CHARLES STRONG PAPER 7: REVELATION

From Christianity Reinterpreted and other Sermons by Charles Strong DD  (Melbourne: George Robertson 1894)
CHRISTIANITY claims to be a revelation. There are those who deny that any revelation is possible, and there are those who say that though a revelation is conceivable, Christianity's claim to be such has become discredited.

We think that those who thus affirm are mistaken ​that revelation is possible, that Christianity is a revelation, and that it is the highest revelation.

Is it not possible that in the denial of the possibility of revelation, and of Christianity as a revelation, there is confusion somewhere, which may be cleared up by more exact thought and definition of terms?

First let us consider the denial that any revelation is possible. There are many persons at present who take upthis position, some calling themselves Positivists, and some agnostics.. The Positivist draws a circle round what he considers

to be the region of actual facts, of knowledge and experience. Within this circle lie art, science, morality, great men, and the worship of Humanity in great men-outside, darkness, and shadows cast on it from the lighted windows of Man.

The Agnostic, when he really understands the meaning of his own name and does not use it in a loose and inaccurate way, looking out for a moment from the windows of the lit-up house of Man, into the impenetrable darkness, exclaims, " Behind that darkness there may be something, but it is utterly inconceivable. It is unknown and unknowable." But, unlike the Positivist, the Agnostic-the philosophic Agnostic, I mean-keeps gazing into the impenetrable gloom with wonder, awe, and even reverence. He has " a vague consciousness " that there lies something which he would (rive all be has to know. He cannot with the Positivist turn back and worship at the shrine of Great Men, drawing down the blinds and tightly fastening the shutters. His temple has no altar, and no ritual, and no creed, but its dome is thrown open to the impenetrable night, and with bowed head he stands bent beneath the burden of his own Ignorance, awed by the sense of the un​bridgeable gulf which yawns between the Known and the Unknowable.
To Positivist and Agnostic alike, it is plain that
revelation in the sense of an unveiling of God, the Unseen Source and End of all, is inconceivable. For the one looks out for a moment into the blackness only to retreat into his warm room filled with art and scientific appliances, and busts of the great departed reminding him he can make his life sublime -to him there is no God-while the other is con​vinced that although there may be something, yet from the very nature of the case he cannot know what that something is, or say anything whatever about it, not even logically that it is.

To discuss the whole question thus raised by Positivist and Agnostic would take us beyond the limit; of this discourse. The bases on which both rest seem to us philosophically untenable, and further reflection will, we believe, lead thoughtful minds to abandon these positions. The reason and the heart will not finally rest satisfied with such conclusions. We can regard them only as a stage in the evolution of thou-ht. The whole foundation of intellectual and moral life seems to be thus cut away, and we float like a painted ship upon a painted ocean. Intel​lectual and moral enthusiasm mean nothing. They are but froth shimmering on the curling wave, to be dissolved immediately in the dark abyss of which we cannot even say that it is water, for it is unknowable.

For a time enthusiasm borrowed from older sources may survive, and hide from the heart its cooling process, but sooner or later the glacial period will arrive. It is the prevalence of the Positivist and Agnostic type of thought which damps our ardour and weakens our moral fibre. Intellectually great and morally good some representatives of such systems may be in spite of their systems, but it seems to us that such systems are like Jonah's gourd : a worm is at the root, and when the sun is up they must wither away. They seem logically to lead to materialism, which is really atheism, or at least to laissez, faire. They do not stir the soul, or rouse the conscience, or draw us with secret cords towards new heights of being. We wander on like Lazarus in his grave clothes, and the napkin bound over his eyes.

