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CHAPTER I.




INTRODUCTORY

A wave of Mysticism is passing over the civilised nations. It
is welcomed by many: by more it is mistrusted. Even the minds to
which it would naturally appeal are often restrained from sympathy
by fears of vague speculative driftings and of transcendental
emotionalism. Nor can it be doubted that such an attitude of
aloofness is at once reasonable and inevitable. For a systematic
exaltation of formless ecstasies, at the expense of sense and
intellect, has a tendency to become an infirmity if it does not
always betoken loss of mental balance. In order, therefore, to
disarm natural prejudice, let an opening chapter be devoted to
general exposition of aims and principles.

The subject is Nature Mysticism. The phenomena of "nature"
are to be studied in their mystical aspects. The wide term
Mysticism is used because, in spite of many misleading
associations, it is hard to replace. "Love of nature" is too
general: "cosmic emotion" is too specialised. But let it at once be
understood that the Mysticism here contemplated is neither of the
popular nor of the esoteric sort. In other words, it is not loosely
synonymous with the magical or supernatural; nor is it a name for
peculiar forms of ecstatic experience which claim to break away
from the spheres of the senses and the intellect. It will simply be
taken to cover the causes and the effects involved in that wide
range of intuitions and emotions which nature stimulates without
definite appeal to conscious reasoning processes. Mystic intuition
and mystic emotion will thus be regarded, not as antagonistic to
sense impression, but as dependent on it—not as scornful of reason,
but merely as more basic and primitive.

Science describes nature, but it cannot
feel nature; still less can it account
for that sense of kinship with nature which is so characteristic of
many of the foremost thinkers of the day. For life is more and more
declaring itself to be something fuller than a blind play of
physical forces, however complex and sublimated their interactions.
It reveals a ceaseless striving—an élan
vital (as Bergson calls it) to expand and enrich
the forms of experience—a reaching forward to fuller beauty and
more perfect order.

A certain amount of metaphysical discussion will be
necessary; but it will be reduced to the minimum compatible with
coherency. Fortunately, Nature Mysticism can be at home with
diverse world-views. There is, however, one exception—the
world-view which is based on the concept of an Unconditioned
Absolute. This will be unhesitatingly rejected as subversive of any
genuine "communion" with nature. So also Symbolism will be
repudiated on the ground that it furnishes a quite inadequate
account of the relation of natural phenomena to the human mind. The
only metaphysical theory adopted, as a generalised working basis,
is that known as Ideal-Realism. It assumes three spheres of
existence—that which in a peculiar sense is
within the individual mind: that which
in a peculiar sense is without
(external to) the individual mind: and that in which these
two are fused or come into living contact. It will be maintained,
as a thesis fundamental to Nature Mysticism, that the world of
external objects must be essentially of the same essence as the
perceiving minds. The bearing of these condensed statements will
become plain as the phenomena of nature are passed in review. Of
formal theology there will be none.

The more certain conclusions of modern science, including the
broader generalisations of the hypothesis of evolution, will be
assumed. Lowell, in one of his sonnets, says:

    "I grieve not that ripe knowledge
takes away

        The charm
that nature to my childhood wore

    For, with that insight cometh, day by
day,

        A greater
bliss than wonder was before:

    The real doth not clip the poet's
wings;

        To win the
secret of a weed's plain heart

    Reveals some clue to spiritual
things,

        And stumbling
guess becomes firm-rooted art."







Admirable—as far as it goes! But the modern nature-mystic
cannot rest content with the last line. The aim of nature-insight
is not art, however firm-rooted; for art is, so to speak, a
secondary product, a reflection. The goal of the nature-mystic is
actual living communion with the Real, in and through its sensuous
manifestations.

Nature Mysticism, as thus conceived, does not seek to glorify
itself above other modes of experience and psychic activity. The
partisanship of the theological or of the transcendental type is
here condemned. Nor will there be an appeal to any ecstatic faculty
which can only be the vaunted appanage of the few. The appeal will
lie to faculties which are shared in some degree by all normal
human beings, though they are too often neglected, if not
disparaged. Rightly developed, the capacity for entering into
communion with nature is not only a source of the purest pleasure,
but a subtle and powerful agent in aiding men to realise some of
the noblest potentialities of their being.

