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When J. Ernest Davey died on 17 December 1960, leading figures said they had lost the most
brilliant theologian Irish Presbyterianism had ever produced. Few realized that, in an
unpublished valedictory manuscript, he had set out his final considered reflections on ‘religious
truth’. Some of the chapters were printed posthumously for private circulation – perhaps
because of anxiety that the full text would be incendiary. In 1927 Davey had been acquitted of
heresy in a high-profile case, and later became Moderator of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland
and Principal of its main theological college. But religious fundamentalism was on the rise in the
early 1960s and the Rev Ian Paisley was arousing religious and political passions in Northern
Ireland. Not until now have Davey’s insights been available in full, and they point to a radical re-
thinking of theology, and a re-evaluation of the nature of religious experience.
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ForewordA hundred years have passed since the young Professor J Ernest Davey delivered the
1921 Carey Lectures to members of the public, mostly Presbyterians, in the North of Ireland.
After impressive academic achievements at the Universities of Cambridge and Edinburgh he
had returned home to Ireland in 1917 to be ordained an assistant minister and appointed by the
General Assembly as successor to Professor Heron in the Chair of Church History at
Assembly’s College in Belfast. He was soon in demand as a speaker and his lectures were
published by popular demand. The Church and The Gospel, a pamphlet publication of the two
lectures he had delivered for the opening and closing of the College’s 1917/1918 academic
year, was followed in 1922 by a book containing four public lectures under the title Our Faith in
God through Jesus Christ. Then in 1923 the Carey Lectures that he had given two years
previously were published as a volume entitled The Changing Vesture of the Faith.These
writings caused quite a stir. For some they were an indication of the exciting contribution this
brilliant young theologian could make to the understanding of our Reformed Christian faith, but
for others they represented a treacherous intrusion of liberal modernism, and it was not long
before he was arraigned before the courts of the church on charges of heresy. He was acquitted
and went on to have a very distinguished career at Assembly’s College, where he became



Principal, and then in 1953, the centenary year of the College, he was elected Moderator of the
Presbyterian Church in Ireland by a huge majority, meeting just a few weeks later with Her
Majesty, Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip on their visit to Northern Ireland just after the
coronation. Davey remained a very significant contributor to church and public life and was
highly regarded, especially by more thoughtful and liberally minded figures across all faiths in
Ireland and beyond, but after the trial he published relatively little of a theological nature beyond
a few pamphlets, some articles, and a monograph on the Gospel of St John in 1958, shortly
before his death in December 1960.I returned to studying Davey’s life some years ago because
his heresy trial was a striking example of the struggle between theological liberalism and
religious fundamentalism in a community under existential political threat. I was addressing such
issues in my work on fundamentalism, radicalization, and terrorism in various parts of the world
after the 9/11 attacks in the United States of America. When I read The Changing Vesture of the
Faith I was profoundly impressed, as a psychoanalytical psychiatrist, by the fact that in the early
part of the twentieth century this young Irishman, who was like myself a son of the Presbyterian
manse, not only had a clear appreciation of the essential principles of the new science of
psychoanalysis, but had adopted this approach in his own thinking and theology, and had taken
it beyond the analysis of individuals and applied it to understanding the long-term evolution of
faith communities, especially the Christian churches. I could not believe that such a brilliant
thinker had not taken his ideas further during the next three decades as an academic at
Assembly’s College. It seemed to me that the trauma of the heresy trial must have discouraged
him from publishing as much as he might otherwise have done, but surely his mind had
remained active. I wondered if there was any unpublished work, perhaps some lecture notes, or
private writings that could be found.I was very fortunate because, Paul Gilmore, a good friend of
the Davey family and a thoughtful researcher in his own right, was able to access for me a
manuscript for a book which Davey had completed shortly before his death. Davey’s colleague
