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GHAPPilR I

INTRODUCTOHY

A. Problem of Thesis.

The problem of this thesis is to investigate the type

of religious faith, commonly called hiimanism, held by two mod-

ern thinicers, Charles Francis Potter and Hoy 'iTood Sellars. It

has been the writer’s thought in selecting this subject that

these two men, one a theologian and the other a philosopher,

would serve as representatives of this new religion. The in-

troductory chapter will be a survey of humanism in general; the

second chapter an analysis of Potter’s theology; the third

chapter an analysis of Sellars’ theology, while the fourth

chapter will be a comparison of the two. The fifth chapter

will be an evaluation and criticism of humanism as held by Pot-

ter and Sellars, and the concluding chapter will be a summary

of the thesis.
^

B. Definition of Humanism.

Humanism is a word which is often used, but seldom de-

fined. It is astonishing that so much confusion prevails among

writers on the subject.^ To understand the content and purpose

^It is surprising to find such a work as that edited by
King, I1A3I,, failing to distinguish between the different types
of humanism. (The system of abbreviations used in this thesis
throughout is explained in the bibliography at the end of the
thesis .

)
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of this paper, it is necessary that the different types of

humanism be clearly defined*

fo the avera^^e student the ’.vord hunanisni designates the

movement which arose during the Renaissance. Used to define

such a raoveraent it raeans the revival of a study of the clas-

sics, especially the 'Jreek*^ o^rasmus was the chief exponent

of the new culture.

The term, however, can be used to describe the intellectual

movement of the Fifth Century S. C. in Greece. This was ini-

tiated by the oo^hists and carried on by Cocrates. ?he spirit

of this raovenient is '”el 1-oxi ressad in that famous maxim given

to posterity, by Protagorf. s
,
that ’’man is the measure of all

thir.gs,”

twenty- three centuries after the sophists and t} ree cen-

turies after the Renaissance there was a revi v?=^R of humanism in

Lngland and France, It began with the Deist Ic movement in

England. Pope’s famous work, ’’nssay on liun," in which occurred

that often-repeated line, "fhe pro_ier study of mankind is mun,”

was a product o^ this age. fhe results of the -uglish ^ilight-

ennent were brought to France by Voltaire, who became the

Leader of the brill it nt group of Prei.chmen hnown as ti e ^.nc^

-

eloped Ists. In Frai.ce, hunanism became anti-religious. Indeed,

In the method of their attack or established beliefs and in

;heir philosophical mate-nialism, they seem to liave been the log-

ical ancoetors of Pwentieth Century religious humanism..

x* , C. ..^chiller
,

the L-iglish thinker, caused a revival

Df the term ’’humanism” in the last decade of the nineteenth





f7
tJ

Cer-u^y by his use of it. to describe his theistic x.raf^rr.e. > ism,

^-mon^ the mei.y modern groups who use this term, ochiller v/as

'the first, which entitles him to a piece in this chapter.

ii. further typo of huraanism and one which has been the

subject of considerable discussion durin£: the last decade is

literary humanism. It is this type of Luriianism v;hich is so

frequently confused v.'ith I'eli^icus humanism. fhis exp'rossior.

of humanism is a conservative reaction ep:alnst the crude mod-

ernism in literature. It is a determined effort ch the part

of some present day leaders to eliminate the ur lovely from

modern literature. Irvin^ Babbitt ei.d Paul Liner Here are

/L

the leaders-, “ These men do not ap;ree v/ith the religious h..-

manlsts, their leader ranyiny himself on the side of the

“Beese is mistahen, hh, ,
in sayinjj that historically

the word was used to emphasize the non- theological cultural
arrangements. This would imply th^t it meant culture as op-
posed to religion. I,, Northern Italy the huiaanisn of the Ben-
aissence was defii.itel^ religious, the chief object of study
beinc the Bible,

^Bchiller, HirM, SIH. At present, ^chiller, like his
fellow countryman, 'whitehead, is a transplanted ^,.^1 i slimaii

,

being xjrofessor of philosoj^y at the b.-iversity of Bcuthem CfeliftnjL^

"^The best survey of literary humanism v/ill be found in a
symposium of fifteen essays by as many authors, Hivn, I’oerster
(ed.) hough, ''/hom l have numbered among the Christian human-
ists, could be equally well placed v/lth this grouj. ,





of this paper, it is necessary that the different types of

humanism be clearly defined.

