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THEOLOGY AND LITERATURE 1 

I BELIEVE that Rochester is the nearest theological 
seminary to Auburn, and so I give you my neighborly 
congratulations upon the new administration which 
formally begins to-night. The inauguration of a young 
and energetic president of this widely known and 
widely honored institution vividly reminds me of the 
day when, twenty-seven years ago, I myself took upon 
me similar responsibilities. I have heard that spinsters 
think themselves the best authorities with regard to 
the education of children. When I was a novice I 
thought myself an authority in theological education. 
I knew much more theology then than I <10 now, and 
at that time I could have given a large amount of 
advice to president and professors alike. I had the 
impression that nothing new was true, and that a 
theological school was set mainly to defend the ancient 
faith. I think I hold the ancient faith to-day more 
firmly than ever, but I recognize the fact that modern 
science and philosophy have thrown great light upon 
the world's problems, and that it is now the duty of 
the theologian and of the preacher to bring forth out 
of his treasure things new as well as old. So the one 
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MISCELLANIES 

thing I would urge to-day is openness of mind, readi
ness to receive truth from any quarter, even though it 
come from heretics or heathen. For Christ is the 
Light of the World, and rays of his light have shot 
into many dark places of the earth even though the 
fulness of his glory is found revealed only in the incar
nate \Vord, and in the written word of Scripture. 

The wide range of sub-jects proposed for this eve
ning's consideration is a good sign of breadth in your 
program for the coming years. I think the vision of 
the larger Christ must have dawned upon you. I con
fess that I now enjoy the teaching of theology, because 
theology includes everything in heaven, on earth, and 
under the earth. Christ, the revealer of God, has many 
activities. We no longer confine him to Palestine or 
think of him as narrowed down to the three and thirty 
years of his tabernacling in the flesh. He reveals God 
in nature. His goings forth are from everlasting. The 
diatom is worthy of study, because in it Christ reveals 
the omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence of 
God; and the circling of planets round their suns is 
possible, only because the hand of Christ guides plan
ets and suns alike. The immanent God, in whom all 
things consist, and in whom humanity lives, moves, 
and has its being, is none other than Christ. He 
is the moving force of human history, and he alone 
makes all things work together for good. Beauty and 
art in Greece, law and organization in Rome, constitu
tional monarchy in Britain, representative democracy 
in America, these are all parts of his educational proc
ess, as truly as was the development of man's ethical 
and religious nature among the Hebrews. And litera-
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ture, the record of the world's thought and knowledge, 
and particularly pure literature, in which, as John 
Morley has said, moral truth and human passion are 
touched with a certain largeness, sanity, and attraction 
of form, can never be comprehended or explained, un
less we see in it a partial and progressive manifestation 
of Him who is not only the Way, but also the Truth 
and the Life. 

It must be evident then to even a superficial thinker 
that theology and literature have important relations 
to each other. They are revelations, in different de
grees, of Christ's wisdom and goodness. They are 
parts of one whole. They supplement each other, and 
neither one can be fully understood without the other. 
Both express truth, though the truth is of different 
sorts, and is far more mixed and adulterated in the one 
than in the other. This was the grain of wheat in the 
bushel of chaff which Matthew Arnold scattered over 
the world some years ago under the title of "Litera
ture and Dogma." Mr. Arnold insisted, and rightly, 
that Scripture is literature, an~ is to be interpreted as 
literature. The literalizing method, which would make 
each sentence by itself a divine oracle, is a mistaken 
one. Scripture texts, like railway coupons, are .. not 
good if detached." The language of the Bible is fluid, 
passing, and literary, not rigid, fixed, and scientific, and 
we shall only run into absurdity if we interpret literally 
Jesus' command to pluck out the eye and to turn the 
other cheek to the smiter, or if we interpret the com
mand to love the Lord our God with all our heart and 
soul and might and mind and strength, in a precise 
and analytic way. 
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254 MISCELLANIES 

Mr. Arnold greatly overstated his principle, and 
practically broke down all distinction between the secu
lar and the religious, the inspired and the uninspired. 
But his main contention has justified itself, and modern 
interpretations of Scripture are reaping the benefit of 
his criticism. \Ve see to-day, as our fathers did not, 
that God may use all methods of literary composition 
in the making up of Scripture, so long as these are con
sistent with truth. Impersonation, apologue, drama, 
these may find place in the Bible, just as they find place 
in good literature, and the only question for us to settle 
in any given case is, what method the Holy Spirit saw 
fit to employ; for inspiration is consistent with them 
all. Our faith in inspiration is not less but greater 
with our broader view. 

