his relations with other associations.”

Mr. Smita: If you alter the whole paragraph from the active to the
passive it will carry out what you want.

The CHAIRMAN : As it stands will you accept it, Mr. Street ?

Mr. StrEET: I certainly should not press an amendment.

The CnatrmMaN : Then this clause, as amended by Mr. Conway, is to be
regarded as one of the proposals of the Committee.

Mr. Rvrort : I shouid have preferred that the matter had stood with the

- second part of the sentence, because if you fear any one member will turn out

another because he belongs to some association you immediately make this
association responsible for that opinion, whereas, in point of fact, you declare
that each should be responsible for his own opinions alone, so it seems to me
to get into a contradiction. If it is carried out, you give a member of the
association the right to question me where I am coming from and where I am
oing.
% I\%r. Hirst Smyrn : As I understand it, the paragraph is not a protection
so much against the future action of this association as it is a protection
against the action of some other associations. People who join this associa-
tion and belong to others, and are objected to, can reply, “ You have no

“business to object to me, because the association itself says it does not wish

membership to affect anyone’s relations with other associations.”
Mr. Coxway : There was the double advantage of the paragraph, but it

was first of all meant to suggcst that nobody should charge with inconsistency
- whatever any person might see fit to do; while next it was meant that the

paragraph should be something with which a man could stop any discussion,

-and could say, “ You sec the people among whom I am say on their platform

that each individual is only responsible for his own opinions. If Mr., Voyscy

- hears opinions which shock him or his friends, that is something for which

the speakers alone are responsible, and the association particularly dcclines
to have either others or itself compromised. I do not care enough about it,
however, to stand by it.

Several of the CommiTrEE : “ Nor 1.7

Mr. Conway: If we ever find in any emergency that any amendment of
that kind requiresto be passed, it is perfectly competent to us to do it then.
Therefore I do not think we need take up any time now with the discussion.

Mr. WarTers : T can give one additional reason why the second part
should remain. There is another organisation which answers to some extent
the ends promoted by this; which was founded a year ago and is known as
the Leicester Conference. In that movement there are, at any rate, two
members of the Committee who will be heartily in sympathy with this—Mr.,
Allanson Picton and myself. Now, I am very anxious that this should net
be considered a rival to that movement. The intention of that was to form a
religious communion, independent of agreement in theorctical dogma ; and
this to go further and advocate free and open enquiry on the part of all those

- who desire to know the spirit of truth in religious matters, and to discuss

matters connected with religion. T am very anxious then that the impression
should not go forth that this Conference is intended in any way to step in, or
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have anything to do with that. I should therefore think that the second
part of this paragraph might be allowed to stand.

The Cmatryan: I think we will take the debate upon the general subject
first, so that the whole platform may be discussed ; but I should recommend
speakers to confine themselves to particular parts of it. T think it would be
advisable to close this discussion at four o’clock, because we must separate at
five. 'When that is done I should put each part of this platform separately
to the meeting, so as to take a separate vote on each, and not force the meeting
to agree or disagree in the lump, which is often inconvenient.

Mr. FrrckieToN suggested that the platform should be read again,
making the third time, as many gentlemen had come in within the last half-
hour or so.

The CrHATIRMAN then read the platform, and next called on

Mrs. RosE, who said : I need hardly tell you that I am glad to see g0 good
a meeting come together for the noble purpose described in the paper before
you. But although I fully and heartily agree with all parts that have a
tendency to diffuse knowledge and benefit the human family, I am placed in
a peculiar position, for there are some parts that I entirely differ from, and I
fear that when it comes to a vote on such parts that I shall be in a minority
of one, and if it should be so, it would not be the first time, and I would much
rather be in aminority even of one, for the right, than in a large majority for
wrong and oppression. Forty-five years ago it was infinitely more difficult
to speak on religion unless you agreed with it. Now it is not so, and yet I had
the—whatever you may call it—the moral courage or the audacity to question
all religions, as far as I had known them; and I endeavoured to help
forward, as far as I could, that object which is expressed in one part of the
platform, the emancipation of the human mind from superstition. Super-
stition indeed is terrible. Like a heavy night-mare it all but crushes human
individuality, human mind, and human progress. It has only been by such
audacity or moral courage of single individuals here and there in times past,
that the way has been prepared for the present congress, or conference, and ~
without that, this meeting could never have existed. 1 fully agree with that
part of your programme which speaks of emancipation of the human mind
from superstition, but I am compelled to dissent from that part of it which
mentions religion, for in my conviction, in my conscience, I call all religions
superstitions, and consider them merely as superstitions. I cannot vote for
what appears to me the great curse of the human mind, the great stumbling
block in the way of human progress. The religion of the past is the super-
stition of to-day. The religion of to-day will be the superstition of the future.
We have heard a good deal about the different definitions of religion, and of
the individuality of whatis termed God, and we can draw from it that in all
ages, past as well as present, in accordance with the state of society, whether
progressive or backward, intellectual or ignorant, moral or immoral, so have
varied the definitions of religion and of God. What does that prove? That
man makes his religion and his God from his own image. As he feels, and is,-
so he makes him. As he wants him more or less human, more or less
refined, more or less civilised, more or less progressive, so he makes him. In
past ages and ruder times they have made him hard, cruel, and savage. At the
present time, cven those who come to the same book as their ancestors,
endeavour to clothe him in a little better and finer and more human attri-
butes. The future will go back upon our present definition and shew its
fallacy, its ignorance, its corruption, its superstition. Therefore, I for one,
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though I should stand alone, cannot subsecribe to this part of the platform. My
friend, Colonel Higginson, had no pocket for the old definition of religion.
My pocket is so full of humanity alone, that I have no pocket for anything
else. I go for man. We were told a great deal yesterday about the refined,
the aesthetic, and the emotional, in religion. All the emotion we can possibly
possess, all the feeling which human nature is capable, all belongs to man.
If there be one God, or ten thousand gods, they do not need it, but man
does and woman does, and to me it is stealing from man what belongs to
man to give to a god, and to render to him things that cannot benefit him.
Humanity, morality, justice to man and woman, the non-interference with
each person’s private opinions—for these ends we must work, We belong
to the same human family, and we must work for it. Our life is short, and
we cannot spare an hour from the human race, even for all the gods in
creation. Any platform that has religion in it contains a creed. If not it
will soon lead to one. You know what a creed is. It is a chain round the
neck of human progress, a strait jacket on the mind of man, and I will not
have that strait jacket upon me. But although I differ in one or two of these
expressions, if your society will allow me to aid and assist, and help them
with all my poor powers, and poor they are, for if they ever were powerful to
any extent they have been nearly worn out in the service to the same cause.
If you will allow me with all my heart to aid and assist you, I can say,—1
wanted to say, “ God speed!””  All I can say is, “ Go on, friends; do all
you can ; remembering this that it is a positive theft from the human race to
trouble yourselves about beings, whoever they are, above and beyond man,
for they do not need us.” I believe my time is out, and still more so my
strength is very nearly exhausted, but I am very grateful to the meeting for
‘having listened to such a heretic as I am, who cannot recognise anything
here beyond the humanity to which we belong.