But while formally denying the possibility of any revelation, do not Positivist and Agnostic implicitly admit its possibility, and even reality? Both in a sense worship. Both recognize religion. Comte claimed to have shown the real nature of religion, and spent hours meditating in church on Humanity. He organized a regular system of worship, with a calendar of saints and saints' days. And Herbert Spencer in like manner claims to have reconciled science and religion by the singular device of con​fining science to what is known and knowable, and

relegating religion to the region of the unknown and unknowable. But however unsatisfactory their solutions and explanations, the fact remains that both have recognized religion as an element in human nature, which must be satisfied, which even Positivism and Agnosticism cannot ignore, but for which they must find a place. Comte, in short, had a God, though he disliked the word, and substituted for it " Humanity," meaning by Humanity the best and truest Manhood and Womanhood as illustrated in the lives of the wise men and saints who had served the Race most truly. And Comte had a revelation. He professed to have discovered the meaning of human life; and that life was not on the plane of the natural but of the spiritual-that is, the super​natural-man. Comte's religion was a religion which did not fully understand itself. He, in his own way, worshipped the Son of Man, who was really to him Son of God--though he shrank from using the phrase. What baffled him was the dark universe all round his little lighthouse. He had not grasped that wonderful evolution theory with which we are now so familiar. To him there were two worlds the Human and the Natural. He did not see apparently that these two are linked together, that the same Power which works in the plant works also in the human mind, and that all the world is one. He could not
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see God in nature. He could only see God in man. But he did see God, and he recognized that, through his own gospel, light was streaming from a super​physical, super-animal plane into the minds of men. The Positivist is religious, and to him there is a revelation of the destiny and dignity of man, in the lives of the servants of Humanity. Is he so far from the Christian idea of Revelation as we find it in the Gospel of John, or the writings of the early Fathers ? I5 not the central idea of Christianity, God unveiled in man? "The Word," writes John, "was made flesh, and dwelt among us." "'The Word of God," says Clement of Alexandria, " became man, that thou mayest learn from man how man may become God." The essential idea of Christianity in such writers as Justin, Clement, and Athenagoras, is the revelation of God in man, that man may he drawn into God through the Logos or Word. God in man, and man in God, is indeed the very key-note of spiritual Christianity in the early Church, the Middle Age, and modern times.

However inconsistently, then, with the logic of Positivist metaphysics, or no-metaphysics, there is in Positivism a back door leading into Christianity, and the Christian conception of Divine Revelation. And of this we are (dad.

So, too, with the Agnostic. Are not awe and

wonder, and sense of mystery, elements in religion'' When the Agnostic, standing before the curtain with eager, wistful gaze, says, " There must be something behind the screen," and with awe names "the Infinite," is he not saying virtually "God ?" And when he says, " Something," surely, if his words have any meaning he means Something intelligible: not something unintelligible, which would be nonsense. Agnosticism, in spite of its metaphysics, which seem to load us down logically into inanity, thus also leads to religion ; and devout souls, in spite of their agnosticism, jump over the gulf between the Known and the Unknowable, and through feeling, if not through logical thought, rise to embrace their Lord and their God.

Christianity does not contradict the Positivist and Agnostic. It simply says:-"Whom you ignorantly worship, Him declare I unto you. That very Supernatural, which you recognize, is what I too acknowledge. You worship God in man, so do I. You bend the head in awe, so do 1. You say the Infinite transcends all our thinking, so do I. You say there is a great gulf between the Infinite and finite. But, surely the gulf is in the Infinite, other​wise there are three infinities-the infinite finite, the infinite gulf, and the infinite Infinite, which seems absurd.”
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Positivism and Agnosticism have thus something in common with Christianity. Logically they deny Revelation or an unveiling of God. But in reality they seem to imply it. Positivist and Agnostic are greater than their creeds.

In the second place, there are those who say that Christianity’s claim to be a revelation is utterly discredited.

On what --round is this affirmed?
" Well," it is replied, " study of history has exploded your myths and overturned your Bible, and analyzed the composition of your dogmas. Science has upset your hypothesis of an earth-plane with a heaven above it ; and your theories about miracles and inspiration are no longer tenable by sensible persons." What shall we answer to these things ?

We would answer that Revelation is not incon​sistent with myths or dogmas, or physical science, and that it does not depend on miracles, or inspiration theories.