and successor the Rt Rev Principal, Dr J.L.M. Haire along with the Rev Robert Topping had
arranged for some of the chapters of the book to be printed for private circulation, but the book
as a whole had never been published. This was very exciting, and indeed as I read the
manuscript, I was certain that it was exactly the kind of thing that I had hoped to trace. The
quality of the old type-written script made its transcription for digital publication something of a
challenge, but this volume now makes available to you, J Ernest Davey’s last book-length
contribution, Religious Experience - its nature, validity, forms, and problems. This was not only
his last book, but as he makes clear in the Conclusion, he intended it as a statement of what he
saw as ‘religious truth’ after a lifetime of thought and study as a theological teacher, and he
hoped that others would read it and form their own judgement. I have sought to publish it as I
found it in the original manuscript, including the list of additional reading at the end, without the
modifications of current forms of publication.I am most grateful to Paul Gilmore, and to the
Davey family, for their support and for their agreement to let me publish this book and other
works by J Ernest Davey.I also want to recognize with much appreciation the encouragement



given to me by Sir Ralph Waller, the former Principal of Harris Manchester College at the
University of Oxford, and current Chairman of the Farmington Trust. The Trust awarded me a
grant to make possible the research, transcription, and publication of this book and I am also
grateful to Ms Lara Buchanan for her practical assistance in getting the book to publication. It is
worth noting that it was the support of the Farmington Trust in the late 1960s that enabled
Professor Sir Alistair Hardy to establish the Religious Experience Research Unit at Manchester
College, as it then was, and this led to a number of significant publications on the subject, so it is
most gratifying to be able to acknowledge that half a century later the Farmington Trust is still
giving support to enable a deepening of our understanding of Religious Experience.For Ernest
Davey it was not adopting the teaching of authorities, but personal religious experience, that
gave real conviction in matters of faith, so it should be no surprise that his final contribution
addresses the nature, validity, forms, and problems of religious experience. It is my hope that in
bringing this valediction to publication you will be encouraged in what he would have called your
‘venturing out in faith’.John, Lord Alderdice FRCPsychSenior Research FellowHarris
Manchester CollegeUniversity of Oxford OX1 3TDJuly 2021

IntroductionThe literature on the subject of religious psychology is already large; my one excuse
for adding yet another volume to the existing number is that I was asked to do so by those who
were in a better position than I to estimate the demand for such a book. My chief aim, in the
study of religious experience which follows, is not to provide a rigorous and detailed treatment of
the subject for advanced students, but for the sake of those who have no specialised knowledge
of either theology or psychology, to present the modern psychological outlook upon religion in
such a way that it may be seen to be fully congruous with the substantial truth of historical and
experimental Christianity. I have long believed that the best defence of Christianity is a fair
statement of it, and the following pages aim at such a statement in the domain of normal
religious experience by way of description and explanation.Thus, the present book has as its
purpose a discussion, in terms, not of the textbooks, but of the ordinary language of the
educated man, of the elements of personal religion and of the more or less obvious questions
which they raise for the intelligent minds of the present day, especially in the light of recent
investigations in history, philosophy, and psychology. And, in common with most recent writers
on the subject, I would emphasise that my purpose is the study of the normal rather than the
abnormal. The study of religious psychology, like that of medical psychology, though not quite so
obviously, began its course with the investigation of the more abnormal types of experience -
certainly the most arresting; but its study, like the study of psychology in general, has today
passed in the main to the region of the normal in human experience and behaviour. It is the
normal, then, which I wish for the most part to discuss - the ordinary religious dispositions and
experiences of ordinary men - though references to the abnormal cannot be avoided. But, in any
case, it is well to remember that “abnormal” may mean two very different things, (1) morbid and
degenerate, or below the average, and (2) progressive and valuable beyond the average.