~  The CuairmaN : The difference between Mrs. Rose and us is one merely
of words, and the society we hope to form will only be too happy to have her
name on its lists. '

Miss MarsmALL : This is a society of liberal thinkers. At first I thought
it bade fair to be a society of liberal talkers. If I waste one minute now, it
is to save you many hours in future meetings. Therefore I shall pay no com-
pliments, make no long apologies, but just ““go ahead.”” This society is not
gathered together to be a sort of large united Father Confessor to listen to
our particular little creeds and crotchets. Therefore it does not signify
whether I think the moon is made of green cheese or not. But we come here
to compare notes, fo say what we have found or felt in our separate circles,
what we have seen reflected each in our own mirror, of the growth and stature
of all thought with which we have come face to face. To give the diagnosis
of our patient— or impatient—and to see if we can help each other to utter
aloud what hitherto we have ventured only to whisper. I show I am a social .
heretic by taking up no time in unnecessary preambles and needless words.
‘We meet here to feel the pulse of the religious or thinking community, and
state each our experience as to what we think of the spread of intelligence
round us, to see what point we reach from time to time. Have you not been
struck by the irrelevant remarks that have been made here as to the question
at issue? The time is come when we are not afraid to speak out our
opinions in a community like this. It matters little, apparently, about any-
body’s opinions. - That does not prevent, however, the necessity of our being
throughly real—vital in these opinions. ~On every'side we find vast super-
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stitions existing which some of you would, at a stroke, sweep away. But
our duty is to

“ Watch what main currents draw the years
Cut prejudice against the grain;
But gentle words are always gain,
Regard the weakness of thy peers.”

I have often asked what we call goody people what they would do could it
be proved by any means that there was no God, no future life. They
answer,—‘ Oh what shall we do if you take away the foundation ?”> What-
ever they mean by this, I know not. Mere reward and punishment for good
and bad deeds ? Now I do know that we must not forget initiation ; that is
what I mean by watching what main currents draw the years, and yet to
remember the weakness of those to whom you proclaim your high doctrines.
You dare not go to Whitechapel and cry out, “ There is no God, no future
life, no punishment.”” The answer would be, ¢ All right; then here we will
pick your pockets and murder you, and then there’s an end 0’t.”” You must
remember that our superstitions of yesterday are the religions of thousands
to-day. “ Milk for babes.” If you force your forms of thought on others,
you may but produce a sort of moral indigestion, by making too sudden a
change. I stand here and claim gentle mercy for superstition. I am not
superstitious, but how much of this may be owing to my life, circumstances,
and strong physique, and my not knowing what indigestion means? Scrooge
says to the ghost of Marley, “How do I know you are not a crumb—a
piece of indigested cheese?”” ~ And Leigh Hunt says, “ Many a young lady’s
fit of romantic melancholy is simply pork.” A railway accident might change
me from a moderately clear thinker into a drivelling superstitious fool. I
have a servant who calls the word stupid-stition, and says, “I have
none, mum.” But there are stupid people, and they will have their
stupidstitions. -Be merciful to them. Remember that while a little leaven
leavens the whole lump, it is no use making it all leaven, as my mother once
did. Taunted in fun by her husband, when both were very young, that she
could not make a loaf, she said she would try. She had a vague notion as to
how it should be done, and tock no counsel.” She went in for unlimited yeast
and leaven, and very limited flour. The baker asked, “What is this?”
“Aloaf.” “Oh!” And when he brought it back it was a little brown film at
the bottom of the dish. “Tell your mistress,” said he to the servant, * that
her loaf was so very light, and rose so very high, that it took six men to sit
upon it to keep it down.” Now let us take care that we do not rise
to such a possible height, or we too shall burst and come down a little brown
over-baked crusty film at the bottom of the dish. We want to meet here for
sympathy, to compare each other’s conditions of mind, to just say, “ How do
_youdo?” And little more than this we did not dare to do twenty vears ago.
Then we should have been tabooed. That is a capital word. It means being
no more invited into jolly society ; it means being dismissed with a sneer ;
and to endure a social sneer is very terrible to us ladies. You use the word
Liberal in your programme; it does not mean much; it merely means pro-
gress. Remember free religion itself may be superstition.  Superstition and
seclarianism enters into everything, Scicnce has its superstition, as you would
know had youlived much in purcly scientific cireles, where youwillfind morethan
in all the rest of the world put together. I believe I have known people—
nay, I am uot sure I would not have done it myself—who would have sold
their souls for a dot upon a diatom! To make this society of any value, it
must quit this present condition which is in that of water, which requires,
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under certain circumstances, to be shaken before it will crystallize. "We must
quietly hold hands, and not make a fuss about it. All true growth is silent—
makes little or no noise. The ultimate burst of an explosion is but the
final expression of foregone, silent work. You will now and then have
your little volcanic outburst, a sign of what has been going on beneath,
and this continues till a little hillock on a muddy plain rises gradually into
Etna, Vesuvius, and greater fire mountains of the world. Avoid offences.
They must needs come, but woe unto him by whom they come, because
he is an unnecessary man. I have, perchance, my superstition, and other
people theirs, and if you want to destroy them, you must insert the thin
end of the wedge. See our modern quarry men how they reduce a marble
mountain into a heap of debris, impatiently blasting the rock into frag-
ments for one single huge block. Not so the old Greeks. They did far
better, and if you wander among their quarries of Pentelicus, and other
mountains, you see the rocks look as if they had been cut like a piece of
cheese. Their work was comparatively noiseless. First they made a /Zif¢le
groove in ihe stone they desired to cut. This conference is such a groove,
Then they put in a wedge of wood (your conscience), and they poured
water on it till it swelled, and they pressed it, worked it down, and so

