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During my tenure of the Mastership of Balliol College I was in the habit of delivering a lay sermon, or address, at the
beginning of each academical year, following thus, as far as a layman could, the example of my predecessors. A
number of these discourses are preserved, and they are published at.

Within a few yards of the very spot on which we are assembled, so the tradition runs, that painful and deadly
malady, the plague, appeared in the latter months of ; and, though no new visitor, smote the people of
England, and especially of her capital, with a violence unknown before, in the course of the following year.
But, about this time in , the death-rate had sunk to nearly its ordinary amount; a case of plague occurred only
here and there, and the richer citizens who had flown from the pest had returned to their dwellings. The
remnant of the people began to toil at the accustomed round of duty, or of pleasure; and the stream of city life
bid fair to flow back along its old bed, with renewed and uninterrupted vigour. The newly kindled hope was
deceitful. The great plague, indeed, returned no more; but what it had done for the Londoners, the great fire,
which broke out in the autumn of , did for London; and, in September of that year, a heap of ashes and the
indestructible energy of the people were all that remained of the glory of five-sixths of the city within the
walls. Our forefathers had their own ways of accounting for each of these calamities. They submitted to the
plague in humility and in penitence, for they believed it to be the judgment of God. Page 2 And one may
picture to oneself how harmoniously the holy cursing of the Puritan of that day would have chimed in with the
unholy cursing and the crackling wit of the Rochesters and Sedleys, and with the revilings of the political
fanatics, if my imaginary plain dealer had gone on to say that, if the return of such misfortunes were ever
rendered impossible, it would not be in virtue of the victory of the faith of Laud, or of that of Milton; and, as
little, by the triumph of republicanism, as by that of monarchy. But that the one thing needful for compassing
this end was, that the people of England should second the efforts of an insignificant corporation, the
establishment of which, a few years before the epoch of the great plague and the great fire, had been as little
noticed, as they were conspicuous. Wallis, writing in , narrates, in these words, what happened half a century
before, or about The associates met at Oxford, in the rooms of Dr. Wilkins, who was destined to become a
bishop; and subsequently coming together in London, they attracted the notice of the king. And it is a strange
evidence of the taste for knowledge which the most obviously worthless of the Stuarts shared Page 3 with his
father and grandfather, that Charles the Second was not content with saying witty things about his
philosophers, but did wise things with regard to them. For he not only bestowed upon them such attention as
he could spare from his poodles and his mistresses, but, being in his usual state of impecuniosity, begged for
them of the Duke of Ormond; and, that step being without effect, gave them Chelsea College, a charter, and a
mace: Nor have any signs of halting or of decrepitude manifested themselves in our own times. Page 4 On the
other hand, if the noble first President of the Royal Society could revisit the upper air and once more gladden
his eyes with a sight of the familiar mace, he would find himself in the midst of a material civilization more
different from that of his day, than that of the seventeenth, was from that of the first, century. It may not be too
great a flight of imagination to conceive our noble revenant not forgetful of the great troubles of his own day,
and anxious to know how often London had been burned down since his time, and how often the plague had
carried off its thousands. He would have to learn that, although London contains tenfold the inflammable
matter that it did in ; though, not content with filling our rooms with woodwork and light draperies, we must
needs lead inflammable and explosive gases into every corner of our streets and houses, we never allow even a
street to burn down. And if he asked how this had come about, we should have to explain that the
improvement of natural knowledge has furnished us with dozens of machines for throwing water upon fires,
anyone of which would have furnished the ingenious Mr. And, further, it would be necessary to add, that
although severe fires sometimes occur and inflict great damage, the loss is very generally compensated by
societies, the operations of which have been rendered possible only by the progress of natural knowledge in
the direction of mathematics, and the accumulation of wealth in virtue of other natural knowledge. He might
find the mud of society at the bottom, instead of at the top, but I fear that the sum total would be as deserving
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of swift judgment as at the time of the Restoration. And it would be our duty to explain once more, and this
time not without shame, that we have no reason to believe that it is the improvement of our faith, nor that of
our morals, which keeps the plague from our city; but, again, that it is the improvement of our natural
knowledge. Page 5 We have learned that pestilences will only take up their abode among those who have
prepared unswept and ungarnished residences for them. Their cities must have narrow, unwatered streets, foul
with accumulated garbage. Their houses must be ill-drained, ill-lighted, ill-ventilated. Their subjects must be
ill-washed, ill-fed, ill-clothed. The London of was such a city. The cities of the East, where plague has an
enduring dwelling, are such cities. We, in later times, have learned somewhat of Nature, and partly obey her.