When treating of specific natural phenomena, the exposition
demands proof and illustration. In certain chapters, therefore,
quotations from the prose and poetry of those ancients and moderns
who, avowedly or unavowedly, rank as nature-mystics, are freely
introduced. These extracts form an integral part of the study,
because they afford direct evidence of the reality, and of the
continuity, of the mystical faculty as above defined.

The usual method of procedure will be to trace the influence
of certain selected natural phenomena on the human mind, first in
the animistic stage, then in the mythological stage, and lastly in
the present, with a view to showing that there has been a genuine
and living development of deep-seated nature intuitions. But this
method will not be too strictly followed. Special subjects will
meet with special treatment, and needless repetition will be
carefully avoided. The various chapters, as far as may be, will not
only present new themes, but will approach the subject at different
angles.

It is obvious that severe limitations must be imposed in the
selection from so vast a mass of material. Accordingly, the
phenomena of Water, Air, and Fire have received the fullest
attention—the first of the triad getting the lion's share; but
other marked features of the physical universe have not been
altogether passed by. The realm of organic life—vegetable and
animal—does not properly fall within the limits of this study. For
where organised life reveals itself, men find it less difficult to
realise their kinship with existences other than human. The
curious, and still obscure, history of totemism supplies abundant
evidence on this point; and not less so that modern sympathy with
all living things, which is largely based on what may be termed the
new totemism of the Darwinian theory. But while attention will thus
be focussed on the sphere of the inorganic, seemingly so remote
from human modes of experience, some attempt will nevertheless be
made to suggest the inner harmonies which link together all modes
of existence. A further limitation to be noted is that "nature"
will be taken to cover only such natural objects as remain in what
is generally called their "natural" condition—that is, which are
independent of, and unaffected by, human activities.

Let Goethe, in his Faust hymn, tell what is the heart and
essence of Nature Mysticism as here to be expounded and
defended.

    "Rears not the heaven its arch
above?

        Doth not the
firm-set earth beneath us lie?

    And with the tender gaze of
love

        Climb not the
everlasting stars on high?

        Do I not gaze
upon thee, eye to eye?

    And all the world of sight and sense
and sound,

        Bears it not
in upon thy heart and brain,

    And mystically weave
around

        Thy being
influences that never wane?"













CHAPTER II





NATURE, AND THE ABSOLUTE



As just stated, metaphysics and theology are to be avoided.
But since Mysticism is generally associated with belief in an
Unconditioned Absolute, and since such an Absolute is fatal to the
claims of any genuine Nature Mysticism, a preliminary flying
incursion into the perilous regions must be ventured.



Mysticism in its larger sense is admittedly difficult to
define. It connotes a vast group of special experiences and
speculations which deal with material supposed to be beyond the
reach of sense and reason. It carries us back to the strangely
illusive "mysteries" of the Greeks, but is more definitely used in
connection with the most characteristic subtleties of the wizard
East, and with certain developments of the Platonic philosophy.
Extended exposition is not required. Suffice it to state what may
fairly be regarded as the three fundamental principles, or
doctrines, on which mystics of the orthodox schools generally
depend. These principles will be subjected to a free but friendly
criticism: considerable modifications will be suggested, and the
way thus prepared for the study of Nature Mysticism properly
so-called.



The three principles alluded to are the following. First, the
true mystic is one possessed by a desire to have communion with the
ultimately Real. Second, the ultimately Real is to be regarded as a
supersensuous, super-rational, and unconditional Absolute— the
mystic One. Third, the direct communion for which the mystic
yearns—the unio mystica —cannot
be attained save by passive contemplation, resulting in vision,
insight, or ecstasy.