' smooth and white, came forth from the quarry the hewn temples. And

we want now new temples of human thought, grand, massive, beautiful.
" Where there is noise and discord in your work, you are doing wrong,

blasting the rock, not making perfect pillars, and plinth, and pure moulded
forms. Remember this gradual groove of the Greeks, and this society
will be then giving true sympathy and encouragement to us all. We shall
not be obliged to say to you, in a whisper, “We have been there,”

- and we shall not see people drawing up their skirts in disdain as we pass as in

T
;a
I

fear of contamination. Only ladies can do this well; you gentlemen cannot

make yourselves so disagreeable, simply because you have not the histrionic
talent for it. Thisis all I have to say, save to wish all prosperity to this
Society of Liberal Thinkers.

Mr. Binns: The discussion in connection with this conference has now
reached a practical shape, and it seems to me to be drawing towards a tolerably
satisfactory conclusion. Pretty nearly all varieties of opinion have been
expressed. We have had talk from the atheistic standpoint, the humanitarian
standpoint, from what I suppose I must call the free religious standpoint,
the Unitarian standpoint, and the undogmatic Christian standpoint, ana 1t
is not necessary to put any other standpoint before you. For my own part,
to a certain extent, I dare say I should stand more or less on all of them except
the first. What then are the practical conclusions towards which we are now
drawing. It would seem that the adoption of the report, as presented by the
Committee, so far as I can understand it, it is entirely satisfactory from
beginning to end. I should not feel at all inclined in a mixed multitude like
the present to raise a discussion on alterations of words here and there,
‘When yousay an “ Association of liberal thinkers”” you really have included
all these standpoints to begin with ; and when you have said you are going
to adopt the scientific study of religious phenomena you have included all
varieties of religious ideas. Mr. Street’s idea for dropping out “world
wide ”” seems to me unnecessary, for “ religious phenomena’’ includes world
wide religious ideas, and the merest bit of hole and corner religious development
that you can discover. But the point to which I feel I attach greatimportance,
is that which you have stated in the second part. It seems to me very

desirable you should insist upon keeping in your constitution this statement
5
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that not only does membership in this association leave each individual
responsible for his own opinions alone, but that it is not intended in any degree
to affect his relationship with other associations. Of course, all that is
included in the first statement, but if you do not go a little bit into detail you
donotknow where you are. The factis, everything is included in everything
else, but you have got to point out a little bit here and there as to the precise
way in which one thingis included in another. All things, Mrs. Rose would
say, are included in humanity, but then she must set to work to explain huma-
nity a little. All things, I should say, are included in God, as a Christian
apostle said before me, when he mentioned that out of him, and through him,
and to him, are all things. But it is necessary in order to set things in a
tolerably intelligible phase to go into detail. I do not suppose any association
would dream of interfering with me on account of my position, although I did
preach the annual sermon at the Unitarian Association on Wednesday. They
would not think of interfering with me at all on account of that. I see here a
gentleman who introduced the religious service on that occasion, and I see
here twenty Unitarian ministers. We all feel perfectly easy ourselves, but
then all people are not exactly like us. There may be weaker brethren
scattered here and there, and weaker sisters too—I think more weaker sisters,
in spite of the strong-minded sisters who have addressed us from this platform,
than weaker brethren. I fear then that there are weaker sisters and weaker
brethren who would be inclined to draw themselves up in that histrionic way
which has been so graphically described by the last speaker; and one does
want them to have the opportunity. Nobody should be able to inter-
fere with anybody else on account of their belonging to this association, and
if anybody attempts to do so we can only refer them to this clear statement.
You may say “But we need not take people of that kind into consideration ;
let them take the consequences of their action.”” We shall all have to do
that, my brethren, in spite of all our talk, and no sort of qualification will
enable us to get rid of the consequences. That divine law of retribution is
what, if Mrs. Rose will allow me, I term a godsend to humanity. But
let us consider these weak people, and not only bear our own burdens but
help them to bear theirs. ~That doctrine of sympathy which was laid down by
Miss Marshall is beautifully expressive of what we ought to be uiming

_at. I do not anticipate there will be many future meetings like the

present. It would not be desirable they should all be like the present.
Here we are to a large extent talking at random, beginning sentences
when we do notsee the end of them, beginning speeches of a certain line
of thought, not knowing where we should get by the time we have got
to the termination of our ten minutes. If thisassociation is to do any real,
lasting work, there must be downright hard, scientific work in connec-
tion with it. 'We must study religion scientifically, not only the various
world-wide forms of religion, but the force and nature of religious thought
and life here in England. The secularism that widely prevails among the
working classes is religious; for in my opinion it derives all its significance
from its relationship to religion ; and we must study that. Then we have to
study to emancipate mankind from superstition. ¢ But,” says Mrs. Rose, ¢ the
religion of one age is the superstition of another; the superstition that
exists now is what people called religion not many years ago.” But that
applies to every thing. It applies to science. The science of one age is
the nonsense and absurdity of another. In proof of which I refer Mrs.
Rose or any ome else to astronomy before Newton, Copernicus, and
Kepler, to geological science before Lyall, to biological science and anthro-

S ———
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pological science before E. B. Tyler and Darwin threw such light on
these speculative topics. I do not object to a mname because it is some- |
times misused, and personally I may say I should not object to “religion *
or to christianity in the way in which Mr. Conway and Colonel Higginson
seem inclined to object to it. But these, after all, are personal opinions.
They take Christianity as they like it, and they let me take it as I like it. The
Association is not tied to my views or to their views ; but we are an “ Associa- §
tion of Liberal Thinkers,”” and we go in for science and philosophy and §

