THE SPIRIT THAT WAS IN JESUS.

COMMON evangelical complaint against free-thinking peo-
» ple is that they decry and belittle the nature of Jesus.
. Whenever the whole tendency of modern intelligence runs to-
ward discrediting ail narratives which involve the miraculous ele-
ment, it is of course incvitable that a great deal of negation must
be contributed to construct 2 modern conception of Jesus upon
that point alone. But if the mind, stopping with that, intensifies
| its contempt for the supernatural, and does not proceed to a_task
which ought to be more congenial, - that, namely, of extricating
the veritable man around whom the legendary material slowly
gathered, -—a complaint may be justly brought. For there was
a person of great symmetry and grace: legend encrusted him,
just as tbe acids of the soil in which old statues fell to sleep cor-
rode, and blotch with stains, the perfect beauty which once had a
pedestal.

We should not relish a purely negative criticism so applied to §

the person of any other great man as to volatilize him, like a sub-
stance in a retort, and make thin air of him. The scholarly mind
of every age enters a vigorous protest against this dissolving ope-

ration. It thinks it is bad enough that Time should be the de- |
vourer of things; men who are in turn devoured should hold out |

against the great enemy of the race, and resist this oblivious-
ness and depreciation.

In “Troilus and Cres<ida,” Achilles complains to Ulysses of
the Grecian lords who were deserting him “to clap the lubber SIS

Ajax on the shoulder.”

“They pass’d by me,
As misers do by begyars; acither gave to me
Good word ner look. What! are my deeds forgot 2
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To which Ulysses replies : —

“Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back,
Wherein he puts alms for oblivion;
A great-siz’d monster of ingratitudes:
Those scraps are good deeds past.
Time is like a {ashionable host,
That slightly shakes his parting guest by the hand,
And with his arms outstretch’d, s he would fly,
Grasps-in the comer; welcome ever smiles,
And fareweli goes out sighing.”

Shakspeare would seem to be describing the superficial critics
of each period as they bow out the men who were ;uests and lords
of the past; but the most sympathizing minds are not *great-
siz'd monsters of ingratitude.” They persist, for instance, in
claiming that human nature invested largelv in Socrates, and has
funded earnings by him, although positively all we know of him
has come down dribbling through Plato and Xenophon. He loved
best to talk ; but he had a stylus too, and us:d to scribble upon
papyrus leaves, no doubt, and possibly he jotted down upon a |

| waxcn tablet the heads of his reply to the charge of impiety.
. What would we not give for a single leaf of the papyrus? Per-
| haps you will reply, Plato was that leaf. Still, how little do
| we know of the man! Before the battle of Potidzea he stood in
the inclement weather, thinly clad, without food, motionless, for
§ more than twenty-four successive hours. Nothing disturbed

him ; nothing broke up the inner attention of his trance. What

8 was it all about? We may notice, in passing, that all minds into
R which an intuitive ability has been slowly harvested, can fall
| away from the surface of their bodies, can actually cave in, we
{ may say, and leave the crust waiting on two legs to be reoccupied. |
E Whither do they go; with what do they commune? Swedenborg
| used to vanish for long hours in this way, leaving the front door
| of his body locked, and disappearing through the back door into §
. some garden, or sometimes into a paddock, or mere pound for
stray cattle, with the public door-key in his transcendental pocket.
| Modern critics call the transaction a benumLing of the reflex and
| motor nerves of perception by the excessive use of coffee.  Swe-
t denborg recollected the visions which trotted through his mind

upon the hare-brained steed of cafine.  But you will find inter-
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laced with their grotesqueness and absurdity the deiicate lines
of a moral nature, and the noble proportions of that appeal to ho-

IR liness which all the prophets — drurik as Paul or sober as Jona-

than Edwards-—love to make.