What is a myth ? Truth expressed in language of fancy and imagination. In a childish stage of human thought men naturally think in myth. Every nation has its mythology-its wonderful picture language to which we seem often to have lost the key. How often does a child puzzle us by speaking; language of this kind ! Has man as a Race had a

childhood ? Was there a time when, so to speak, he was waking up, and like the blind man in Scripture story, saw men and gods " like trees walking Thought struggled to express itself, but could only find pictures. Metaphysics, logic, science, which are the mind more fully awake, had not come, were not yet possible. Had Judaism no mythology '? When in Genesis we read that God came down and walked in the Garden in the cool of the day, or that a serpent spoke to Eve-is this not the language of myth ? Was it wonderful if even into Christianity, then, the old picture language should obtrude ? Suppose it has done so, has mythology had no part in the education of the Race? What is truth? Facts? Logic ? Or the great Ideas and Ideals which dawn like it rising sun shining more and more unto a perfect day, until the world is filled with their light, and all men walk in the sunshine? May not Revelation come through myth ? Many things open up to a child through childish avenues. " When I became a man I put away childish things." But through childish things I became a man. When I reached the summit I dispensed with the ladder. But by the ladder I reached the summit.

You say the Bible is overturned. Do you mean that some of our views of it are overturned ? Then we are agreed. But when did the Bible say that our




118









119
views were infallible, or unchanging? Because you cannot believe that this marvellous world came into being exactly according to the description in the book of Genesis, or that the eating of the fruit of a certain tree in the Garden of Eden, was the root of all sin and suffering, is there no Word of God, no God unveiled to man ?

Analysis and history, you say, have exploded dogma. Very likely. But is Christianity a dogma ? Was the life of Jesus a dogma ? Did men think they had seen God because in the fourth century the Council of Nicaea formulated the church-dogma of Father and Son ? Did they not rather believe they had seen God, because Jesus had lived and loved ? And did they not formulate the church-dogma, because for ages they had been coining to think of Reason as the creative " Word" of the Most High and the Light of God in the soul of man, which had at length shone forth most brilliantly in a life of self-sacrificing Love ? The dogma was founded on Christianit3-, not Christianity on the dogma.

Science, you say, has upset our notions of an earth​plane with a dome over it. No doubt. Has it there​fore upset God and Man? Was this what Jesus revealed ? Or, did not Jesus find this childish science in the age He lived in ? Did Jesus mean an earth-plane with a dome over it and a heaven above

the dome when he said, " Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them to babes ? " Was not the other 2vorIdd just what the wise and prudent thought they knew about ?

Science has destroyed miracle, you say. Was God's revelation a miracle ? There were many marvellous miracles recorded before the time of Christ. And (lid not Jesus say, "An evil and adulterous generation seeketh after a sign %" What is a miracle ? Something contrary to nature-un​natural ? How does this unveil God ? Something which by ordinary laws I cannot explain ? Does this, make God plainer ? An herd of swine two thousand years ago ran down a steep place, possessed of devils cast out of a demoniac, and perished in the sea: what does this reveal ? But has Science banished all idea of miracle ? Wonderful things may still be done, revealing man's power, the power of the spirit, over what we call nature and matter. This is not miracle in the old orthodox sense, but it is miracle in the 'sense of a revelation of the nature of man. It may be there are latent powers in man as yet undiscovered. If so, their discovery will be a further evolution of mail. "'thou hast made man," sings the Psalmist, " a little lower than God."

The old dogma of Inspiration is dead, but iiiay there not be a new idea of Inspiration 2 Old
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theories of the stars are dead, but the stars still shine.

We are thus driven finally to ask what Revela​tion 1S.

It is not, we may say, a dogma ; it is not science, it is not stories about creation or miracles, it is not an infallible book.

There remains another view. It is the gradual unveiling of truth in the reason and heart of man. We have learned to speak of "The Ascent of Man_" In what has that ascent consisted?  In the  gradual evolution of all that we deem most human, the slow education of the Race in ideas of the true, the beautiful, and the good-in the involution of a self​conscious, personal, independent life, the involution of the social, loving being called " Man."