With a view to giving a definite and concrete turn to the
critical examination of these three fundamentals, let us take a
passage from a recently published booklet. The author tells how
that on a certain sunny afternoon he flung himself down on the bank
of a brimming mill-stream. The weir was smoothly flowing: the
mill-wheel still. He meditates on the scene and concludes thus:
"Perhaps we are never so receptive as when with folded hands we say
simply, 'This is a great mystery.' I watched and wondered until Jem
called, and I had to leave the rippling weir and the water's side,
and the wheel with its untold secret."



There are certain forms, or modes, of experience here
presented which are at least mystical in their tendency—the sense
of a deeper reality than that which can be grasped by conscious
reason—a desire to penetrate a secret that will not yield itself to
articulate thought and which nevertheless leaves a definite impress
on the mind. There is also a recognition of the passive attitude
which the ordinary mystic doctrine avers to be essential to vision.
Will these features warrant our regarding the experiences as
genuinely mystical?



The answer to this question brings into bold relief a vital
difference between orthodox mystics and those here called
nature-mystics, and raises the issue on which the very existence of
a valid Nature Mysticism must depend. The stricter schools would
unhesitatingly refuse to accord to such experiences the right to
rank with those which result in true insight. Why? Because they
obviously rest on sense impressions. An English mystic, for
example, states in a recent article that Mysticism is always and
necessarily extra-phenomenal, and that the man who tries to
elucidate the visible by means of the invisible is no true mystic;
still less, of course, the man who tries to elucidate the invisible
by means of the visible. The true mystic, he says, fixes his eyes
on eternity and the infinite; he loses himself when he becomes
entangled in the things of time, that is, in the phenomenal. Still
more explicit is the statement of a famous modern Yogi. "This world
is a delusive charm of the great magician called Maya. . . . Maya
has imagined infinite illusions called the different things in the
universe. . . . The minds which have not attained to the Highest,
and are a prey to natural beauties in the stage of Maya, will
continually have to turn into various forms, from one to another,
because nothing in the stage of Maya is stable." Nor would the
Christian mystics allow of any intermediaries between the soul and
God; they most of them held that the soul must rise above the
things of sense, mount into another sphere, and be "alone with the
Alone."



What, then, is the concept of the ultimately Real which these
stricter mystics have evolved and are prepared to defend? It is
that of pure and unconditioned Being—the One—the Absolute. By a
ruthless process of abstraction they have abjured the world of
sense to vow allegiance to a mode of being of which nothing can be
said without denying it. For even to allow a shadow of finiteness
in the Absolute is to negate it; to define it is to annihilate it!
It swallows up all conditions and relations without becoming any
more knowable; it embraces everything and remains a pure negation.
It lies totally and eternally beyond the reach of man's faculties
and yet demands his perfect and unreasoning surrender. A concept,
this, born of the brains of logical Don Quixotes.



And it is for such a monstrous abstraction we are asked to
give up the full rich world of sense, with all it means to us. It
is surely not an intellectual weakness to say: "Tell us what you
will of existence above and beyond that which is known to us; but
do not deny some measure of ultimate Reality to that which falls
within our ken. Leave us not alone with the Absolute of the
orthodox mystic, or we perish of inanity! Clearly the
élan vital —the will to live—gives us a
more hopeful starting-point in our search for the Real. Clearly the
inexhaustible variety of the universe of sense need not be dubbed
an illusion to save the consistency of a logic which has not yet
succeeded in grasping its own first principles. No, the rippling
weir and the mill-wheel were real in their own degree, and the
intuitions and emotions they prompted were the outcome of a contact
between the inner and the outer—a unio
mystica —a communion between the soul of a man
and the soul in the things he saw.



"But" (says the orthodox mystic) "there is a special form of
craving—the craving for the Infinite. Man cannot find rest save in
communion with a supreme Reality free from all imperfections and
limitations; and such a Reality can be found in nothing less than
the Unconditioned Absolute." Now we may grant the existence and
even the legitimacy of the craving thus emphatically asserted while
questioning the form which it is made to assume. The man gazing at
the mill-wheel longed to know its secret. Suppose he had succeeded!
We think of Tennyson's "little flower in the crannied wall." We
think of Blake's lines:



    "To see the world in a grain of
sand,

        And a heaven
in a wild flower,

    Hold infinity in the palm of your
hand,

        And eternity
in an hour."