To the average student the word humanism designates the

movement which arose during the Renaissance, Used to define

such a movement it means the revival of a study of the clas-

p
sics, especially the Greek. i^^rasmus was the chief exponent

of the new culture.

F. C, S, Schiller, the i^nglish thinker, is the leader

of a second type of humanism. The view set forth by Schiller

3
in his books is that of theistic pragmatism,

A third type of humanism and one which has been the

subject of considerable discussion during the last decade

is literary humanism. It is this type of humanism which is

so frequently confused with religious humanism. This expres-

sion of humanism is a conservative reaction against the crude

modernism in literature. It is a determined effort on the

part of some present day leaders to eliminate the unlovely

from modern literature, Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More

4
are the leaders. These men do not agree with the religious

humanists, their leader ranging himself on the side of the

2

^Reese is mistaken, HR, 26, in saying that historically
the word was used to emphasize the non- theological cultural
arrangements. Phis would imply that it meant culture as op-
posed to religion. In Northern Italy the humanism of the Ren-
aissance was definitely religious, the chief object of study
being the Bible.

^Schiller, HUI4, 3IH.

^Phe best survey of literary humanism will be found in a
symposium of fifteen essays by as many authors, HAA, Foerster
(ed.)
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1

supernaturailsts.iJ ijaDDit'C ODjectJs to tne appropriation or
j

“

the word humanism by the religious cult.”

Still another class of thinkers are known as Christian
'

humanists. These men are mostly preachers who emphasize the

social side of the gospel message.'
i

The last important type of humanism® is the one with
:|

which this thesis is concerned. Religious humanism is posi-
[

i

tivistic and naturalistic, giving values a human rather than :

a cosmological setting. This type of humanism is a develop-

ment of the earlier movement, the positivism of Comte. ^ This

French philosopher held that knowledge is relative; all we

have is gained through our sense experience. Thus he found no

place for the supernatural. Religious humanism tends to take

the same attitude. Some writers think that this type of hu-

manism is a combination of Comte’s positivism and the theistic
i

.1

pragmatism of James and Schiller. The theology of humanism 1

^Babbitt in Ibid . . 39.

^ Ibid . . 31.

"^Stafford, CH; Hough, iiJi; IJcGonnell, HkC.
Q
This does not exhaust all the lists. For instance, it

does not include the type of humanism propounded by Samson, NH.
The ideal, as held by this writer, is a workless world in which
the chief occupation of man would be to engage in original,
beautiful, and endless conversation.

^This theory is repudiated by the humanists themselves.
Wilson claims that he has made a thorough investigation of pos-
itivism and finds that it is very different from humanism. He
says, "Comte’s system grew not from an understanding of the
needs and life problems of other people but from the intellec-
tual demands of his own system," PAH, 30.

^^Johnson, HCT, 42; Macintosh in King (ed. ), 43.
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defies definition. On such a fundamental subject as theism

there is no unanimity of opinion. Dr. Deitrich who has been

called the father of the modern movement says,

'Humanism does not recognize the existence of the su-
pernatural and does not believe that there is any person-
al being outside the universe who controls or governs
it. '11

Some of his followers do not agree with him. Auer says, ’A

humanist is not one who necessarily denies the existence of

God, he may deny it, he may doubt it, or he may accept it. ”12

As in Fichte's system, humanism first postulates the

self, fhe existence and greatness of man cannot be doubted.

In the words of Protagoras, "Man is the measure of all things.”

