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LETTER IL

My pEAR SIR,

Embrace the earlieft opportunity

to exprefs my grateful acknow-
ledgments of your laft favor, and to
fulfil my own promife, of which you
remind me,

Before I fpeak of the GROUNDS
of faith, permit me juft to mention
the feveral fources of our ideasin
general. Senfation is the original
fpring from whence ideas flow,
Thus, for inftance, we have ideas of
various colors communicated to the
mind, through the medium of the
eye, of founds by the ear, and {o on.
The ideas we receive by means of
our fenfes, may be combined and

multiplied
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multiplied by refleftion, which i
therefore a fecond fource of ideas.
But the mind is not omnipotent. It
cannot cteate, It muft have mate-
rials to work upon, or it can do no-
thing. It muft be furnithed with
matter before it can modify ir. It
muft be flored with fome firft prin-
ciples, from which, by the exercife
of reafon, it may infer others, S
condary ideas can have no exiftence

without primary ideas to give them
birth,

It feems proper alfo to abferve,
that as we move in a f{mall {phere,
as our obfervation is neceflarily cir-
cumfcribed by narrow bounds, few
things comparatively can fall within
the compafs of our fenfes, and there-
fore we are indebted to the teftimo-

ny
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ny of others for a confiderable pare
of our flock of ideas.

But as all teftimony is not cre-
dited, it is neceflary to inquire, why
it is we believe fome things that we
hear or read, and difbelieve others?
The only anfwer I can give is this:
becaufe, in the firft cafe, there ap~
pears to us fufficient evidence of the
truth, but not in the latter. Faith
muft be built upon evidence. With~
out evidence there can be no faith.
Evidence is the bafis, faith 1s the
foperftructure. Evidence is-the foun~
tdin, faith is the fiream. Evidence
is the root, faith is the branch. Evi-
dence is the parent, faith is the off-
fpring. Thefe things are certainly
diftinguithable, at leaft in my opi-
pion, It requires no great degree

of
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of penetration to difcern the differs
ence between a foundation, and that
which ftands on it. For inflance,
that pofitive declaration of Jefus
Chrift, * Ak, and ye fhall receivey
feek, and ye fball find; knock, and it
JSball be opened to you, is the ground
of my encouragement in going to
the throne of grace. But you will
not, on this account, confound thofe
animating words of the adorable Re-
deemer, with the encouragement
experience in my mind. So the
atonement of Chrift is the ground of
my hope of future happinefs, Lut not
my hope itfelf. Hope exifts in the
mind. Hogpe is the expetation of
future good, founded upon the atone-
ment, which, I believe, upon the
tefimony of {cripture, Chrift made

to

* Matt. vil, 7.
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to divine juftice on the crofs, above
feventeen hundred yearsago. Again,
the candle, by the light of which I
now write, is {upported by the can-
dleflick in which it ftands: but this
does not deftroy the neceflary dif-
tinftion betweerr the candle and the
candleftick.  So the candleftick
flands upon the table, but the table
is not therefore a part of the candle~
flick. Inlike manner there muft be
evidence for faith to reft on, but this
ismopartof faithitfelf. Ibelieve that
the dead will arife, becaufe God hath
afferted it; but his affertion is not
my faith. The one is the caufe, the
other the effect; and therefore ought
not to be confounded.

The proper objeét of faith is a
propofition, be it of what kind it
may;
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may ; this does not alter the nature
of faith,

Some propofitionsare felf-evident;
others only probable; fome barely
poffible ; others evidently abfurd.