Is it really necessary to forsake the finite to reach the
infinite— whatever that term may be taken to mean? Do we not often
better realise the infinity of the sky by looking at it through the
twigs of a tree?



For the craving itself, in its old mystic form, we can have
nothing but sympathy. Some of its expressions are wonderfully
touching, but their pathos must not blind us to the maimed
character of the world-view on which they rest. Grant that the
sphere of sense is limited and therefore imperfect, let it at any
rate be valid up to the limit it does actually attain. The rippling
weir and the mill-wheel did produce some sort of effect upon the
beholder, and therefore must have been to that extent real. What do
we gain by flinging away the chance to learn, even though the gain
be small? And if, as the nature-mystic claims, the gain be great,
the folly is proportionately intensified.



Coleridge is quoted as an exponent of the feeling of the
stricter mystics.



        "It were a
vain endeavour,

        Though I
should gaze for ever

    On the green light that lingers in
the West;

    I may not hope from outward forms to
win

    The passion and the life whose
fountains are within."








This, however, is too gentle and hesitating, too tinged with
love of nature, to convey the fierce conviction of the consistent
devotee of the Absolute, of the defecated transparency of pure
Being. If, as is urged by Récéjac, we find among some of the
stricter mystics a very deep and naive feeling for nature, such
feeling can only be a sign of inconsistency, a yielding to the
solicitations of the lower nature. Granted their premisses, the
world of sense can teach nothing. It is well to face this issue
squarely—let the mystic choose, either the Absolute and Maya, or a
Ground of existence which can allow value to nature, and which
therefore admits of limitations. Or, if there is to be a
compromise, let it be on the lines laid down by Spinoza and
Schelling. That is to say, let the name God be reserved for the
phenomenal aspect of the Absolute. But the nature-mystic will be
wise if he discards compromise, and once for all repudiates the
Unconditioned Absolute. His reason can then chime in with his
intuitions and his deepest emotions. He loses nothing; he gains
intellectual peace and natural joy.



The never-ceasing influence of the genuine Real is bound to
declare itself sooner or later. Buddhism itself is yielding, as
witness this striking pronouncement of the Buddhist Lord Abbot,
Soyen Shaku. "Buddhism does not, though sometimes understood by
Western people to do so, advocate the doctrine of emptiness or
annihilation. It most assuredly recognises the multi-tudinousness
and reality of phenomena. This world as it is, is real, not void.
This life, as we live it, is true, and not a dream. We Buddhists
believe that all these particular things surrounding us come from
one Ultimate Source, all-knowing and all-loving. The world is the
manifestation of this Reason, or Spirit, or Life, whatever you may
designate it. However diverse, therefore, things are, they all
partake of the nature of the Ultimate Being. Not only sentient
beings, but non-sentient, reflect the glory of the Original
Reason."



Assuredly a comforting passage to set over against that of
the Yogi quoted above! But is not the good Abbot a little hard on
the Westerners? For the full truth is that while the Yogi
represents the old Absolutism, the Abbot is feeling his way to a
wider and more human world-view. Buddhism has evidently better days
in store. Let our views of ultimate Reality be what they may, the
nature-mystic's position demands not only that man may hold
communion with nature, but that, in and through such communion, he
is in living touch with the Ground of Existence.