Furthermore, I wish to deal with the whole, subject on human and natural not, a supernatural
plane; not by way of depreciating what may seem supernormal in life, but as laying the only
possible satisfactory foundation of a fair and useful study for the ordinary man either of the
abnormally morbid or of the abnormally valuable in human religious experience.Some of the
readers of the present volume may recognise its relation to various conference addresses at
Swanwick, Caerleon, Grindleford, Scarborough, Dublin, Belfast and elsewhere, addresses
which served in part at least as preliminary studies for this book. A note on literature will be
found at the end of the final chapter, and to books there mentioned, as to many others, old and
new, I owe a great debt which I here acknowledge gratefully. To choose some names for special
mention in this connection would often (though I have ventured to asterisk some dozen as
important) be invidious and possibly misleading, since one’s mental growth is so much by
unconscious assimilation from many sources. Rather would say with Olive Schreiner - “To all the
men and women without whom I could never know what I know or understand as I understand -
‘Thanks’.”I might add here that in these studies I have dealt with many of the more important
issues twice, once in a more general, and once in a more detailed form. I think this principle of re-
presentation is of definite psychological value, but I have added these sentences to my
introduction to make clear what might otherwise at times raise questionings.

CHAPTER IThe universal fact of religious experienceThere is to-day, a very wide-spread and
growing interest in religious experience as a subject with practical meaning and value, a newly
awakened sensitiveness to its claims as a study of importance for the understanding of our life
and our universe. Books on religious psychology succeed one another rapidly, classes in the
subject are well attended; and few today would care to pose as experts in religion without some
working knowledge of the material here available. This new interest in religious experience is
part of the new psychological orientation of thought which has affected most spheres of
scientific investigation. And, by the work of religious psychologists, we have already come to
realise generally how narrow, and misleading, are the older views which gave the name of
religious experience only to certain well-defined states of mind associated with well-defined sets
of opinions. To-day we are coming to see that in some sense religious experience is a universal
thing, and that most of our definitions in the domain of religion need to be recast. And as a
universal phenomenon we see also that it must be treated as a normal thing in life, and from the
standpoint of the normal, even though the abnormal in its morbid or retrogressive, and in its
progressive or creative forms, must also be studied with scrupulous care.But there are many
today - especially among the young - who, possessed of the newer outlook, and caught by the
challenge of the great adventure of modern experimental thinking, are nevertheless losing much
that is of importance to themselves, both mentally and practically, because they are in difficulties
with the older phraseology of religious writers or organized groups, and so fail to comprehend
the realities for which it once stood or even yet stands. Some honest seekers are “put off” by the
seeming unreality of traditional religious claims and language; some, not finding in themselves



the traditional forms of experience prized by their church or sect, come to think that this religion
of the organised communions is all hypocrisy and humbug; others conclude that they
themselves are non-religious types. And this problem has now reached an acute stage, for the
men or women who think so can scarcely today avoid the conclusion, as they look around them,
that if they are non-religious so too are the majority of their fellowmen, which observation leads
naturally to the conclusion that the religious type is abnormal, and either an exclusive spiritual
aristocracy or a morbid by-product of human evolution.We all recognize this conflict today
between the organised church and the man in the street, but it is probable that it rests in part
upon a real failure of spiritual adaptation in the churches, and in still larger measure upon a
misunderstanding of the language of the churches, archaic as it is in feel, and often out of touch
with the living vocabulary of the ordinary man or woman. The churches are still largely under the
control of the old, while it is the young who are most susceptible to the extraordinary revolution
of thought which is proceeding so rapidly today. The language of the Church is often foreign to
the young mind, because it is not the language of either classroom or street, not the language of
the newspaper, or the stage, or the modern novel. Thus, the supreme tragedy of the church
today is that it is being out off from its natural supply of young life and energy and idealism, not
by realities, but by words. There are few if any intrinsic differences of experience involved, and
the differences which can be found, in human nature, of temperament and development are to
be found almost as much within as without the churches. It is vocabulary and vagueness of
thinking which stand between the supposedly religious and non-religious types. And if only the
universality of the experiences which are fundamental to religion can be truly appreciated, we
may then expect some real attempt to mediate between the two divergent points of view with
their different vocabularies. For example, the difference between “ecstasy” and “thrill” is almost
entirely one of words, yet “ecstasy” is a word of the churches and “thrill” of the playing field or the
cinema. All human experience is partial, and its communication limited by use and wont and the
supply of words lying to hand; but in the fundamental experiences of religion, while there are
stages of development and differences of intensity and association and proportion and
temperament, there is no real antagonism as between different types, if only these experiences
can be expressed in a common language and in terms of real life. Differences in life there are,
but difference, properly appreciated, does not divide but binds together; for differences are the
cement of unity, and stand for the ideal truth that as social animals we complement one another
and so contribute our individual riches to the common social organism to which we belong,I
wish, then, to begin my examination of religious experience by denying this confusion of thought
and vocabulary, and by making the definite assertion that religious experience is in some degree
a universal thing. Religion can be treated from two standpoints, the social or objective, and the
individual or subjective. The social aspect is more obvious as we go backwards in time; the
individual, with his cognizance of personal experience, is of more recent development.