Because of this partial improvement of our natural knowledge and of that fractional obedience, we have no
plague; because that knowledge is still very imperfect and that obedience yet incomplete, typhus is our
companion and cholera our visitor. But it is not presumptuous to express the belief that, when our knowledge
is more complete and our obedience the expression of our knowledge, London will count her centuries of
freedom from typhus and cholera, as she now gratefully reckons her two hundred years of ignorance of that
plague which swooped upon her thrice in the first half of the seventeenth century. Surely, there is nothing in
these explanations which is not fully borne out by the facts? Surely, the principles involved in them are now
admitted among the fixed beliefs of all thinking men? Surely, it is true that our countrymen are less subject to
fire, famine, pestilence, and all the evils which result from a want of command over and due anticipation of
the course of Nature, than were the countrymen of Milton; and health, wealth, and well-being are more
abundant with us than with them? But no less certainly is the difference due to the improvement of our
knowledge of Nature, and the extent to which that improved knowledge has been incorporated with the
household words of men, and has supplied the springs of their daily actions. Granting for a moment, then, the
truth of that which the depreciators of natural knowledge are so fond of urging, that its improvement can only
add to the resources of our material civilization; admitting it to be possible that the founders of the Royal
Society themselves looked for no other reward than this, I cannot confess that I was guilty of exaggeration
when I hinted, that to him who had the gift of distinguishing between prominent events and important events,
the origin of a combined effort on the part of mankind to improve natural knowledge might have loomed
larger than the Plague and have outshone the glare of the Fire; as a something fraught with a wealth of
beneficence to mankind, in comparison with which the damage done by those ghastly evils would shrink into
insignificance. It is very certain that for every victim slain by the plague, hundreds of mankind exist and find a
fair share of happiness in the world, by the aid of the spinning jenny. And the great fire, at its worst, could not
have burned the supply of coal, the daily working of which, in the bowels of the earth, made possible by the
steam pump, gives rise to an amount of wealth to which the millions lost in old London are but as an old song.
Page 6 But spinning jenny and steam pump are, after all, but toys, possessing an accidental value; and natural
knowledge creates multitudes of more subtle contrivances, the praises of which do not happen to be sung
because they are not directly convertible into instruments for creating wealth. When I contemplate natural
knowledge squandering such gifts among men, the only appropriate comparison I can find for her is, to liken
her to such a peasant woman as one sees in the Alps, striding ever upward, heavily burdened, and with mind
bent only on her home; but yet, without effort and without thought, knitting for her children. However, there
are blind leaders of the blind, and not a few of them, who take this view of natural knowledge, and can see
nothing in the bountiful mother of humanity but a sort of comfort-grinding machine. According to them, the
improvement of natural knowledge always has been, and always must be, synonymous with no more than the
improvement of the material resources and the increase of the gratifications of men. If this talk were true, I, for
one, should not greatly care to toil in the service of natural knowledge. I think I would just as soon be quietly
chipping my own flint axe, after the manner of my forefathers a few thousand years back, as be troubled with
the endless malady of thought which now infests us all, for such reward. But I venture to say that such views
are contrary alike to reason and to fact. Those who discourse in such fashion seem to me to be so intent upon
trying to see what is above Nature, or what is behind her, that they are blind to what stares them in the face, in
her. I say that natural knowledge, seeking to satisfy natural wants, has found the ideas which can alone still
spiritual cravings. I say that natural knowledge, in desiring to ascertain the laws of comfort, has been driven to
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discover those of conduct; and to lay the foundations of a new morality. I cannot but think that the foundations
of all natural knowledge were laid when the reason of man first came face to face with the facts of Nature:
When men had acquired this much knowledge, the outlines, rude though they were, of mathematics, of
physics, of chemistry, of biology, of moral, economical, and political science, were sketched. Nor did the germ
of religion fail when science began to bud. Listen to words which, though new, are yet three thousand years
old: When in heaven the stars about the moon Look beautiful, when all the winds are laid, And every height
comes out, and jutting peak And valley, and the immeasurable heavens Break open to their highest, and all the
stars Shine, and the shepherd gladdens in his heart. But in this sadness, this consciousness of the limitation of
man, this sense of an open secret which he cannot penetrate, lies the essence of all religion; and the attempt to
embody it in the forms furnished by the intellect is the origin of the higher theologies. No doubt, from the first,
there were certain phenomena which, to the rudest mind, presented a constancy of occurrence, and suggested
that a fixed order ruled, at any rate, among them. I doubt if the grossest of Fetish worshippers ever imagined
that a stone must have a god within it to make it fall, or that a fruit had a god within it to make it taste sweet.