Its theology deals with man rather than the Superman. The

English poet Pope expressed the sentiment of modern humanism

when he said, ”The proper study of mankind is man.” Humanism

exalts the merely human and counsels us to believe in man

rather than in God. ”Life” is a word which is frequently on

the lips of a humanist. ”The content of huraanism is life and

its chief objective loyalty to life. ”13 This life is not to

be gained by any faith in unseen gods. It is to be obtained

by living according to the commandments of science.

There are several well-known philosophers who although

not in the official humanist catalogue tend to accept most

^^Deitrich in HS, Reese (ed.), 97.

^^Auer, H3IC, 79; see also 104, 147.

^^Reese, HUM, 23.

l^Ibid., 19; Reese, HR, 93-95.

1
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5

of humanism* 3 creed. Bertrand Russell with his pessimistic

philosophy and his humanistic theology is an embarrassment

to humanism. ]£. 3. Ames is another whose humanism is diffi-

15
cult to define. Walter Lippmair; one of the most brilliant

of modern writers, professes allegiance to no particular camp,

but his writings mark him as being in sympathy with the hu-

1 fi

manist position. His most famous book is somewhat of an

attempt to revive Stoicism. Mr. Lippmann derives much comfort

from the humanist attitude, but Mr. Joseph Krutch in his re-

markable book‘d analyzes Lippmaan*s work with more insight.

His conclusions are pessimistic in the extreme.^® Still anoth-

er humanist is A. E. Burtt, who although a signer of the

Manifesto, has a peculiar type of humanism. Religious hu-

manism seems to be a coat of many colors which covers all

tribes and clans of the humanistic commonv/ealth.

To conclude this brief statement of the tenets of hu-

15Ames seems to be a pantheist. The word ”G-od’’Us not ta-
ken to mean a particular person or a single factual existence
but the order of nature including man and all processes of so-
cial life. RiiL, 176-177,

^^Lippmann, PTM.

^\rutch, MT.

^®3ee Brightman, POG, 44-51, for a brief but xeen analy-
sis of their position.

The thesis of Burtt *3 book, RA3, is that the scientif-
ic method should be supreme in all of xire. Thus everything
in religion that is not held as a tentative belief should be
eliminated. Beliefs are justified only when they are flexible
and provisional. '*! should be willing to cast a temporary
doubt at least, on my faith, to surrender God for myself unless
and until through the resolution of my friend* s difficulty he
should be discovered by us both. My faith in God would become
contingent upon his,** 150,
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manism, it might be well to set down the five fundamentals of

humanism as outlined by Reese: (1) the authority of evidence;

(2) the supremacy of intelligence; (3) the validity of free-

dom; (4) the leadership of the competent; (5) the common-

20
wealth of man.

C. A Humanist Manifesto.^^

1. Purpose of the Manifesto.—The official creed of

humanism first made its appearance in May, 1933, when the

Associated Press carried a dispatch telling about the new

religion, humanism. The writers of the Manifesto realizing

that the radical changes in religious beliefs in this country

and throughout Che world, believed that the old religion,

Christianity, must go the way of all tradition. Science,

combined with increased experience, has altered our outlook

on the world. Those fundamental and far-reaching changes

necessitated some new religious affirmations. The purpose

of the Manifesto was to present certain beliefs which exper-

ience thus far seems to demonstrate.

2. Content of the Manifesto. The Manifesto contained

fifteen affirmations. These statements included pronouncements

on cosmology, cosmogony, and teleology. The main emphasis was

laid on the realizing of life and the development of personal-

ity, It is interesting to note that only one of the fifteen

Reese, HUM, 3. Such principles are so general that

most any religion could adopt them without any serious dis-

ruption of its creed.

^^Appendix.
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theses was devoted to a disoussion of the social side of rel-

igion. A careful study of the Manifesto reveals that it was

an attempt to give humanism a theological and philosophical
j

basis. It is a negative theology in the light of tradition

but a positive theology in the light of science. !