The disciples of Socrates have transmitted the report that
he kept an active daimon, which cormmunicated to him in all
moments of consequence what he ought to refrain from doing;
never in any moment what he positively ought to do. Of course
not ; because what a man is constructed for doing unconsciously
comes along with the drift of that organic current which de-
b scended from his ancestry, trickled into him at birth, ran threugh
L his flume, and made his wieel go round. But the refraining of
a man is always accompanied by a sense of halt, of surmise, of
positive demur ; he becomes conscious of remonstrance: and, if
he be a man qualified for letting his surfsce stand and wait out
side, — clothes and all, watch, tcoth-pi. &, and pencil-case, — he
can run into an invisible fecling that is solid enougl to be mis-
taken for another surface. He calls it by the name which is ap-
propriate to his epoch and style of culture, — daznzon, deity, saint,

Heavenly Father, Virgin Mother, or Swedenborg's intensely Lu- |

theran angels. Rut it is only the bursting of a life-blossom from
its root in terrene ancestry into the tender petals and fragrance

E of a more interior air.

We know so little concerning Shakspeare that the corrosive

chemists of literature, discovering this nebulous and undefended |
person, bite into him with .1l the teeth of Father Time. What- |
ever has been attributed to him is so transcendent in its way, —as {

that of Jesus is in another way, — that they transfer the fame of it
to a man who is much better known: just as radical critics are not
always content with pointing out the sympathies and similarities

of ethnic religion, but try to make the Zoroastrizn and Buddhis- §
tic thought, and the sentiments of the Essenes, responsible for |
every high-minded paragraph that is put into the mouth of Je-}
sus. Humanity is indeed responsible for all its children.  Soph- |

ocles and Euripides existed to make Shakspeare possible. But
all the great men have something distinctive and independent.
The charge of plagiarism in literature against Richter, Goethe,

Longfellow ; or in music, as if Mozart was reduced to plundering Ji

Cimarosa, 2nd Schumann to picking the pockets of Beethoven; or

The Radical Review.

in scier ce, as if Tyndall stole from Lucretius, and Goethe from
Oken, and all of the modern men from the obscure adumbrations
of Swedenborg, — can only be made by minds whose tonic is
er-y, and who hanker to make a full square meal upon some-

. body. Gocthe says in the “ West-Easterly Divan” :—

“Would envy be demolished quite? ’
Leave it to eat its appetite.”

The radical thinker appears to me to be the only one who has a

b right to offer some ubL: -tion to a purcly destructive criticism of
\ great men, because it is his function to go to the root of the
| matter and learn what it is. And if he blames a mind which,

| sto~ning with pure negation, is like a man who thinks he is nail-
. in, ..e free wind when he blocks a particular vane, the liberal

§ thinker can also blame the cause which has se largely contribu-
E ted to make this narrowness of criticism possible, — that is, the-

| evangelical tendency which set ‘n about one hundred years after

| the death of Jesus, representing him, upon the strength of le-

| gends, as a person so impossible to be regarded as born of earthly
parents that he must have been derived from a new mixture of the
| supernatural and the natural. He is dredged out of the deposit

@ of history as if he had been some singular and abnormal growth,
B to be sct apart, labelled, preserved in spirit, as the world’s marvel.
i Nor is it surprising when we observe the structure of the four

| Gospels, which were gradual accretions from previous forms and

g oral traditions, and were {ed by tales which grew in the telling,
B8 among a people who were so devoid of the historical sense that,

| when Fzra collected the books of the Old Testament which ex-

B isted up to his date, there was not a scholar nor a prophet in all

 Jerusalem capable of expurgating them ; not one of the fine He-
| braic crowd trained to throw a single suspicion against the record.
. Of course not; all the impossibilities were preserved with child-
f like docility which never questions, with an implicit faith and
 charming wonder, like that of a child in a corner of the house
| transported over his first reading of the Arabian Nights: ac-
 cepting every thing by the fancy’s function before an intellectual