‘progress and the constant growth of man towards the unity of the ideal

perfection. :

Rev. H. W. Prrr1s (Norwich) :. I should feel much greater timidity in
speaking last on such an occasion as this, if I did not feel that that
last word, brief as it is, would be a word of real sympathy. After
all, we have come together more upon a basis of common feeling than
a common knowledge. Indeed, we have had abundant manifestation
of it. If I had been able to judge, in any measure accurately of the
diversity of views expressed, we had abundant proof to-day of the
present impossibility, to say the least, of our arriving at anything like a
formal agreement in matters of religious thought. We have shown, I think,
as indeed we often do in social and domestic circles, by our sharp antagonism
as well as by our incidental agreements, how very much we have in common.
I stand here, I will not say at the opposite pole from Mrs. Rose, but very far
indeed from her point of view. I am very far from being orthodox, and I allow
myself to be called a Unitarian Christian, I do not glory in these appella-
tions. They do not describe me; they only label me with an approximation
to correctness. But I can no more rid myself of them than I can rid myself of
my parentage and my scholastic training, or of various things which cleave
to me, and will cleave to me, like the colour of my eyes or my hair, to the
day of my death. Yet, curiously enough-—and it will strike Mrs. Rose as
extremely curious—I avow myself in substantial agreement with her. The
things which she was discussing and condemning under the names of super-
stition and Christianity and what not, are things which I as a Christian am
continually denouncing in my pulpit, opposing in the press, and counteracting
by various means of instruction and education, in a tolerably large community
in the farthest eastern county of this land—a congregation that was founded
long ago and has had a continuously evolving religious history. Mrs. Rose is
denouncing a thing which she calls by a certain name, and I am denouncing
things which I call by certain other names. But this last word of mine
should simply be one of hope and sympathy, and real joy that we have been able
to come together in this way, finding aims substantially in common ; that we
should have been able to express such diverse views on side issues, to exemplify
the diversity of our temperament and the difference of cur training or want
of training, and to prove that we only belong to different climes in this
strangely varied and wonderful world, some breathing a very rarified atmo-
sphere and others requiring an exceedingly thick and heavy one, and yet be-
longing to one race. Having common wants and common yearnings which
bring us together. If we did not feel that there were wrongs to be righted,
mischief to be corrected, knowledge to be disseminated, truth to be fought
for, lived for and died for, we should not be here to-day. Therefore, whether
Atheists or Theists, believers in some ideas about God and man and religion, or
doubtless about these things, we are all agreeing to seek on this simple basis
of liberal thinkers real, earnest—shall I not venture to say a spiritual
fellowship—a fellowship of heart and heart, of hand and hand, which will
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stand to us for the outline of a great liberal church, as representing that at

B which all churches are dimly aiming. In this movement there will be the

P ——————

beginning of better things. The Laureate expresses our common conviction
from whatever point we regard it :—

¢¢ Self-reverence, Self-knowledge, Self-control,
These three alone lead life to sovereign power.
Yet not for power (power of herself
‘Would come, uncalled for,) but to live by law,
Acting the law we live by, without fear;
And, because Right is Right, to follow Right
Were wisdom in the scorn of consequence.”’

Let us trust that we who are here to-day may carry away with us a sympathetic
feeling towards each other; and let us resolve that in our various circles we
will try to understand each other better, and never again speak hastily as
to motives until we get to know how fine is the bond that is put around us
and how strongly the currents mingle in this wonderful world. We are
drifting often closely together in the great revival of intellectual and moral
life that is breaking out around us. May itbe vaster and deeper than any
reformation of the days that are past.

The CmarrmaN: I think I must now close the discussion of the report of
the Committee, in order that we may take it into consideration, clause by clause,
and vote upon it for the purpose of giving it practical life. I should have liked
to have said many words myself, but I refrain as there is very much busi-
ness to get through. '

The CuAIRMAN then read the first paragraph, ¢ This organisation shall be
called ¢ The Association of Liberal Thinkers,’ ”’

This was carried unanimously. ‘

The CrarrMAN : Its objects shall be: “ (1) The scientific study of religious
phenomena.”

This was put and carried unanimously.

The CHAIRMAN: “(2) The collection and diffusion of information con-
cerning world-wide religious developments.”

Mr., StrEET: I will move the omission of the word “ world-wide.”’

Col. Hiceinson : May I suggest that instead we add the words at the
end ¢ throughout the world.” :

Mr. StreeT : I will gladly adopt the suggestion.

The CrarrMAN: “The collection and diffusion of information concerning
religious developments throughout the world,”

This was put and carried unanimously.

The CrairmMaN: “(3) The emancipation of mankind from superstition.”

Professor CARPENTER : I beg to move that this clause be omitted ; and
in doing so I may just say, very briefly, that it appears to me that the word
superstitions is essentially an unscientific word. The previous clauses have
defined the objects of the Association to be the scientific collection and study
of the various phenomena of religion as they present themselves. Now it
will necessarily be that among this great number of religious phenomena there
will be some that will present themselves to us individually as superstitions,
We also know that the term “ Superstitions >’ may well be applied to numerous
beliefs that many here present would cherish very deeply. It seems to me
that the further definition *the promotion of pure and universal religion—
the culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind ” will necessarily carry
with it “the emancipation of human kind from superstitions,”” and that there-
fore it is not necessary for us to involve ourselves in labelling any beliefs
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by an offensive name, as we should by this clause. If I may be permitted §§
one reminiscence, I heard a sermon from the minister of this congregation &
some years ago, and that sermon left a very deep impression upon my &
mind. In it a thought was dwelt upon which I will endeavour to repro- &
duce, though I cannot repeat the eloquence which first adorned it.  The [
sermon was a plea for destructive preaching, and the preacher vindicated

the right of destructive preaching. He urged that no error is abolished
until a new truth is ready to be set in its place, and that therefore destruc-
tive teaching is essentially constructive. I venture to turn the thought the §
other way round. Pure and universal religion, for instance, will include [§
within it essentially the culture and progress of mankind, and by the promo-
tion of pure and universal religion we shall emancipate the human race from

superstitions. In view of this fifth article I move that the fourth be not put. [

Rev. R. A. ArmstronG: I second this, not only for the reason put before [
us, but because I am anxious that the Association should be of a thoroughly
practical nature, and because I am also anxious that persons representing a
wide variety of views as possible, should be attracted to become members of
it: and I can conceive a case that one person might feel a something as a
superstition which another person whom we should be glad to welcome here
might regard not as a superstition, but as the heart and soul of his religion.
Mr. Binns, for instance, might try to prove that Mrs, Rose has a superstition.
Comte has spoken of the atheistic superstition. So long as this has been

. done accidentally, all well and good, but I do not think either Mr. Binns or

Mrs. Rose could fail to go away and to feel separated, the one from the other,
if it became an essential and leading object of the society to pursue supersti-
tions. 'We should all be taking different views, and that would produce a
general contention.