Historically viewed, at least, religion appears as a practically universal phenomenon; professedly
non-religious types have almost no place, comparatively considered, in human history. In its



origins and early development religion appears as an organised social activity; it has reference
mainly to social or group values, it lends its sanctions and authority to those customs and
taboos, those laws, and moral systems, which have had social meaning and utility. And even
where religion so-called has been absent in group or individual life, its place has always been
filled by some philosophic or scientific or ethical substitute, which is but the same thing in other
terms. It is therefore with considerable reason that Professor Ames has defined religion as
consisting in the consciousness and conservation of the highest social values, a definition
which, fairly interpreted, includes even individual religion, since man is unmistakably a social
animal. Such a view of religion immediately sets it upon the plane of the normal and universal,
and all the great religious conceptions such as sin and love and God are susceptible of a social
interpretation, and indeed must find one to-day. But on its social side religion has in the past
seemed to consist mainly, though not wholly, of external things, rites and formulae, conventions,
and modes of behaviour.What then of individual religious experience, the subjective side of the
question with which I am primarily concerned? Is there such a thing? And is it universal? If man
be truly a social animal, as both historical and psychological studies seem to prove, it is natural
to assume that on its subjective individual side religion will also be social and fundamentally
universal in character, and concerned with social values and qualities, whether these values be
considered in the abstract or concretely viewed as means to the life of the immediate social
group, or personified as Humanity, or integrated as “God”.With the development of life from
collectivist to individualist forms there has come a progressively greater differentiation of
individuals, a greater self-consciousness, and a greater growth of personal religion with its
private forms and experiences. And the existence of such individual or subjective experience, as
a more or less universal fact, must I think be admitted today after the careful investigations of
recent years, however it may be accounted for or evaluated. But personal religion does not seem
to belong to a different order of things from the rest of the life of man. Rather it is the seeing of
life and its needs from a certain angle, with which I shall be concerned later; but fundamentally it
is a psychological phenomenon, varying in form, and degree with the individual, found in normal
and abnormal forms, yet a universal fact in some measure; and it has to do primarily with the
social relations of man, i.e., the relation between the self and its environment of human society,
its environment of the universe of time and space, of truth and value, and its environment of God
or the ultimate life and reality of our being. Religion is the most ultimate, the most real and the
most compelling form in which we conceive the social or universe relationships and obligations
of our lives; and in the case of those who may be called non-religious it is only necessary to
invert the form of the sentence; the most ultimate, real, and compelling form in which they
conceive their social or universe relationships and obligations is their true religion.Universal
religious experience will then consist of such experiences, emotional and otherwise, as are
involved in this process of perceiving and maintaining such ultimate relationships, and especially
such as are involved in the realisation of the principles and values, ideals and aspirations which
are bound up with it, the deepest life of men. Man has always a conscious relation to something



greater than himself, with its own peculiar pleasures and pains, its own relatively ultimate
demands, and purposes; and that something at its highest and best is the object of such religion
as he possesses. Here then is a universal description of religion which seems to be in harmony
with the results of historical and psychological investigation on both the individual and social
sides of the question.Men have fought for long over the definition of religion, and it is not my wish
to add a new definition to a list already so long; for the essence of a definition is that it shall be
complete and comprehensive, and such a claim would, I think, be folly at this stage. But the
above point of view seems to me to be at least a fair and true description of religion as a
universal fact, both as it has been in the past and as it is today. And now with the purpose of
establishing on the basis of facts my claim that religion is a universal thing, I wish to fasten upon
certain elements of human experience, which we all recognise as fundamental in religion and
which are common to man, and from this absolutely human starting point to develop my view of
religion as being normal to man as man, ie as a universal and healthy phenomenon. I would
choose for consideration here, then, four such elements, as examples and proofs of my
contention, the experimental elements of revelation, worship, aspiration, and achievement.