Signers of the Manifesto . It is an imposing and

important array of names which greets the eye as one scans

the signers of this Manifesto. Eleven college professors,

twelve ministers, and eleven leaders in the literary and edu-
]

I

cational world make up the list. The ministers cone from the

liberal Unitarian and Universalis t churches. The most eminent

name in the roster is that of John Dewey. Mr. Dewey is the

leading philosophical thinker in America and his name among

the signatories demands that the document receive careful

study. Drs. potter and Sellars are two of the thirty-four who

gave their names to this Manifesto.

D. Sources of the study .
|

The men who are studied in this taesis are well-known

in the fields of religion and philosophy.
i

Dr. Caarles Francis Potter was for twelve years a Bap-
i

tist minister, and on leaving this denomination he spent
i!

eleven years as a clergyman of the Unitarian church. At the
i

r

end of that time his liberal tendencies compelled him to resign

his charge and leave the Unitarian ministry. In 1929 he found-
|

ed the First Humanist Society of New York and became its first i

i'

leader. As a lecturer and writer he has received wide acclaim :
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“fdue to hi's 'r^ree and l)^uXar~styre^. Hi^ theological tenets are

developed in two books, Humanism—A New Religion and Humanizing

Religion ,

Dr. Roy V7ood Sellars has been successively assistant,

associate, and professor in the department of philosophy at

the University of Michigan. Although possessing a very poor
1

style as a writer, he commands a wide influence due to his
j

ardent defence of an extreme realism and his development of

the theory of evolutionary naturalism. He is the author of

several volumes of which the most important ones from the stand-

point of this study are The Next Step in Religion and Religion

Coming of Age .

The above named book together with Humanism and Human-

ist Religion by Curtis W. Reese and the short but important

volume, Humanism States Its Case , by F. A. C. Fagginer Auer,

constitute the primary sources for this study. Many recent

works in theology and philosophy have been studied as secondary

sources*





GKAPTiJiR II

THE HUIvTiANISM OF CHARLES FRAHGIS POPTER

A. Potter as a Theist,

The following divisions of this chapter are interpreta-

tions of huiaanism as held by Potter. It will be interesting at

this place to mention the creed he defended up to the time that

he left the Unitarian Church in 19E9. That Potter was not al-

ways a humanist is evidenced by an address which he made before

the Unitarian Layman’s League in 1921.^ In this sermon Potter

definitely declared himself an ardent supporter of the theistic

position. He was in hearty agreement with the new Unitarian

creed, especially the first article in it which states that

”We worship the living God, our Father and Friend.” This state-

ment Potter labelled "positive, definite, constructive, and

comprehensive,

Religion as Potter defined it at that time, is power.

It is not a matter of dead fom and hoary ritual but a tremen

dous sense of the presence and power of God in the soul of

the individual. This power enables the individual to live as

a helpful member of society. God is a living, loving Person*

Jesus is the one who teaches men about this love of God, thus

^Potter, NUSF.

^Ibid . , 6.





enabling men to enter into the fullness of life.

Men ask ho7/ to grow spiritually. How does the higher

person grow? By praying to the living God and by worshipping
j

that same God. This theology although just as theistio as

Calvinism has little respect for Calvinism, which is forbid-
S

ding and harsh. The New Unitarian creed is not complete
1

because no system is final in itself. New light may always

break forth.

This, in brief, was Potter’s position before 1928. At

that time he was so confident that theism was the only way

that he challenged the young people to accept this robust faith

' as that which would give them poise and power in the present

age.

B. A Humanist’s Attitude toward the Eternal.

1 , Theism a dead issue . Prom 1928 on Potter began to

lose his robust faith in theism. This continued until he found

himself unable to support the very loose doctrinal tenets of thej

most liberal Unitarian churches. His resignation followed.

Unable to believe in traditional theism but unwilling to drop

all religious beliefs, Potter cast his lot with a group of edu-

cators and ministers who were endeavoring to establish a new

religion. This movement became known as humanism, and Potter

became its popular interpreter.

^Ibid . ,
18-19.