Mr. Coxway: Although T fear the reasons I gave for not calling myself
a Christian, may not have been understood, yet I have the greatest desire,
while preserving individuality of view in this Association, not to involve
others ; and, indeed, I would make very great sacrifices to secure anything
like a scientific and general discussion and investigation, in a harmonious and
fair spirit, on the subject of religion and its phenomena. I observe that Mr.
Armstrong and Professor Carpenter—I am sure it is an unintentional mistake
—use in their remarks, the word “ superstitions’’ in the plural, whereas, in
the programme, it is  superstition ”” in the singular. Our idea in thatwas not
to encourage members to attack definite superstitions which might be Mrs.
Rose’s, or mine, or somebody else’s, but the principle of superstition every-
where, which T take to be a clinging to a belief for which there is no evidence
and no grounds, and I think we should all agree in feeling that a meeting of
this sort ought to work to emancipate people from clinging to anything rest-
ing on mere authority, tradition, or hearsay, which would not bear investiga-
tion, and had no grounds to support it. That is superstition, We do not
mean that we would necessarily fix on this view or that view, and call it a
superstition. So long as a man can believe a thing and give a reason for
the faith that is in him, he is not superstitious, although he worships & fetish.
If a man believes on the best evidence he can get, he cannot be called a be-
liever in superstition, until I have given him such a reason for throwing it
over, as will show that he is believing without reason or fact. It was that
principle that was in my mind, and which led mé to propose that this clause
should be inserted. I cannot see, therefore, if we aim at the liberation of
mankind from superstition, if we try to get rid of a thing based on mere
authority or tradition, the bad habit of mentally accepting a thing merely
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® because it is traditional, that we should be doing anything else than justly
assailing a bad habit. I do not wish, however, to press the discussion if the

¢ feeling of the meeting is different from mine. In this particular I am per-
fectly willing to leave the point to the good sense and opinion of the majority.
I donot wish in any way to dictate, but merely wish to show—not that the
Association should hold up any particular opinion or superstition, but merely
that we should attack the mental principle of holding anything without
sufficient fact or evidence for belief.

Colonel Hicernson: I will move to amend the amendment, by substitut-
ing the original clause, the words “ the spirit of superstition.”” I do not wish

] to take up time, but I think this amendment would guard us against the
{ possible misrepresentations which have very properly been suggested, and
v would also retain the original object sought.” It must be observed that
1 throughout this constitution we have been obliged, as people always are, to
; indicate things in general terms, for you never can go into detail. There is,
( for instance, the encouragement of the principle of morality. We should
] greatly err if we attempted to define it, though everybody would say it is a
. good thing. If there is one thing on which everybody would unite, it is in
agreeing that the spirit of superstition is a bad thing. = If there is a Roman
- Catholic at this meeting, he would agree to that. He may differ from us a
good deal in what we regard as superstition, of course. I am just as desirous
as the gentleman who moved the amendment, to avoid anything like any
particular invasion of private rights, and if I remember right, Herbert Spencer
lays down several things as superstitions which are as dear to me as life itself.
I think, however, the amendment will not run any danger of trenching on
individual claims, and if we can afford to do anything, we can surely afford
to brand the spirit of superstition.

The CrarrMAN asked whether that amendment would be accepted ?

Professor CarpeNTER: I would willingly accept that alteration, for I am
very anxious not to disturb the harmonious feeling of the meeting, if it is
generally accepted.

The clause was then put and unanimously adopted as follows: ¢ The
emancipation of mankind from the spirit of superstition.” yace,

The Fourth Clause—Fellowship among liberal thinkers of all elasses,”
was carried unanimously. A

The Fifth Clause—* The promotion of pure and universal religion, which
includes the culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind,” was then con-
sidered, the words “ which includes ”’ being added at the suggestion of the
Chairman, ,

A GENTLEMAN at the back of the Hall, said : What meaning are we to
attach to the word “universal” ? Does the Committee mean that there is a
universal religion which is to be discovered first and propagated afterwards.

The Crairmax: The term “promotion > rather implies “ not yet arrived
at.” 'We anticipate the existence or thing. It isthat after which we are
striving and which we desire to make universal, as I gather. We state at
the end some of the objects which the pure and universal religion is supposed
to include. Perhaps Mr. Conway will explain this,

Mr. Conway: I think it was in our minds to represent that in all
religious developments, certainly in all important ones, and perhaps in all,
there was some element which, if divested of ritual and all particular investi-
tures or additions of localities would be found to furnish some common sub-
stratum. 'We thought it would be found that the corruptions of all churches
would be mere superstitions and that there would be found some common




REPORT—I14TH JUNE, 1878. 71

foundation for all the religions in the world, that there was in them all a
substantial something which was universal if we could only get at it. We
thought there was some common stand-point, something human and pure,
something free from mere priestly perversions and mere temporary develop-
ments, and that that was the universal purified part of religion, that probably
these words pure.and universal had the same meaning, and that if you
divested religion of everything artificial or sham you would leave a reality
that was alike in all; that it would include sympathy, charity, and a good
many other things which, like the Golden Rule for instance, would be found in
all religions.