CHAPTER III





MYSTIC INTUITION AND REASON



So much for the nature-mystic's relation to the concept of
the Absolute. It would be interesting to discuss, from the same
point of view, his relations to the rival doctrines of the monists,
dualists, and pluralists. But to follow up these trails with any
thoroughness would lead us too far into the thickets and quagmires
of metaphysics. Fortunately the issues are not nearly so vital as
in the case of the Absolute; and they may thus be passed by without
serious risk of invalidating subsequent conclusions. It may be
worth our while, however, to note that many modern mystics are not
monists, and that the supposed inseparable connection between
Mysticism and Monism is being thrown overboard. Even the older
mystics, when wrestling with the problem of evil, were dualists in
their own despite. Of the moderns, so representative a thinker as
Lotze suggested that Reality may run up, not into one solitary
peak, but into a mountain chain. Höffding contends that we have not
yet gained the right to career rough-shod over the antinomies of
existence. James, a typical modern mystic, was an avowed pluralist.
Bergson emphasises the category of Becoming, and, if to be classed
at all, is a dualist. Thus the nature-mystic is happy in the
freedom to choose his own philosophy, so long as he avoids the
toils of the Absolute. For, as James remarks, "oneness and manyness
are absolutely co-ordinate. Neither is primordial or more excellent
than the other."



It remains, then, to subject to criticism the third principle
of Mysticism, that of intuitional insight as a mode of knowing
independent of the reasoning faculties, at any rate in their
conscious exercise. Its root idea is that of directness and
immediacy; the word itself prepares us for some power of
apprehending at a glance—a power which dispenses with all process
and gains its end by a flash. A higher stage is known as vision;
the highest is known as ecstasy. Intuition has its own place in
general psychology, and has acquired peculiar significance in the
domains of aesthetics, ethics, and theology; and the same root idea
is preserved throughout—that of immediacy of insight. The
characteristic of passivity on which certain mystics would insist
is subsidiary—even if it is to be allowed at all. Its claims will
be noted later.



Now Nature Mysticism is based on sense perception, and this
in itself is a form of intuition. It is immediate, for the "matter"
of sensation presents itself directly to the consciousness
affected; it simply asserts itself. It is independent of the
conscious exercise of the reasoning powers. It does not even permit
of the distinction between subject and object; it comes into the
mind as "a given." When conscious thought grips this "given," it
can put it into all manner of relations with other "givens." It may
even to some extent control the course of subsequent sensations by
the exercise of attention and in accordance with a conscious
purpose. But thought cannot create a sensation. The sensation is
thus at the base of all mental life. It furnishes material for the
distinction between subject and object—between the outer and the
inner. The conscious processes, thus primed, rise through the
various stages of contemplation, reflection, abstraction,
conception, and reasoning.



The study of sense perception is thus seen to be a study of
primary mystical intuition. But the similarity, or essential bond,
between the two may be worked at a deeper level. When an external
object stimulates a sensation, it produces a variety of changes in
the mind of the percipient. Most of these may remain in the depths
of subconscious mental life, but they are none the less real as
effectual agents of change. Now what is here implied? The external
object has somehow or other got "inside" the percipient mind—has
penetrated to it, and modified it. In other words, a form of
mystical communion has been established. The object has penetrated
into the mind, and the mind has come into living touch with the
Real external to itself. The object and the subject are to this
extent fused in a mystic union. How could the fusion take place
unless the two were linked in some fundamental harmony of being?
Other and higher modes of mystical union may be experienced; but
sense perception contains them all in germ. How vain, then, the
absolutist's attempt to sever himself from the sphere of
sense!



Intuition, we have seen, must be deemed to be independent of
conscious reasoning processes. But this is not to say that it is
independent of reason, either objectively or subjectively. Not
objectively, for if the world is a cosmos, it must be rationally
constituted. Not subjectively, for man's reasoning faculties may
influence many of his mental activities without rising to the level
of reflective ratiocination. And thus man's communion with the
cosmos, of which he is himself a part, will be grounded in the
reason which permeates the whole.



If we go on to ask what is the relation between intuition and
conscious reflective processes, the answer would seem to be
somewhat of this kind. "Intuition, in its wide sense, furnishes
material; reason works it up. Intuition moves about in worlds not
systematised; reason reduces them to order. Reflective thought
dealing with the phenomena presented to it by sensation has three
tasks before it—to find out the nature of the objects, to trace
their causes, and to trace their effects. And whereas each
intuitional experience stands alone and isolated in its immediacy,
reason groups these single experiences together, investigates their
conditions, and makes them subserve definite conscious
purposes.