Personal religion by common consent has to do with the ideal or purposive experiences of the
mental or inner life and to them belong these four.The fundamental fact in the experience of
revelation is that something within us responds to something coming from without, in such a way
that we know we are in touch with reality by an accompanying sense of satisfaction, unity, or
harmony. For example, the moral beauty of Jesus Christ requires no proof; we recognise it of
necessity. The divine within us responds to the divine from without; that is, revelation is the
conscious recognition of what in some sense is known already but so far latent or potential only.
As for worship, we react to the stimulus of a noble action, a beautiful picture, a vision of truth, by
an instinctive homage; we feel admiration, we thrill. The doctor’s thrill over his discovery of a new
cure for some human plague; the music lover’s thrill over the beauty of a Beethoven string
quartet, the universal thrill of moral triumph as we read of the death of Sydney Carton in fiction or
Captain Oates in living fact - what are these but worship, our response to a divine revelation, our
homage to God? The devotion of man or woman to science or to art, or to the figure of the
Christ, is at bottom one and the same experience. We glory for example, in the stories of human
heroism, even if they are fiction, because we find in them God, our own best thoughts and
values, our own highest vision. This is perhaps the fundamental element in all specifically
personal religion - the intuition or awareness of reality both known and felt. Where this is
awakened or enhanced in us by some stimulus from without, which reveals to us our own best
selves, there we have revelation, and our instinctive response is worship or homage to
reality.Following upon the experiences of revelation and worship we come to that of aspiration.
That which has been seen and loved, kindles in us desire and longing; by revelation and worship
our ideals are released within us; we aspire after the vision we have glimpsed. For example, we
desire to become that which we have admired in the characters of others. Even if practical
difficulties, or fear, or laziness, or other obstacles come in our way and fall back or fail, we do not



cease to desire; we aspire, even if we do not accomplish our aspiration. The criminal instinctively
honours nobility of life even if he has his reasons against an immediate acceptance of it for
himself; the brave act of the hero, in the novel which he reads, will make his breast swell with the
same unforced human emotion as it does that of his kindlier or more law-abiding fellowman,
even though he may feel that higher path to be shut to his own feet or for the moment
inexpedient to pursue.The tragedy of our Christianity is that our aspiration so rarely, and in such
small measure, becomes achievement. When we come to action we are frightened out of our
ideals by the world as we know it. We should not dare to call Christ a fool, at least not many of
us, yet we act as though He were - a well-meaning fool a splendid fool, but a fool - or we attain
the same result, some of us, by calling him God and not man, and therefore no true example for
us; so, we put Him up on a shelf labelled ‘divine’ and feel no obligation to imitate Him. For
revelation, worship, and aspiration are not enough; there is a practical creative element in life
which must function, or we are worse off than before our wakening; since we are now no longer
animals, content with the present moment; but men and women with a vision which we dare not
accomplish and which reproaches us continually with our failure. The emotional and intellectual
factors in life matter greatly, but with these alone there is something still lacking to a true life;
there must come the venture of achievement. This element of achievement is the crown and
satisfaction of religious experience; it stands for action, the putting of the physical in line with the
emotional and intellectual factors in the personality; and so, achievement means harmony and
progress.True achievement always costs something, but it brings with it the chief satisfaction of
life, that self-respect, that sense of blessing, which is life’s true coronation, the feeling of having
done something worthwhile of having lived not in vain. Feeling and thought tend to issue in
action; if they do not - and they can be held up - then we have morbidity, whether of the soul or of
society; for, to be healthy, a harmony must be achieved between desire, thought and action. To
fail in achievement is to fail utterly - I speak by way of generalisation - for revelation and
aspiration are experiences which come to us by a necessity of our natures; they are not so much
ourselves as God in us urging us towards achievement. If they issue in nothing, the whole
process has been wasted and life in so far has been in vain. Christ not only preached the
Sermon on the Mount; He lived it. True achievement means creation, it is the bringing to birth of
something new which without us, must remain unborn. And there is no thrill in life like the
satisfaction of achievement according to the will of God or the urge of the highest we know, the