Mr. Levy: Is not that a dogma in itself—that the part common to all
religions is the pure part, and the part that is not common is the impure
part ? That appears almost as dangerous a dogma as anything I have heard
outside the Society. I do mot know that there is anything common to all
religions, and if there is I do not know if I could distil it down that I should
find it much better than the principles that are not so common. My own
opinion is that pure religion is very far from being universal at the present
time., Can we not amend the clause by saying, “ Promotion of pure and
universal religion is the culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind.”

The CratrMAN : That is just what we want to avoid. We want to avoid
limiting it. 'We state certain things which are included in it, and we leave
the rest, believing that there is a great deal more,

Mr. Streer: I think in the main this expresses my own views. I am
more concerned about the reality than the language, but I would propose for
your consideration, in order to catch the feeling of the audience before I pro-
pose it, to read the clause thus, “The promotion of the culture, progress and
moral welfare of mankind.” If you say that is religion, you have a reality,
and if some people say it is not religion, still they are getting at a reality too.
We are an association of liberal thinkers studying religious phenomena, work-
ing within the field of what we call religion. ~ Is there any necessity to divide
us, even in thought, upon the word ? 'We want to work for the culture, pro-
gress, and moral welfare of mankind. Would it not be as well to rest thero
and not go further ? If you get a reality, cannot you be content with that ¢

Mr. Hirsr Smyrm seconded the motion, and it was also seconded in

~ several other parts of the hall.

Mr. Rare: I remember hearing Mr. Bradlaugh lecture upon this point
shortly after his return from America, and he then mentioned his objection
to the retention of the word “religion ”” by the Free Religion Association.
If you get the word “religion” you will be sure to get hostility from
secularists, and by this amendment you will do away with that,

Mr. Binns: 1 think it is undesirable on the whole to debate this. We
propose the scientific study of religious phenomena, and we go on to say we
propose to examine all widely spread developments of religion ; then we
propose to emancipate the human mind from the spirit of superstition, and I
think after that we are fairly justified in asking that our resolution should go
on further to declare that just as we are against the spirit of superstition, we
are in favour of what we may call the spirit of pure and universal religion.
As to the sense in which the word universal is to be interpreted, it may be
taken in various ways. The Chairman interprets it in one way and the
Chairman of the Committee in another. We can take it either way. The
Chairman of the Committee looks upon it as a thing really existing in all
religions ; the Chairman of the Conference as a thing to be discovered.
Although it is quite possible that by retaining the word religion we might
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prevent certain members of secularist varieties from joining us, I should feel
pretty certain also, that by dropping the word religion we should prevent a
great many people from joining us. It would not affect me personally, but
my impression is that it would affect many people who would readily agree to
the scientific study of religion, or the examination of widely spread religious
phenomena. With all due deference to the secularists, they do not care
for the scientific study of religion and its investigation as we ourselves do.
Therefore itisreally more important that we should endeavour to include this
nnd attach some sort of importauce to the undefined religion—more impor-
tance than those who consider it does not amount to anything much. 1t is
not however the secularist who objects to it. 'When a man is a hearty sincere
believer in religion I think it is unnecessarily throwing away one who might
be a valuable ally to carry this amendment.

Dz. Burpok : If we get rid of the word religion we shall get confused.
I would extend the right hand of fellowship to the honest reverent atheist, be
he whom he may, but I would not like to connect myself to any society of
irreverent persons. We can study any religion in the world, if it be done in
a reverent manner, but I should be sorry to connect myself to this Society if
by getting rid of the word you would open the door to irreverence.

Dr. Drummonp : I would suggest an amendment which I think will go
some way towards what we want. “Culture” is far too wide. Our object is not
to promote culture in all ways and in all directions, but the promotion of a
certain sort of culture. If we say then the promotion of religious culture, we
shall not appear to give any definition of religion, and we shall at the same
time limit the word culture to the principal direction in which we wish it
to go.

Mr. Jupge : I have very much pleasure in seconding the proposition. It
appears to me this association is to be essentially a religious association. If
there are certain individuals who will not be attracted to a religious association,
well they are not required. (Cries of No! No!) That may seem illiberal,
but if you wish to form a commercial association you would not wish to have
as members persons who take no interest in commerce, and I think we ought
to seek to attract those persons who are interested in the study of religion.
The definition given to the objects of this association is especially religious,
and evenif we altered this, no person who does not take that interest in religion
which we assume members would take, would be interested in this association.
I certainly think the statement of Mr. Binns is correct, who openly said that
this does not concern persons who take no interest in religious questions, and
I say we are not illiberal in making it definitely understood that this is to be
a religious body. .

Mr. Freckreron: I think we may see our way out of this difficulty, and
to be unanimous on this point as on the others, by a slight alteration 1n the
framework of the sentence which would take away some of the objections
made, if it were made to read “‘ whatever may be found to beincluded in pure
and universal religion.”

The CaarrmMan : Nobody has seconded that.

Mr. Levy: T have no objection to the word religion personally, but my
objection is to the assertion that there is such a thing as pure and universal
religion, somehow to be distilled out of the various systems of religion in the
world. Tt seems to me that we are suggesting that by a sufficient abstraction
of all the religious systems of the world you could get down to something
that is pure and universal. I think that is a statement of dogma that is out-
side the objects of this association.
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Mr. Rowerr : I will second Mr. Freckleton’s amendment,.

The Cratrman : It seems rather vague.

Mr, FrecELETON : Whatever is included in that, is what I mean.

Mrs. Rosk : Why not say “ whatever can be found good and useful in
universal religion.”

Mr. Ryrorr: Will you take another amendment, Sir. I should like to
move that we omit the words altogether.

Mr. Lieser: One remark, Mr., Chairman. I think it is a pity that a
new society like this should state as one of its objects the promotion of that
which nobody can define. Tt seems to me that the amendment suggested on
the left there—the motion leaving the latter end of the sentence and taking
out the introductory words—is a practical one that everybody would under-
stand, and would make an end of the difficulty.

Mr. Levy : Could not we get it by saying * the diffusion and the promo-
tion of religion?”” (Cries of No! No!)