^Ibid. , 21.
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huma’ni^^s^ drstinctive~mark is its non-theistic creed,

it would be well to begin this chapter with an interpretation

of Potter’s attitude toward the Eternal, Humanism, Potter says,

faces the problem of God with frankness, eager to ascertain the

facts but skeptical of traditional theories. The theists start

with God, which is begging the question. Humanists '’do not say

there is a God, they do not say there is not a God, they simply

say they do not know*"^ If humanists must be classified, the

great majority would rank as agnostics,® 77ith so much uncert-
I

1

ainty and v/ith the majority of evidence against theism, the way
j

of progress is to blaze our -paths with the conviction that man

alone is responsible for the future. In the early days of the

race the idea of God had its purpose, but it was a temporary

purpose, a means to an end— the belief in the divinity of man.

Theism as a creed and a system can now be dispensed with.*^

Not only is theism a belief which must be abandoned, but

in reality it is a dead issue. As science has progressed,

theism has been more and more discredited, until today it is

logically dead. Theism however is upheld by more than a creed,

it is buttressed by an institution, the church. Organizations

are notoriously conservative and especially is this true of

religious organizations. Thus, while spiritually, theism is

Spotter, PIUM, 8,

®Cf, ante. Chap. I, 5,

"^Potter, HUT4, 58.

^Ibid., 58.
^





dead, institutionally it is still very much alive. This trag- '

edy of a creed perpetuated in an institution after it has been

cast out of the hearts of humanity is a serious handicap to

human progress.® It is the old familiar story of the servant

becoming master. There was a day when the church as an insti-

tution and as the embodiment of a creed was necessary. Today

(Then science has shov;n us a better way, the church blocks the

way of further spiritual advance,

2. Theism unnecessary . Potter realizes that to say

theism is an untenable position does not necessarily mean that

it is to be dispensed with. Psychologists like Coe and philo-

sophers liKe Vaihinger would retain the idea of God for its

functional value. Vaihinger claimed that the three postulates

of Kant, God, freedom, and immortality are not i;rue, but we

Qust act "as if” they v/ere true. A humanist would look upon

3uch ideas as hindrances to a recognition of man’s powers. Such

lalf-hearted beliefs cast doubt upon the ability of man to

ichieve stability without the aid of traditional dogmas. But

;his belief that laan requires some outside power to aid him if

le is to achieve is an ancient one, therefore manlcind is reluct-

int to see it relegated to the scrapheap. As long, however,

is humanity clings to any belief in a personal, loving God so

lOng will "Che growth of personality be hindered,'^

To many the loss of tne God-idea means that man is

sailed upon to question (1) the predicates of God and (2) the

9
Loc. cit.
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cosmic energy. Relinquishing the idea of God as personal

does not demand that we surrender the predicates of God.^^

V/hen we remember that man projected into the God-idea his

highest feelings and impulses we realize that these qualities

find their source in men. Because man has been accustomed to

think of God as love does not imply that the end of God is the

end of love. It simply means that v/e give honor to whom honor

is due--man. A humanist does not deny cosmic energy. He senses

the power which pervades the universe.

Although the cosmic energy is not God, the religious
instinct is correct which turns toward it; for religion
itself in a supremely inclusive sense, is the relation
of man to this primal urge.^^

Cosmic energy must not be confused with a personal deity,

_3. Man as a substitute for God . Thus far the necessi-

ty of discarding this traditional God idea has been clearly

shown. Potter realizes that it is the task of philosophy to

take a positive step. The abandonment of the God-idea leaves

room for man. Man is center and circumference of a humanist’s

philosophy. As a product of the monkey world, man has produced

a certain type of civilization.-^^ The problem of why man came

from the greater apes is solved when we study the characteris-

tics of both. Monkeys and men possess three things in common,

curiosity, speech, and action,

^^Potter, HUI.I, 119.

^^ Ibid . . 57.

^^Potter, HR, 119.

^^Ibid. , ISO-122.












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