With regard to such matters as these, it is hardly questionable that mankind from the first took strictly positive
and scientific views. Page 8 But, with respect to all the less familiar occurrences which present themselves,
uncultured man, no doubt, has always taken himself as the standard of comparison, as the centre and measure
of the world; nor could he well avoid doing so. And finding that his apparently uncaused will has a powerful
effect in giving rise to many occurrences, he naturally enough ascribed other and greater events to other and
greater volitions, and came to look upon the world and all that therein is, as the product of the volitions of
persons like himself, but stronger, and capable of being appeased or angered, as he himself might be soothed
or irritated. Through such conceptions of the plan and working of the universe all mankind have passed, or are
passing. But what has grown out of this search for natural knowledge of so merely useful a character? You all
know the reply. But it is not alone those who pursue astronomy who ask for bread and receive ideas. What
more harmless than the attempt to lift and distribute water by pumping it; what more absolutely and grossly
utilitarian? While learning how to handle gases led to the discovery of oxygen, and to modern chemistry, and
to the notion of the indestructibility of matter. Page 9 Again, what simpler, or more absolutely practical, than
the attempt to keep the axle of a wheel from heating when the wheel turns round very fast? How useful for
carters and gig drivers to know something about this; and how good were it, if any ingenious person would
find out the cause of such phenomena, and thence educe a general remedy for them. Such an ingenious person
was Count Rumford; and he and his successors have landed us in the theory of the persistence, or
indestructibility, of force. And in the infinitely minute, as in the infinitely great, the seekers after natural
knowledge, of the kinds called physical and chemical, have everywhere found a definite order and succession
of events which seem never to be infringed. I fear they are worst offenders of all. For if the astronomer has set
before us the infinite magnitude of space, and the practical eternity of the duration of the universe; if the
physical and chemical philosophers have demonstrated the infinite minuteness of its constituent parts, and the
practical eternity of matter and of force; and if both have alike proclaimed the universality of a definite and
predicable order and succession of events, the workers in biology have not only accepted all these, but have
added more startling theses of their own. For, as the astronomers discover in the earth no centre of the
universe, but an eccentric speck, so the naturalists find man to be no centre of the living world, but one amidst
endless modifications of life; and as the astronomer observes the mark of practically endless time set upon the
arrangements of the solar system, so the student of life finds the records of ancient forms of existence peopling
the world for ages, which, in relation to human experience, are infinite. Furthermore, the physiologist finds
life to be as dependent for its manifestation on particular molecular arrangements as any physical or chemical
phenomenon; and, wherever he extends his researches, fixed order and unchanging causation reveal
themselves, as plainly as in the rest of Nature. Nor can I find that any other fate has awaited the germ of
Religion. With these, and their relative merits and demerits, I have nothing to do; but this it is needful for my
purpose to say, that if the religion of the present differs from that of the past, it is because the theology of the
present has become more scientific than that of the past; because it has not only renounced idols of wood and
idols of stone, but begins to see the necessity of breaking in pieces the idols built up of books and traditions
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and fine-spun ecclesiastical cobwebs: Page 10 Such are a few of the new conceptions implanted in our minds
by the improvement of natural knowledge. Men have acquired the ideas of the practically infinite extent of the
universe and of its practical eternity; they are familiar with the conception that our earth is but an infinitesimal
fragment of that part of the universe which can be seen; and that, nevertheless, its duration is, as compared
with our standards of time, infinite. They have further acquired the idea that man is but one of innumerable
forms of life now existing in the globe, and that the present existences are but the last of an immeasurable
series of predecessors. Whether these ideas are well or ill founded is not the question. No one can deny that
they exist, and have been the inevitable outgrowth of the improvement of natural knowledge. They are the
convictions that authority is the soundest basis of belief; that merit attaches to a readiness to believe; that the
doubting disposition is a bad one, and scepticism a sin; that when good authority has pronounced what is to be
believed, and faith has accepted it, reason has no further duty. There are many excellent persons who yet hold
by these principles, and it is not my present business, or intention, to discuss their views. All I wish to bring
clearly before your minds is the unquestionable fact, that the improvement of natural knowledge is effected by
methods which directly give the lie to all these convictions, and assume the exact reverse of each to be true.