Mr. RyLorr: My amendment is altogether the best, Sir—to leave out
the clause altogether. It is necessarily involved in what has gone before, and
therefore it seems to me you will be throwing out what may prove to be an
apple of discord, when you gain nothing by leaving the words in. The pro-
motion of pure and universal religion ”” which is supposed to include * the
culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind,” js certainly included in
the ridding of mankind from the spirit of superstition. And the collection and
diffusion of information relating to the religious developments of the world,
must certainly involve the scientific collection and classification of them.
With these remarks I would move that it be omitted altogether.

Mr. Bonrer : I would second that.

Mis. Law: Before putting any other resolution I should like to have a
distinct answer to this question. Mr. Judge has said this association is strictly
a religious association.  Now the name of the association I understood to be
‘“The Association of Liberal Thinkers.” If this is to be a religious associa-
tion that fact ought to be notified.

Colonel Higginson : It seems to me that two persons, who have moved
previous resolutions, have suggested together a mode of putting the thing in
the shape we want, and it is a very astonishing circumstance that these two
should be a gentleman who claims to be a Christian minister and a lady who
would not be complimented by any such imputation. If we take the state-
ment made by Mr. Street and add to it substantially the clause suggested
by Mxs. Rose we have something I think which would satisfy ninety-nine out
of a hundred of those here. Suppose the clause stands in this form :—* that
the objects should be the promotion of the culture, progress and moral welfare
of mankind,” thus far Mr. Street ; * and whatever in any religion may tend

towards that end,” which is Mrs. Rose.

Dr. Burpor: I will second this.

Mr. Srreer: I am quite willing to accept that. I did not move the
amendment without thought. I feel anxious about the reality ; I am not
concerned about the name. I did not feel I was dropping the name, nor was
I at all concerned about dropping any of those who might become members.
Mr. Judge seems to think we have a society which by its definitions will
exclude others, but I do not want to exclude any man. Therefore I used
the words I have suggested. It seemed to me that in the four pre-
ceding paragraphs religion had been spoken of clearly and definitely; but
I think Mrs. Rose has made a very good amendment, and Col. Higginson,
with that wonderful tact which he has shown throughout the whole of this
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8  debate, and which is so remarkable that I wish we could get him to go
¥ down and arbitrate on the strike now paralysing industry in Lancashire, has
E exactly suggested what we mean, to “promote the culture, progress, and moral

welfare of mankind and whatever in any religion may tend towards that end.”’
By the first words you imply that you take everything in religion that is
good, and you add several words which, so far as I can see, are of no particular
value, but I will accept them.

The CratrMAN : It is like the difference between proximate and ultimate
elements in chemistry. The first three may be considered proximate
elements.

Mr, StreET: It will be better still if you reverse the words “the
promotion of whatever in any religion may tend towards the culture, progress,
and moral welfare of mankind.”’

Mr. Levy: I do not think that that is as well, because there may be
means outside the different systems of religion.

Mr. Coxway: Yes; I quite think so.

The CuarrRMAN : Then you do not wish to limit it, Mr. Street ?

Mr. StrEET : No; I do not in any way.

The CuatrMAN : Then I may consider the other amendment withdrawn
in favour of Colonel Higginson’s ?

Mr., FrECKLETON : As it now stands the amendment expresses all I want
; to say.
!’ Mr. Harrison : Would it not be better to say, “any form of religion ”” 2

Colonel HrgeinsoN: I would just as lief have these words. It is not
worth discussing.

A The CuarrMAN : Perhaps it is better it should stand as proposed.

4 Mrs. Rose: Would it not be better to say ““all the good that can be
i found in any religion ’—*“all the good and useful that can be found in any
1 religion”’?

I Colonel Hiceinson: My amendment was, “or whatever may tend
‘ towards that end.”

The Cuarrman : Colonel Higginson’s motion is, “ the promotion of the
culture, progress, and moral welfare of mankind, and of whatever in any
religion may tend towards that end.”’

Mr. Haynes: I think it is better as it went before. I will move that the
second part of this be left out.

Mr. Levy: I should wish to move an amendment in another part of it.
I should wish to substitute a word in order to make it more logical.

Mr. ArmstroNG: I would second that amendment that the latter half of
the clause be left out. My grounds are that we have been told that this
Association is to be as broad as possible, and Colonel Higginson just now
ventured to hope that his amendment would include ninety-nine out of every
one hundred here. Now, I want to include the other one, and though I
have a great detestation of anybody discussing questions, whether religious
or sectarian, irreverently, yet I think the tone of our discussion will be
sufficient to shut the door against any irreverent persons coming a second
time, and I should not like to shut every door against their coming the first
time. Therefore I will second the amendment that all reference to religion
] be left out, and that the clause read, “ the promotien of the culture, progress,
and welfare of mankind.”’

) Mrs. Rose: I will accept that,
The Cmatrman: Do you accept it, Col. Higginson ?
Col. Hicemsson: I am quite willing. All I want is peace.
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Mr, RusserLL: One question. The principal object of the association
has been stated to be the investigation of religious phenomena. To whatend
are these religious investigations to be directed ?

Mr. Strerr: The culture, progress and moral welfare of mankind.

The Cuatrman : That is not quite a fair question to ask. We have all a
different feeling as to what it should be. 'We have now reached the time for
closure, and I must ask the meeting whether we shall go on till half-
past five.

This was agreed to unanimously.

Dr. Drummonp : I have not withdrawn my amendment, though I donot
wish to pressit if it is not acceptable to the meeting, but my seconder is very
lunwilling to withdraw it, and it is very important that the special direction in

which culture is to be recognised should be mentioned. I am not altogether
satisfied with any of the other amendments proposed, and I therefore will
‘venture to ask you, sir, to put my amendment,

The CmAIRMAN then put the question that the clause should stand, *“ The

promotion of the culture, progress and moral welfare of mankind.”
’ This was carried.