As Scripture is literature, so dogma is literature 
also. It was quite a revelation to me when I was a 
student at Yale and Prof. George P. Fisher showed me 
one day in his study that Calvin's "Institutes" were 
orations, conceived and composed from the point of 
view of the habitual preacher. We can never under
stand the theories of the atonement, from Justin Mar
tyr to Grotius, until we remember that men's ideas of 
human government have in every age determined their 
conceptions of the divine government. It greatly 
pleased me some years ago to read an article by Doc
tor Curry, that extreme Arminian theologian, in which 
he declared that no scientific definition of the act of 
faith can possibly be given. because faith is an intimate 
fact of life, the joining of a finite intellect and heart 
and will to the Infinite One, the voluntary merging of 
the life of man in the life of God. So all theology 
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is our weak effort to put the inexpressible into some 
form that will suggest the truth to others. Dogma is 
literature, and therefore some literary insight, and 
specially the insight which Christian experience gives, 
is necessary in order to understand it. 

I have perhaps startled you already by declaring that 
theology is literature. I propose to startle you yet 
more by averring that literature is theology. By this 
I mean, however, that in all literary production that is 
worthy of the name, in all literary production that 
grasps and expresses truth, there is an upholding, 
enlightening, informing, energizing spirit, which must 
be regarded as the Spirit of Christ. All men who 
write, know something of what the psychologists call 
the subliminal self; they find ideas coming to them 
like foundlings, whence they know not; and, from the 
start, these ideas are joined in indissoluble wedlock to 
the. fit and only words. The creative imagination can 
never be explained, unless we admit that there is in 
each of us a spark of that divine reason which ani
mates the world. But that divine reason is Christ, the 
light that lighteth every man. A Byron writes his 
"Hebrew Melodies" and his "Destruction of Sen
nacherib," ,and he seems for a brief moment actually 
religious. Thomas Moore gives us hymns for Ollr 
hymn-books. So Balaam and Caiaphas prophesied. 

I do not think it enough to say that all this is mere 
Providence, and that Goethe and Shelley took in by a 
sort of endosmosis the Christian ideas of the world 
around them. For the last fifteen years I have de
voted my summers to the study of the great poets. 
There has gradually dawned upon me the conviction 
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that the poetry of the world is one whole; that it is 
the product of evolution; and that this evolution is 
simply the method by which Christ has been instruct
ing humanity. Poetry is fundamentally and essen
tially Christian; the greatest poets are the most re
ligious; and there has been a growth in their concep
tions of God, of man, and of man's relations to God, 
from the earliest times until now. Virgil improves on 
Horner; Dante on Virgil; Milton on Dante; and, 
though Shakespeare intends to be only the poet of 
secular humanity, his portrayal of man's ethical nature, 
for truth and impressiveness, leaves all his predeces
sors far behind. I cannot explain the influence of 
Horner and Virgil and Dante and Shakespeare and 
Milton-their vast influence in the education of the 
world-without believing that they have been to a 
large extent guided by Christ himself, and have been 
unconscious recipients of his truth and wisdom. 

The poet is a seer before he is a creator. He can 
stir the hearts of men only as he points them to the 
deeper truth that lies beneath the shadow of things. 
All the beauty of the world is rooted in God, and the 
more completely the poet perceives the infinite rela
tions of what he sees around him, the more power he 
has over mankind. Shairp tells us that literature takes 
no account of God, while Scripture thinks of nothing 
else. I maintain, on the contrary, that no literature 
can be great that does not take account of God, and 
that it is progressively recognizing the divine element 
in nature and in history, and so is every day lessening 
the gap between itself and Scripture. I beg that you 
will not misunderstand me. I do not can Shake-
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speare inspired. I confine the word inspiration to 
that special work of the Holy Spirit which was dis
tinctively religious, which had for its direct object the 
revelation of the personal God, and of the way of life 
and s~lvation through Jesus Christ his Son. But I 
maintain that a lower degree of the Holy Spirit's in
fluence must be recognized in John Bunyan and in John 
Ruskin. There is a Christological element in 'vVords
worth and Browning and Tennyson, which fits them to 
be teachers of the race. 