g8 scnse for historical genuinencss can be developed. The com-

! pilers of the Gospels belonged to this nation, which even now
| finds it so difficult to break away from the literal scnse of the
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m Pentateuch that a liberal Jew is an object of aversion, if not of l was a remnant of the old Nature-worship, and contained a Solar
ns hatred. With the full focus of the solar microscope of modern Myth; and some of the names have been traced back into Aryan
is culture upon those ancient documents, spreading apart and re- narratives. And you cannot separate the supernatural element
1C- vealing the ill-matched mosaic of the simple old stories, the or- from the human in that poem, except by the summary rejection
thodox Jew does not possess enough historic sense to read this ] of the supernatural.  But do the historical personages also dis-
_ fatal handwriting that is thrown upon the wall of his temple. | appcar? Herr Schliemann has a word to say to that. Visiting
¥ What must have been the mental state of the men who went | the sight of ancient Tlium, hitting upon the spot at a venture
v about collecting notices of Jesus? Every chiffonier jerks into | that was half scholarship, half shrewdness, he begins to peel off
2 [N his bag the articles of value that he finds in refuse heaps, but also | the soil.  Layer after layer discloses the objects that belonged to
of the rags, old paper, broken tins and ~rockery. Even the Grecks [l its age; at cach depth some hint of an epoch of mankind is dis-
he - were literary chiffoniers, and crammed their religious history covered, till at length, in this chronologicql record, he stumbles
h, ¢ with impossible and scandalous tales ; even in the matter of their § upon King Priam just where he ought to have been ; amid the
il B ods making no distinction derived from ordinary likelihood. E traces of conflagration he finds the treasures, the knick-knacks of
al So it is no wonder that the four Gospels, which were gencrated k the women, . .¢ caldrons of sacrifice.  And Nature, not content
u- in this way, bore at length supernatural fruits of orthodoxy, till with this, as if determined all along to verify her Agamemnons,
he- A it became heresy to presume that Jesus had really been a man. Clytemnestras, Cassandras, and to vindicate herself from any
er ) l Every story was converted into a little pot of incense which has taint of supernature, had been keeping covered up, and snugly
- | been vigorously swung before the sacred personage. Through tucked in, the tombs and relics of the return from Troy. There,
ly E such a fumigation, across such clouds of invocation, such after- [ outside of the gate of Mycenze, Schliemann found them precisely
e ® thoughts of extolling, can a real person be discerned? No I where the historian Pausanias said they ought to be. In spite
it L doubt of it: although it is a favorite argument of the theolo- p of the banier of some critics, it seems to me that no ancient
h, B cians that the miraculous element is so inbred, so interlaced I period was ever more clearly identified, ‘Vh“? at the same time
;. BB with the morals and religion of the books, so naturally and un- the pessibility of an inextricable mixture of the supernatural and

T consciously associated with all the thought and action of Jesus, | the historic has been so clearly shown.
d . that the attempt to disentangle and reject it involves the de- Ur. Furness, in his charming and genial “Life of Jesus,”
o, struction of his person and the dissipation of his spiritual na- derives great svpport for his theory of the miracles from the
t, ture. The miraculous element does indeed stroll into every scene | evidently spontaneous and uncalculated nature of the narra-
x- i and moment, as children who, runnirng to mix with great occa- [ tives; and he illustrates this with all the fine tact of a poet. But
1 | sions, are overlooked and not turned out. This simple, un- | | stories that are false, as well as those that are true, can be con-
e- conscious, unpremeditated habit of the narrative, so far from , structed by unconscious Nature. If a man sets out to tell a false-
il B confirming its truthfulness, really effects the opposite ; for it is JlE hood, the more dehberatcly he does it the more liable he is to put
d. ESME the precise style and t:mper of narratives which grow up in f some clew into the detective’s fingers. The violent complete-
d B places and periods where no historic fecling yet exists. The 8 ness of his narrative may create its discrepancy. But if a man
‘e - Iliad, for instance, is constructed by the same honest and un- | is transmitting tales which have not done growing when they
c. L suspicious childlikeness. And for a long time’it seemed to come to him, he will do it with all the guilcless art that inheres in
al L scholars so impossible to extricate any real fact like that of the the popular imagination. The story finds a poet ready born for

it, and not made. So the story is not made, but born. And that
| is the whole genesis of it.  Only let a few things by way of sce-
. nery and motive be provided, — for instance, the popular belief g

§ Trojan war, or to scparate any historical personages from the
gods and goddesses who are so mixed up with every movement
| of the poems, that recourse was had to the theory that the Iliad

v






