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The impulse of the English race towards moral development and self-conquest has nowhere so powerfully 

manifested itself as in Puritanism; nowhere has Puritanism found so adequate an expression as in the religious 

organisation of the Independents. The modern Independents have a newspaper, the Nonconformist, written with 

great sincerity and ability. The motto, the standard, the profession of faith which this organ of theirs carries aloft, 

is: “The Dissidence of Dissent and the Protestantism of the Protestant religion.” There is sweetness and light, and 

an ideal of complete harmonious human perfection! One need not go to culture and poetry to find language to 

judge it. Religion, with its instinct for perfection, supplies language to judge it: “Finally, be of one mind, united 

in feeling,” says St. Peter. There is an ideal which judges the Puritan ideal — “The Dissidence of Dissent and the 

Protestantism of the Protestant religion!” And religious organisations like this are what people believe in, rest in, 

would give their lives for! Such, I say, is the wonderful virtue of even the beginnings of perfection, of having 

conquered even the plain faults of our animality, that the religious organisation which has helped us to do it can 

seem to us something precious, salutary, and to be propagated, even when it wears such a brand of imperfection 

on its forehead as this. And men have got such a habit of giving to the language of religion a special application, 

of making it a mere jargon, that for the condemnation which religion itself passes on the shortcomings of their 

religious organisations they have no ear; they are sure to cheat themselves and to explain this condemnation away. 

They can only be reached by the criticism which culture, like poetry, speaking a language not to be sophisticated, 

and resolutely testing these organisations by the ideal of a human perfection complete on all sides, applies to them. 

 

But men of culture and poetry, it will be said, are again and again failing, and failing conspicuously, in the 

necessary first stage to perfection, in the subduing of the great obvious faults of our animality, which it is the glory 

of these religious organisations to have helped us to subdue. True, they do often so fail: they have often been 

without the virtues as well as the faults of the Puritan; it has been one of their dangers that they so felt the Puritan’s 

faults that they too much neglected the practice of his virtues. I will not, however, exculpate them at the Puritan’s 

expense; they have often failed in morality, and morality is indispensable; they have been punished for their 

failure, as the Puritan has been rewarded for his performance. They have been punished wherein they erred; but 

their ideal of beauty and sweetness and light, and a human nature complete on all its sides, remains the true ideal 

of perfection still; just as the Puritan’s ideal of perfection remains narrow and inadequate, although for what he 

did well he has been richly rewarded. Notwithstanding the mighty results of the Pilgrim Fathers’ voyage, they and 

their standard of perfection are rightly judged when we figure to ourselves Shakspeare or Virgil — souls in whom 

sweetness and light, and all that in human nature is most humane, were eminent — accompanying them on their 

voyage, and think what intolerable company Shakspeare and Virgil would have found them! In the same way let 

us judge the religious organisations which we see all around us. Do not let us deny the good and the happiness 

which they have accomplished; but do not let us fail to see clearly that their idea of human perfection is narrow 

and inadequate, and that the Dissidence of Dissent and the Protestantism of the Protestant religion will never bring 

humanity to its true goal. As I said with regard to wealth — let us look at the life of those who live in and for it; 

— so I say with regard to the religious organisations. Look at the life imaged in such a newspaper as the 

Nonconformist; — a life of jealousy of the Establishment, disputes, tea-meetings, openings of chapels, sermons; 

and then think of it as an ideal of a human life completing itself on all sides, and aspiring with all its organs after 

sweetness, light, and perfection! 

 

Culture, however, shows its single-minded love of perfection, its desire simply to make reason and the will of 

God prevail, its freedom from fanaticism, by its attitude towards all this machinery, even while it insists that it is 

machinery. Fanatics, seeing the mischief men do themselves by their blind belief in some machinery or other — 

whether it is wealth and industrialism, or whether it is the cultivation of bodily strength and activity, or whether 

it is a political organisation, or whether it is a religious organisation — oppose with might and main the tendency 

to this or that political and religious organisation, or to games and athletic exercises, or to wealth and industrialism, 

and try violently to stop it. But the flexibility which sweetness and light give, and which is one of the rewards of 

culture pursued in good faith, enables a man to see that a tendency may be necessary, and even, as a preparation 

for something in the future, salutary, and yet that the generations or individuals who obey this tendency are 

sacrificed to it, that they fall short of the hope of perfection by following it. […] Puritanism was necessary to 

develop the moral fibre of the English race, Nonconformity to break the yoke of ecclesiastical domination over 

men’s minds and to prepare the way for freedom of thought in the distant future; still, culture points out that the 

harmonious perfection of generations of Puritans and Nonconformists have been, in consequence, sacrificed. 
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