Some one has said that Virgil and Shakespeare 
would have had a rough time if they had embarked in 
the Mayflower with our Pilgrim fathers. True, but 
th~ Pilgrim fathers might nevertheless have been im
proved by their company. Something of their nar
rowness and bigotry might have disappeared, even 
while they impressed the poets with the supreme im
portance of religion. Poetry, like art, is the imagina
tive reproduction of the universe in its ideal relations; 
and since the universe is moral and religious at its core, 
neither the poet nor the artist can afford to neglect 
ethics or theology, and just so far as he does neglect 
them, just so far does he come short of being the 
greatest artist and the greatest poet. The doctrine 
of the moral indifference of literature, like the doc
trine of the moral indifference of art, is a doctrine 
of the devil. Art for art's sake is commonly sin for 
sin's sake, and ends in the utter degradation of art it
self. And to take the personal God out of literature 
is simply, as in the case of Goethe, to cut the sinews 
of its strength, deprive it of the very breath of its 
life, condemn it to atrophy and death. 

R 

Digitized by Coogle 



MISCELLANIES 

Since literature in its highest forms is "a serene 
creator of immortal things," since it sees the unseen in 
the seen, since it presents truth and works with God; 
above all, since it is one of Christ's main instruments 
for the education of mankind, the theologian and the 
preacher cannot afford to be ignorant of literature. 
He who knows only his Bible can never rightly under
stand his Bible, for the Bible can be understood only in 
connection with other products of the human mind and 
heart under the influence of Christ's indwelling. When 
I read of Berdoe, the medical student, converted from 
agnosticism to Christianity by the reading of Robert 
Browning, I seem to see a new power for good arising 
in the world. I hear Browning's verse: 

I say, the acknowledgment of God in Christ 
Accepted by thy reason, solves for thee 
All questions in the world and out of it, 
And hath so far advanced thee to be wise; 

and I conclude that the theologian or the preacher may 
often administer poetry to his hearers as a sort of 
sugar-coated theology. 

The preacher cannot even afford to neglect novels. 
Aside from the fact that he must know what his people 
are reading in order properly to instruct them, he may 
find in this light literature much that is worth learning 
as to the right way of reaching the mind and the heart. 
Historians never knew how to write history until Sir 
\Valter Scott taught them, and the story-tellers may 
show us how to speak in parables, and yet only follow 
the example of Him who spake as never man spake. I 
have heard Doctor Hillis, of Brooklyn, severely criti
cized for devoting a whole sermon to Hawthorne's 
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" Scarlet Letter," and another to Victor Hugo's ilLes 
Miserables." But, if the business of the pr~acher is to 
apply the gospel to life, to replace wrong ideals by 
right ones, to interpret the world and its phenomena 
to those who are too dull to do it for themselves, then 
I do not know why the preacher may not occasionally 
take for his starting-point some great work of litera
ture, and show how Christ has entered into it, and 
without the intention or consciousness of the author, 
has made it a witness to Christian truth. 

Will there ever rise a great poet-genius who will 
depict the religious side of human life as Shakespeare 
has depicted its secular side? To my mind this is only 
to ask whether the evolution of humanity will come to 
an end and God's plan fail of its fulfilment As Greece 
with all her art and beauty left the world unsatisfied, 
and Athens only waited upon Jerusalem, and Socrates 
was the forerunner of Jesus, so all literature thus far 
seems to me to be the ava"t-courier of that which is to 
come. "As the thoughts of men are widened by the 
process of the suns," they tend more and more to com
plete themselves by the contemplation and exposition 
of the supremely good and the supremely fair. The 
greatest poets must express the greatest ideas, and the 
greatest thought of the finite is that of the infinite. 
The greatness of Christ is looming up before us as 
never before. We begin to see that he is the only 
revealer of God, and that he fills all in all-all things 
in the universe with all things that they contain. But 
only he who realizes this greatness by an inward expe
rience can ever describe it. Let us pray that religion 
may complete itself by including culture, and that 
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culture may reach upward till it is absorbed in religion. 
Then theology may find in literature its most service
able handmaid, and literature itself may be penetrated 
through and through with the noblest theology, and 
both together may prostrate themselves before Christ. 
For on his head are many crowns; and to the crown of 
science and the crown of art and the crown of philos
ophy and the crown of theology, must yet be added 
the crown of literature, that he may be Lord of all. 
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