But if mystics have too often made the mistake of underrating
the powers and functions of reflective reason, the champions of
logic have also been guilty of the counter-mistake of disparaging
intuition, more especially that called mystical. That is to say,
the form of thought is declared
to be superior to the matter of
thought—a truly remarkable contention! What is reason if it has no
material to work up? And whence comes the material but from
sensation and intuition? Moreover, even when the material is
furnished to the reasoning processes, the conclusions arrived at
have to be brought continuously and relentlessly to the bar, not
only of physical fact, but also to that of intuition and sentiment,
if serious errors are to be avoided. Systematising and speculative
zeal have a tendency to run ahead of their data.



Bergson has done much to restore to intuition the rights
which were being filched or wrenched from it. He has shown (may it
be said conclusively?) that systematised thought is quite unequal
to grappling with the processes which constitute actual living.
Before him, Schopenhauer had poured well-deserved contempt on the
idea that the brain, an organ which can only work for a few hours
at a stretch, and is dependent on all the accidents of the physical
condition of the body, should be considered equal to solving the
problems of existence. "Certainly" (writes Schwegler) "the highest
truths of reason, the eternal, the divine, are not to be proved by
means of demonstration." But this is no less true of the simplest
manifestations of reality. Knowledge is compelled to move on the
surface when it aims at scientific method and demonstrated results.
Intuitive knowledge can often penetrate deeper, get nearer to the
heart of things and divine their deeper relations. When intuitions
can be gripped by conscious reasoning processes, man gains much of
the knowledge which is power. But the scope of knowledge in the
fullest sense is indefinitely greater than that of science and
philosophy.



Nor is it hard to see why the sphere of reflective thought is
thus comparatively limited. For modern speculations, and even the
straitest psychology, have familiarised us with the idea of a
larger self that is beyond the reach of conscious analysis. Obscure
workings of the mind—emotions, moods, immediate perceptions,
premonitions, and the rest—have a potent part to play in the actual
living of a life. Consider in this connection such a passage as the
following, taken from Jefferies' "Story of My Heart." It means
something, though it is not scientific.



"Three things only have been discovered of that which
concerns the inner consciousness since before written history
began. Three things only in twelve thousand written, or sculptured
years, and in the dumb, dim time before them. Three ideas the
cavemen wrested from the unknown, the night which is round us still
in daylight— the existence of the soul,
immortality, the deity . These things . . . do
not suffice me. I desire to advance farther, and to wrest a fourth,
and even still more than a fourth, from the darkness of thought. I
want more ideas of soul-life. . . . My naked mind confronts the
unknown. I see as clearly as the noonday that this is not all; I
see other and higher conditions than existence; I see not only the
existence of the soul, but, in addition, I realise a soul-life
illimitable. . . . I strive to give utterance to a Fourth Idea. The
very idea that there is another idea is something gained. The three
gained by the cavemen are but stepping-stones, first links of an
endless chain."



Of course, we are here reminded of Wordsworth's "obstinate
questionings of sense and outward things"; of his "misgivings of a
creature moving about in worlds not realised." Intuition is feeling
its way outwards beyond the sphere of the known, and emotion is
working in harmony with it, the reason still fails to grip. Morris'
description of a like sense of unrealised possibilities applies, in
varying degrees, to men of all sorts and conditions, though the
poets of whom he speaks are the most favoured.



    "Blind thoughts which occupy the
brain,

        Dumb melodies
which fill the ear,

    Dim perturbations, precious
pain,

        A gleam of
hope, a chill of fear—

    These seize the poet's soul, and
mould

    The ore of fancy into
gold."








Language is thus employed to proclaim its own inadequacy. And
who can fail to see that between the rich complexity of the
workings of the whole mind and the means by which we would fain
render them articulate, there yawns a gap which no effort can
bridge over? Even the poet fails—much more the scientist! To refuse
to take cognisance of the fresh spontaneity of feeling and
intuition is to rob life of its higher joys and its deeper
meanings.