sense of co-operating with God and of having pleased Him. Life in a struggle of creative
experience, tremendous and desperate for us all, however we may hide it from others; for in us a
dynamic thing is being born in travail. The problems are real, the cost is real, the achievement
can and must be real. The very height of religious experience is not the mystic ecstasy but the
sense of achievement, the sense of the triumph of God in us. Gethsemane was the place of
venture, a venture consummated on Calvary; but on the Cross, with the great last shout “It is
finished”, we have the glory of the supreme human achievement. For God needs man; life is not
merely passive, the receiving of the gifts of God, nor is it a mere play written by God and acted



by men; it is an active reality, the making of new things, even as God Himself makes all things
new.In achievement we reach that which man in some real sense contributes to God. He gifts us
revelation and the capacity to admire and love that which is akin to our own true nature, and in
such ways, he kindles into flame the desires He has implanted within us, and we aspire by a
necessity of our own being, whether we shirk the battle or not; but in achievement, though He is
still working in us, yet man too is independently cooperating. And if there be present elements of
will in the other two factors, in thought and feeling, a will to believe or to desire, as some claim,
these are still achievement. Life’s only real satisfaction in in throwing the weight of one’s whole
personality upon one’s faith, that is, upon the joint experience of revelation, worship, and
aspiration which is challenging us to action. There is more satisfaction in courageous failure than
in a timid safety; there is even more genuine satisfaction in straightforward sin than in a jelly-fish
piety of fear; and such is even the judgment of God as recorded by the seer in the epistle to the
church of Laodicea, “I would thou wert cold or hot.” This is not an argument for sin, but it is an
argument against futility and cowardice, against a static or mean level of living. Of course, we
shall be afraid; but our call is to conquer fear by tasting it, and to triumph over it with a faith and a
power stronger than fear.These four elements, at any rate, of which I have been speaking -
revelation, worship, aspiration, and achievement - are universal elements of human experience;
and in them is much of the life of religion. We can see the universality and the broad human
significance of these distinctively religious experiences; it is along such lines that we can find a
view of personal religion which like Ames’s social view of religion on its corporate side, will fit
theist, agnostic, and atheist alike, and so give us common ground with all men for a mutual
understanding of religion, and a reasonable basis for the commendation of such religious forms
and beliefs as have brought to ourselves vision, desire and power, or revelation, aspiration, and
achievement. If Christianity truly means these things to any of us, then it has a real significance
for all men, if only we can translate our vital experience into a language human enough and
living enough to convey to others the good news which we have learnt in our own lives to
appreciate. I am firmly convinced that what is true for anyone is of some moment for all; and if
our religious experience is of real practical value to us, then it is for us to see that it is expressed,
not in the language of the churches, but in the language of ordinary human life and intercourse,
that what is true for some may become, so far as it can be, available for all. It is for this reason in
particular that I am seeking to stress the normal and commonplace and human, rather than the
abnormal, the ecstatic and the divine, as the true line for a fruitful discussion of such a
universally momentous thing as personal religious experience.Again, there is perhaps no
experience which has been more prominent in the discussion of religious psychology than that
of conversion, yet here once more we are dealing, not with a specifically Christian or even
specifically religious phenomenon in any restricted sense, but with a more or less common
human experience, differing in degree and form in the individuals who respond, but at bottom
consisting in an ethical readjustment of personality, which is possible at almost any age, but
which is predominantly associated with adolescence. In some degree and in some form,



conversion has its counterpart or opportunity (whether accepted or not), in every normal life, and
the process of adjustment may show a supreme crisis, or its crises, or new conversions, may, as
is perhaps more usual, continue through the greater part of a normal and healthy life. Here again
we are dealing with broad human, not with specifically “religious” phenomena.It is so again with
the experiences of ecstasy which, in the form of felt union or communion with God, have often
been claimed as uniquely religious. Not only is ecstasy found in considerable measure in such
ordinary spheres of life as those of music or sex, but even the theist’s sense of God can be
paralleled by the atheist’s sense of nature. I have personally heard atheists and “naturalists” lay