The improver of natural knowledge absolutely refuses to acknowledge authority, as such. For him, scepticism
is the highest of duties; blind faith the one unpardonable sin. And it cannot be otherwise, for every great
advance in natural knowledge has involved the absolute rejection of authority, the cherishing of the keenest
scepticism, the annihilation of the spirit of blind faith: The man of science has learned to believe in
justification, not by faith, but by verification. Page 11 Thus, without for a moment pretending to despise the
practical results of the improvement of natural knowledge, and its beneficial influence on material civilization,
it must, I think, be admitted that the great ideas, some of which I have indicated, and the ethical spirit which I
have endeavoured to sketch, in the few moments which remained at my disposal, constitute the real and
permanent significance of natural knowledge. If these ideas be destined, as I believe they are, to be more and
more firmly established as the world grows older; if that spirit be fated, as I believe it is, to extend itself into
all departments of human thought, and to become co-extensive with the range of knowledge; if, as our race
approaches its maturity, it discovers, as I believe it will, that there is but one kind of knowledge and but one
method of acquiring it; then we, who are still children, may justly feel it our highest duty to recognise the
advisableness of improving natural knowledge, and so to aid ourselves and our successors in their course
towards the noble goal which lies before mankind. The question is settled; but even those who are most
thoroughly convinced that the doom is just, must see good grounds for repudiating half the arguments which
have been employed by the winning side; and for doubting whether its ultimate results will embody the hopes
of the victors, though they may more than realize the fears of the vanquished. It may be quite true that some
negroes are better than some white men; but no rational man, cognizant of the facts, believes that the average
negro is the equal, still less the superior, of the average white man. And, if this be true, it is simply incredible
that, when all his disabilities are removed, and our prognathous relative has a fair field and no favour, as well
as no oppressor, he will be able to compete successfully with his bigger-brained and smaller-jawed rival, in a
contest which is to be carried on by thoughts and not by bites. The highest places in the hierarchy of
civilization will assuredly not be within the reach of our dusky cousins, though it is by no means necessary
that they should be restricted to the lowest. But whatever the position of stable equilibrium into which the laws
of social gravitation may bring the negro, all responsibility for the result will henceforward lie between Nature
and him. The white man may wash his hands of it, and the Caucasian conscience be void of reproach for
evermore. And this, if we look to the bottom of the matter, is the real justification for the abolition policy.
Page 12 The doctrine of equal natural rights may be an illogical delusion; emancipation may convert the slave
from a well fed animal into a pauperised man; mankind may even have to do without cotton shirts; but all
these evils must be faced, if the moral law, that no human being can arbitrarily dominate over another without
grievous damage to his own nature, be, as many think, as readily demonstrable by experiment as any physical
truth. If this be true, no slavery can be abolished without a double emancipation, and the master will benefit by
freedom more than the freed-man. What social and political rights have women?
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I should have liked to provide this collection of "Lay Sermons, Addresses, and Reviews," with a Dedication and a
Preface. In the former, I should have asked you to allow me to associate your name with the book, chiefly on the ground
that the oldest of the papers in it is a good deal younger than our.
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PREFACE. THE Author of this very practical treatise on Scotch Loch - Fishing desires clearly that it may be of use to all
who had it. He does not pretend to have written anything new, but to have attempted to put what he has to say in as
readable a form as possible.
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But, on turning the matter over in my mind, I began to fear that a formal dedication at the beginning of such a volume
would look like a grand lodge in front of a set of cottages; while a complete defence of any of my old papers would
simply amount to writing a new one a labour for which I am, at.
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