CHAPTER IV





MAN AND NATURE



Many thinkers of the present day pride themselves upon the
growth of what they call the naturalistic spirit. What do they mean
by this? They mean that the older ways of interpreting nature,
animistic or supernatural, are being supplanted by explanations
founded on knowledge of physical facts and "natural" laws. And, up
to a point, there are but few natural mystics who will not concur
in their feelings of satisfaction that ignorance and superstition
are disappearing in rough proportion as exact knowledge advances.
At any rate, in this study, the more solid conclusions of science
will be freely and gladly accepted. The very idea of a conflict
between Science and Natural Mysticism is to be mercilessly
scouted.



But this concurrence must be conditional. Tait, for example,
was scornful of any form of animism. He wrote thus: "The Pygmalions
of modern days do not require to beseech Aphrodite to animate the
world for them. Like the savage with his Totem, they have
themselves already attributed life to it. 'It comes,' as Helmholtz
says, 'to the same thing as Schopenhauer's metaphysics. The stars
are to love and hate one another, feel pleasure and displeasure,
and to try to move in a way corresponding to these feelings.' The
latest phase of this peculiar non-science tells us that all matter
is alive; or at least that it contains the 'promise and potency'
(whatever these may be) 'of all terrestrial life.' All this
probably originated in the very simple manner already hinted at;
viz., in the confusion of terms constructed for application to
thinking beings only, with others applicable only to brute matter,
and a blind following of this confusion to its necessarily
preposterous consequences. So much for the attempts to introduce
into science an element altogether incompatible with the
fundamental conditions of its existence."



This is vigorous! But how does the matter now stand? Since
Tait wrote his invective, many physicists of at least equal rank
with himself, and with some undreamt-of discoveries to the good,
have subscribed to the views which he so trenchantly condemns. As
for the metaphysicians, there are but few of the first flight who
do not conceive of consciousness as the ultimate form of existence.
Again, the reference to the Pygmalion myth implies the view that
mythology was a mere empty product of untutored fancy and
imaginative subjectivism. Here also he is out of harmony with the
spirit now pervading the science of religion and the comparative
study of early modes of belief. It will be well to devote some
chapters to a survey of the problems thus suggested, and to preface
them by an enquiry, on general lines, into man's relation to
nature.



We shall best come to grips with the real issue by fastening
on Tait's "brute matter." For the words contain a whole philosophy.
On the one hand, matter, inert, lifeless: on the other hand,
spirit, living, supersensuous: between the two, and linking the
two, man, a spirit in a body. Along with this there generally goes
a dogma of special creations, though it may perhaps be held that
such a dogma is not essential to the distinction between the two
realms thus sharply sundered. It is at once obvious that, starting
from such premisses, Tait's invective is largely justified. For if
matter is inert, brute, dead—it certainly seems preposterous to
speak of its having within it the potency of life—using "life" as a
synonym for living organisms, including man. The nature-mystic is
overwhelmed with Homeric laughter.



But the whole trend of scientific investigation and
speculation is increasingly away from this crude and violent
dualism. The relation of soul to body is still a burning question,
but does not at all preclude a belief that matter is one mode of
the manifestation of spirit. Indeed, it is hard to understand how
upholders of the disappearing doctrine would ever bring themselves
to maintain, even on their own premisses, that any creation of the
Supreme Spirit could be "brute"—that is, inert and irrational!
Regarded from the new view-point, all is what may, for present
purposes, be called spiritual. And when man appeared upon the
globe, he was not something introduced from without, different from
and alien to the world of matter, but merely the outcome of a more
intense activity of the same forces as were at work from the first
and in the whole—in brief, a higher manifestation of the life which
is the ultimate Ground of all modes of existence. There are not two
different realms, that of brute matter and living spirit; but
various planes, or grades, of life and consciousness. Leibniz had
the beautiful and profound idea that life has three modes on
earth—it sleeps in plants, it dreams in animals, and it wakes in
man. Modern thought is expanding, universalising, this idea.