claim to a nature sense - a sense of conscious kinship in and through nature with ultimate reality
as they know it, or of “belonging here” (the fundamental meaning of ‘sonship’) - in no way
radically different from the Christian mystic’s sense of God, save in the degree, for example, of
moral content; though even moral content has, to my own knowledge, been definitely claimed for
this, sense of nature (cf Wells, First and Last Things). Here once more we are dealing with facts
of experience belonging to humanity at large rather than to any fixed circles of organised
religion.Yet again, if religion be studied historically and genetically, it will be found in its primitive
expressions to have definite relation to such essential human interests as food and sex. Primitive
taboos, totem worship, and the actual form and content of primitive religious rites and myths
show clearly that organised religion is from the beginning concerned with such normal human
interests as occupational activities and the conservation of the race or group, as any textbook on
comparative religion will make plain. Here in one more instance, we see the universality and
broadly human interest and meaning of religion. If the phenomena in question could only be
translated into a common language for all types of men, we should soon see the universal
meaning and bearing of even the most obscure points in any form of religious development,
whether in doctrine, rite, or institution. The chief difficulty is always this of the translation from the
categories of religion in some narrow sense into the universal human categories of everyday life.
And as with religion on its social side, so (as in the cases enumerated earlier) is it with religion
on its individual side as personal religious experience. Even personal experience is social, as
being the experience of a social being’s relationships with his environment, with other human
beings, with other than his own, with the universe, ultimate principles or values, or, in ordinary
parlance, with man and God. I do not personally believe that there is any specifically religious
experience per se; all such experiences belong to life in some degree as found in the so-called
non-religious types; but there is a specifically religious sentiment, or point of view, or angle of
vision - a conceptual outlook - just as there is an aesthetic or an intellectual or an economic, and
its chief marks are unity or integration, personality or an organic social life and outlook, and
practical aims. It is concerned with viewing life and the universe as a whole and with finding
wholeness or health of spirit or of society; it is concerned with the social relationships in which
self-conscious personality coheres and grows, especially with the soul and ultimate realities and
their relations; and its aim is not to feel or to know, but to do and to be - in it power has been
found and is still sought. And this ultimate religious complex of Integration, Social Personality,



and Practical Power is most clearly stated and grasped in the conception and experience of
‘God’.Having thus attempted to show the universality of the elements and material of religious
experience in the foregoing examples, let me turn back to the more general aspects of my
subject. Religion can be approached from the objective or subjective side, from the standpoint of
behaviour or from that of experience, from the standpoint of the community as organised for
religious ends or from that of the individual experiencing the demands and sensations of the
religious sentiment. But the two side meet at the foundation of things because man is a social
animal and can only find satisfaction in the social development of personality. Fundamentally
personality is a social entity, and only in unselfishness is self-realisation to be found. Thus the
soul and society, the two foci of religious thinking, are in an essential relation of inter-
dependence, and social progress is bound up with the individual as the cause of variation and
advance, as the necessary contributor to the common heritage; and thus the highest self-
interest is the most altruistic. The whole life of religion is to be found in the purpose of integration
or unity, for religion is the soul of the process of making greater and ever greater wholes. In
society this integration has shown itself in the creation of increasingly large and complicated
units, the family, the clan, the tribe, the nation, the empire, the human race, and religion has
been the soul of the movement - in Christian terms it is now expressed as the fatherhood of God
and the brotherhood of Man. In the soul of man this integration shows itself in the struggle after
peace, harmony, sanity and satisfaction, or the resolution of the stresses of the mind; in Christian
terms it is expressed as atonement, forgiveness, peace, and power. The individual life influences
the social process by variation, experiment, and the contributions of achievement; the social life
influences the individual process chiefly through, the herd instinct, the fact and building of
community and also, in a sense, by sex.In social psychology, or the science of the relations of a
man and his community, we recognise today three great universal complexes or general innate