The CHAIRMAN then put the amendment that the word religious should

be inserted before the word culture.
This was lost by a very large majority, about eight persons voting for it.
Mr. FreckLETON asked if Colonel Higginson’s amendment fell to the
ground.
Mr. Binns: It comes from the Committee, and of course must be voted on.
The CuA1rMAN: It is now a substantial motion that the clause should
| stand thus :—* The promotion of the culture, progress, and moral welfare of
| mankind,” and then it is moved that these words be added, “ And of what-
| ever in any form of religion may tend towards that end.”’
. This addition was also carried. :
| The whole clause as amended was then put as a substantial motion, and also
scarried almost unanimously. :

The second paragraph, ¢ Membership in this Association shall leave each
individual responsible for his own opinion alone, and in no degree affect his
relations with other associations,” was also unanimously agreed to; and the

' whole platform was then read over, and carried unanimously.
Mr. Conway: It is necessary now that we should name persons to form
‘a Committee, in order to complete the formal organisation of the association.
It will take very few minutes, but you see we have left ourselves without any
machinery by which a meeting may be called at some future time. We must
also have some means of settling terms of membership and what the sub-
scription should be. All these things will have to be digested by a
 Committee representing all sides, and it is- necessary we should appoint
| the members of that Committee, and decide what should be a quorum. It
will be their duty to frame and submit to the meeting, rules for its action, to
' propose terms of membership, and the manner of corresponding with members
in various countries, with reference to carrying out the objects of the associa~
tion. This will probably be a peripatetic association, and the committee will .
have to arrange a good deal in the way of work. Of course we must crawl
before we can walk; and we must have somebody to begin and see how many
men of ability are ready to come and join us. I would propose that a com-
mittee of twenty-one be formed, with power to add to their number. Of
course a considerable number of the Committee must be in London, but we
should like to have persons in the country also. I should think a quorum of
| five would be sufficient,

i
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Mr. Streer: Why not make it a committee of all who are willing to fs
serve, with power to add to their number. :
Mr. Conway suggested the following names: Rev. Richard Armstrong |
(Nottingham), Rev. Goodwyn Barmby (Wakefield), Rev. William Binns
(Birkenhead), Miss Julie Braun (Manchester), Prof. J. Estlin Carpenter
(Liondon), Moncure D. Conway (London), Miss Helena Downing (London),
Rev. Robert Drummond (Edinburgh), V. K. Dhairyaban (Bombay and |
London), A. J. Ellis (London), Edwin Ellis (Guildford), H. Garrod (London),
J. 8. Stuart Glennie (London), Mrs. Harriet Law (London), George L. Lyon
(London), K. N. Mitra (Calcutta and London), Miss Sarah Marshall (TLondon), |
Alfred Preston (London), H. W. Smith (Edinburgh), Rev. J. Hirst Smyth
(London), Leslie Stephen (London), Rev. J. C. Street (Belfast), Rev. Frank
Walters (Glasgow), George J. Wyld. ,
Mrs. Rose’s name was mentioned, but she replied that she could not serve._ §
The CrairMAN: The resolution is that these be the committee, with power }
to add to their number, that five of their number be a quorum, that they be |
appointed to fix on a time and place for the next meeting, frame rules and
terms of membership of the Association, and for conducting correspondence |
with persons in foreign countries in reference to the particular objects of the
Association. '

This was carried unanimously.

Mr. StrErT : 1 should beg to move that Mr. Conway be requested to act
as secretary for the present. ‘ '

The Cuatrman: Of course the whole of the Committee is at present pro-
visional. As the business of this meeting is now terminated I think I may
fairly congratulate you on the success of our experiment.

Mr. StrEET: Befors you leave the Chair, Sir, there is one question to
ask and one duty to discharge. The question I have to ask is this. Some-
body must have been involved in very considerable expenditure, and we
would like to know if there is any possibility of our being allowed to contribute I
something towards that. The duty we have, if indeed it can be called a duty, -
is to say—I am sure I have felt as every member of the Conference has felt
~—that we ought to express our deep indebtedness, not merely to the gentle-
men who have so admirably presided over our deliberations, but to Mr. Con-
way and the Committee who summoned us here together. Perhaps my i
question might be answered first that we may deal with that.

Mr. Conway: Mr. Street, you must rest assured that when we make up *
our bill we will send it round. Until then you may rest perfectly quiet, and
I can assure you that we shall feel entirely repaid any debt or costs we may
have incurred by finding there has been such a spirit of liberality displayed
on all sides, and so much magnanimity, in these discussions. I, for one, feel
extremely gratified and deeply thankful—more thankful than I can express

—for the most successful meeting that we have had. ‘
' Mr. StrEET: I suppose I must accept thet answer, but at any rate we
must be allowed to discharge the duty I have just indicated. I am sure the ,4
congregation and its interpreter here cannot but have felt immensely grati- |
- fied by the way in which liberal thinkers throughout the kingdom have
responded to the invitation. They cannot but further be gratified by seeing
one of the most remarkable facts that I have ever observed, that men and
women of the most diverse opinions, representing almost every shade of ultra
thought, have gathered here together, and have spoken with the utmost free-
dom, have been heard with the utmost consideration, and yet without any
sort of feeling whatever. I think this of itself will be almost sufficient
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reward to the committee for their kindness in calling us together. Yot that
loes not free us from the responsible duty of expressing by our united action
pur warm and hearty thanks to Mr. Conway and his congregation for sum-
moning us here to-day, and to the two gentlemen who, with so much dignity,
Hiscretion, and ability, have conducted the proceedings of these two days.

i Several gentlemen rose in the meeting at the same time, but they gave
tway to Mrs. Rosg, who said she wished to second the motion with a great deal

!tf pleasure.

Rev. Carey Warrers : May I be allowed to support this resolution as
ne who stands at the very opposite pole of thought to many of the gentle-
fmen who have spoken this evening and yesterday. I expect I should be con-
kidered in my theological opinions exceedingly superstitious and antiquated
tby many gentlemen present. But still T feel most thankful for having been
there, and for the hours I have spent in this place; and the discussion gives
ime great hope that before long the points which separate a number of earnest
ithinkers will be broken down and we shall be able to shake hands with frank-
iness, and to feel there is one cause in which we can work together with heart
and soul—the regeneration of humanity—the raising it to a higher plat-
iform.

The resolution was carried by loud acclamation.
. The Cnatrmax: Our chief thanks are due to Mr. Conway, who has shown
the greatest interest and care throughout the whole of this discussion, and to
whom the convocation and success of this meeting are mainly due.
The Conference then terminated.
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