Man's relation to nature, in the light of this newer
doctrine, thus becomes sufficiently clear. He is not an interloper,
but an integral part of a whole. He is the highest outcome (so far
as our world of sense is concerned) of a vast upward movement. Nay,
modern science links him on to other worlds and other aeons. Cosmic
evolution is "all of a piece," so to speak, and man takes his own
special place in an ordered whole. The process is slow, measured by
the standard of human life. Countless ages have lapsed to bring us
and our world to its present degree of conscious life. Countless
ages are yet to elapse. What shall be the end—the goal? Who can
tell? Judging by what we know, it would seem simplest to say that
the trend of the evolutionary process is towards the increase of
internal spontaneity and consciously formed and prosecuted purpose.
In his "Songs before Sunrise," Swinburne calls this spontaneity
"freedom."



    "Freedom we call it, for
holier

        Name of the
soul's there is none;

    Surelier it labours, if
slowlier,

        Than the
metres of star and of sun;

    Slowlier than life unto
breath,

    Surelier than time unto
death,

        It moves till
its labour is done."








The nature-mystic, then, is bound to reject the "brute"
matter doctrine just as decidedly as the doctrine of the
unconditioned Absolute. Each, in its own way, robs nature of its
true glory and significance. Nature, for him, is living: and that,
not indirectly as a "living garment" (to quote Goethe's Time
Spirit) of another Reality, but as itself a living part of that
Reality—a genuine, primary manifestation of the ultimate Ground.
And man is an integral living part of living nature.



There is another aspect of this "brute" matter doctrine which
leads to the same conclusions. If matter be held to possess no
other properties than those known to the physicist, it might be
possible to account for what may be termed the utilitarian side of
human development, social and individualistic. Nature makes demands
upon man's energies and capacities before she will yield him food
and shelter, and his material requirements generally. The
enormously important and far-reaching range of facts here brought
to view have largely determined the chequered course of industrial
and social evolution. But even so, weighty reservations must be
made. There is the element of rationality (implicit in external
phenomena) which has responded to the workings of human reason.
There are the manifestations of something deeper than physics in
the operations of so-called natural laws, and all the moral
influences those laws have brought to bear on man's higher
development. There is the significant fact that as the resources of
civilisation have increased, the pressure of the utilitarian
relation has relaxed.



According fullest credit, however, to the influence of the
purely "physical" properties of nature, has man no other relation
to his external environment than the utilitarian? The moral
influence has been just suggested; the exploitation of this rich
vein has for some time past engaged the attention of evolutionary
moralists. Our more immediate concern is with the aesthetic
influences. And in nature there is beauty as well as utility. Nor
is the beauty a by-product of utility; it exists on its own
account, and asserts itself in its own right. As Emerson puts
it—"it is its own excuse for being." As another writer puts it—"in
the beauty which we see around us in nature's face, we have felt
the smile of a spiritual Being, as we feel the smile of our friend
adding light and lustre to his countenance." Yes, nature is
beautiful and man knows it. How great the number and variety of the
emotions and intuitions that beauty can stir and foster will be
seen in detail hereafter.



But beauty is not the only agent in moulding and developing
man's character. Nature, as will be shown, is a manifestation of
immanent ideas which touch life at every point. Ugliness, for
example, has its place as well as beauty, and will be dealt with in
due course. So with ideas of life and death, of power and weakness,
of hope and despondency—these and a thousand others, immanent in
external phenomena, have stimulated the powerful imaginations of
the infant race, and still maintain their magic to move the
sensitive soul. The wonderful mythological systems of the past
enshrine science, philosophy, and poetry— and they were prompted by
physical phenomena. The philosophy and poetry of the present are
still largely dependent on the same phenomena. So it will be to the
end.



That the revelation of Reality is a partial one—that the
highest summits are veiled in mists—this is freely granted. But the
very fact constitutes in itself a special charm. If what we see is
so wonderful, what must that be which is behind!






OEBPS/Images/decoration.png





OEBPS/Images/bod_cover.jpg
\ X /\ Y T T ¥

7
4 750 S AR N A\L

\; VA SR ey \‘
MY S LTCISIM