tendencies bound up respectively with the ego, the herd and sex. All three enter in a man’s
religion. The sex instinct provides the creative impulse after beauty and self-reproduction of self-
expression. The herd instinct provides suggestion and conscience and codes of moral
sanctions. The ego complex grows more powerful with the years, and in individual religion or
ethics it is the dominant factor, expressing itself in the conception of the self and the strong
sentiment of self-regard, viewed either as self-protection or as self-respect. These three
complexes furnish the raw material of most of the religious experience and conflict; our
necessary adjustments to all three as we grow in years or as the race progresses, are the chief
elements in the history of religion. The underlying fact in religious experience is the fact of
conflict and of necessary readjustment as we grow and as the race grows. This adjustment is
twofold; it is an adjustment to an objective social order or environment without; and it is an
adjustment to an inner subjective world of instincts and values and conceptions. In religious
experience this is chiefly conceived of as a fight between two selves, the individualistic and the
social, between desires and conceptions, between our creative impulses and the objective
system of our actual life. Both the individual soul and the social system inevitably seek



increasing integration, and the note of unity is characteristic of religious activity and experience
in all their true forms, thus finding in “God” the word which embodies most perfectly the principle
of integration, and so a necessity, in some sense or measure, of the best thought about life. For
religion has to do with the “seeing of life, steadily and as a whole.” It is a felt universe
relationship.Life may be departmentalised by special scientific studies which yield us
knowledge. But religion is not knowledge but wisdom; it has to do with attitudes rather than facts.
Knowledge is a help in religion as elsewhere; but where knowledge fails us, as so often, we have
still our adjustments to make to life, our integrating universe relationship to maintain as best we
can. There is a healthy universe attitude - an attitude making for peace and harmony of soul and
of society - and the story of its discovery and growth is the story of religion; and its highest point
for us is marked by the spirit of Jesus Christ, that spirit which created the Christian church, and
which has laid its spell upon most of the serious, thought of our day, and that in increasing
measure. Thus, the aim of religion is practical, not opinions but life more abundant. From the
days of magic, man’s aim in religion has been to feel at home in the world and to find peace,
freedom satisfaction and power. So, religion has always been a conscious, progressive and (as
Mr Lowes Dickinson says) a passionate relationship of the self to a more, a greater, to the not-
self, to the universe, to God. Into this relation come all the elements of human nature, material
and mental, such as food, occupation, sex, the herd, or group to which one belongs, curiosity,
wonder, affection, hopes, fears and the like; and religious experience is the experience of
realising, facing and co-ordinating, more or less satisfactorily, these social and individual
hungers, ideals, forces, and conceptions. No normal man can wholly escape the religious
experience of the conscious adjustment and attempted unification of life, though not all will call it
religion. But a dislike of the word does not cancel the fact that all men have a religion and a
religious experience of their own.Whether we deal with primitive or with developed religious
phenomena, we find them grouped round the same fundamental elements, but, as religion,
develops individually and socially, so its forms express a growing complexity and show ever
greater sublimations, as well as satisfaction of the instinctive urges of life. But at every point
religion has a universal human significance, as we see in its expression, such as the creative
hungers of sex, or the hunting impulse seeking food or victory, or the bracing challenges of self-
respect, or the sense of social obligation.Ethical development may enlarge and ennoble the
forms of the activity; thus, the food instinct now covers, intellectual and emotional as well as
physical food - food for mind and spirit as well as body. There is a bread of earth or of heaven for
each hunger. And so, with the other elements of life. By religion, an ever higher manhood is
being created, richer, more sensitive, more integrated, more social. And so, religion appears as
the creative emergence in human history of the divine and progressive activity of the spirit of
man. No man can stand outside the process; in some form and measure he is religious by an
inevitability of his nature. But at every point, if truly appreciated, religion will be seen to be, not
the possession of certain circles of men nor an experience of special moments of ecstasy or
significance, but a universal normal fact of human life, a central and necessary activity of every



sane human spirit.
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