When the first human being became conscious of himself; was not that Revelation ?

When the family life was evolved, was not that Revelation ? When man began to feel, " I am related to something higher and wider than myself” was not that Revelation ?

When for pure instinct the life of self-conscious and sclf-directing, reason was substituted, was not that Revelation

And when at length out of Hebrew and Greek thought there burst a new conception of the Most

High, and a voice was heard in the soul of man, ° Thou art my beloved Son," was that no Revelation ? When in the minds and hearts even of " babes " there was born the conviction, " We are spirits, and our life is the life of God," was not that Revelation ?

Christianity is Revelation-the unveiling of God's Nature, and the unveiling of Man's high calling. "The Word was made flesh and tabernacled among us. In Him was life, and the life was the light of men." It is not a dogma, it is not a miracle, it is the unveil​ing,, of the true God in the human mind and heart and conscience. " God," we read, " is Spirit," and only because we too are spirit can there be Revelation ? " No man knoweth the things of God save the Spirit of God." And it was the Spirit of God with which Christ baptized the world, and of which we read that except we are born of it we
 " cannot see the Kingdom of God."

The Revelation of God in Christ is the highest Revelation, because in it God seems to shine so brightly into the heart and reason and conscience of uian. It is the highest stage in the evolution of man. And the evolution of man, regarded from the religious point of view, is the unveiling of God.

Then, has Revelation ceased ? By no means. [;volutiou has not ceased. Man must become more man. But to become more man, is it not to
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assimilate more and more the Christ after the Spirit-the obedient, trustful Son, the Brother and Friend of man? Is it not to assimilate the prin​ciples of Christian love-to become free men and women, trustful, independent, self-controlled, social beings? We have not yet assimilated Christianity. Christianity, say some, is played out. Christianity in Christ's sense, we would reply, has not yet been tried. The sun has only risen. What a world it will be when it rises to the meridian! Then we shall ,,see God" more fully than ever: for the Revelation of God is not confined to one life, or one century. The Scriptures say Jesus was "the Light of the world." But Jesus says also, " Yc are the light of the world." The Scriptures say "the Word was made flesh." They also say that Christ dwells in us, and that we are an " habitation of God in the Spirit." Through true and loving lives of men and women, through a Church fired with the spirit of Jesus, the Divinest is still revealed. God and man, says Christianity, are distinct, but God and man says Christianity also, are one ; and the whole life of man is an unfolding in humanity of the life of God.

Incarnation is the root idea of Christian Religion. Revelation, therefore, is not simply a message sent from a foreign Power, to be believed on token of certain credentials. It is the voice of God in the

spirit recognized as our Father's voice-the voice of God calling us " sons of God."

Then, you perhaps say: Was all that old-world conception of a hereafter a dream ? It does not follow. Jesus, we read, " brought life and incorrup​tion to liyht." How ? By speaking of the after​life~ No. He is very silent ; and so also are Paul and John. But did not Jesus reveal the ground of all our faith in immortality? We are children of Spirit, and therefore partakers in God's undying nature. " Beloved, now are we children of God, and it doth not appear what we shall be." But, if we are the children of God, we cannot be dust and ashes.

It is possible-or, at least, we cannot say it is impossible-that a future state of being may be some day scientifically demonstrated. But can we not conceive of a world scientifically convinced of a hereafter, in which no vision of God would reach the spirit'? To believe in another life, or in many other lives, is not necessarily to "see the Father," or to have God abiding in us : it is not necessarily to breathe the spirit of "trust, hope, and love." The Revelation of Reason and Love as the Soul of the Universe, and of ourselves as His children, begets in us, " a hope full of immortality," of which we might not be persuaded though one rose from the
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dead. " Blessed are they that have not seen, and, yet have believed "-so anchored their minds and hearts in God, that they can with calmness await the

opening of the door into the unseen. Religion, may we not say? does not rest on our belief in a hereafter, but rather belief in a hereafter on that religion m-16ch is the Revelation of God in the soul.
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