Self-evident propofitions we be--

lieve, whoever may affert them. As
they carry their own evidence with
them, no additional evidence is re-
quired. Their internal evidence {u-
perfedes the neceffity of external,
Indulge me while 1 exemplify my
meaning. If a perfon, noted for his
falfehood, or his ignorance, were to
affert, that three angles make a tri-
angle, that the whole is greater than
a part, that two and two make four,
that a circle is not a triangle, nor a
triangle a fquare, we thould inftant-

ly
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ly believe what he fays if we heard
and underftood him ; not becaufe ke
afferts thefe things, but becaufe his
affertions carry demonftration with
them,

Propofitions that are only proba-
ble, require external evidence to
produce faith. Evidence of this
kind arifes generally and principally
from the wifdom and integrity.of our
author, It is not felf-evident that
there were fuch men as Lycurgus,
the famous Spartan law-giver; Cy-
rus, who liberated the captives of
Judah ; Alexander the Great, who
was 2 mighty conqueror; Archime-
des, the celebrated mathematician;
Julius Caefar, who conquered Rome;
and many others that might be men-

tioned ; therefore, however probable
C ' it
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it may appear, as bare probability is
not a fufficient ground for faith,
{fome external evidence is necefary.
That is probable which is agreeable
to the general courfe of events. The
greater the probability, the lefs ex-
ternal evidence is required.

Som.e.propofitions are not probable,
but barely poffible; and in order to
credit fuch the ftrengeft evidenceds
requifite. It is poffible for the God
of nature, whofe power is unbeund
ed, to fufpend the operation of thofe
ftated laws by which he gnverns the
world, or to reverfe them at his plea-
fure. At the command of the Uni-
verfal Sovereign the planets may
ftand Rill, the earth ceafe to roll, and
the deep waters of the majeftic fea
divide, Thefe, and ten thoufand

other
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other phenomena, Omnipotence can
eafily accomplith. Miracles may
be performed; but they cannot be
believed without the beft authority.
Evidence in this cafe muft be very
ftrong.

Some propofitions are evidently
abfurd, and fuch we cannot credit on
any authority, If I heat a man fay,
that four is a greater number than
fix, that an o&Qagon is a circle, that
a confecrated wafer is the identical
body of Chrift, that the fame body
isin two different places at the fame
time..... I thould not believe him,
but fuppofe either that he underftood
not what he faid, had fome myftical
meaning, defigned to try my credu-
lity, or withed to impofe upon my

ignorance.

Ca2 Faith
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Faith is not an a&t of the will, but
of the underftanding. Faith arifes
from the prevalence of evidence.
When evidence darts its irrefiftible
light into the mind, it is impofiible
to withhold our affent; and when
no evidence ftrikes the mind, it is
impofhible to believe. We cannot
difbelieve many reports; if we would,
the evidence of their truth is {o pow-
erful as to command our aflfent. O~
ther truths we may wifh to believe,
but cannot for want of evidence. ...
The difconfolate widow of the late
Captain Prerce would have been
happy could the have difbelieved the
melancholy inteHigence of the lof
of the HarsgweLL., But in vain
did nature ftruggle . . .. in vain did
her tender feelings firive....is
vain her attachment to her now lof

partnel

LETTER 1IL 21

partner. ... in vain her affection to
ber blooming daughters, the devoted
vitims to inftant death.... in vain
were all the fondeft withes of her
heart. ... Inoppofition to the warm-
eft defires with which her bofom
heaved, fhe felt the power of irre-
fitible truth. With no more {uc-
cefs could fhe refit the energy of
evidence than the fhipwrecked ma-
riners the tempeftuous winds and
roaring billows. Every heart, not
fteeled againft the tender feelings of
human ty, muft have rejoiced if
news {o affecting had proved with-
out foundation.

Faith is no more at the command
of cur will than are any of our fenfes.
If I open my eyes I muft fee what
prefents itlelf, not what I may with

Cs3 to
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to behold. IfI walk into the fields
in a hard froft, when the earth is
covered with fnow, I fhall not fee
nature robed in her gayeft drefs, the
fields decked with flowers of varie-
gated beauties, and the meadows
cloathed with the richeft verdure,
however deleftable fuch a fight
would appear. So it is with faith;
1 cannot believe what I pleafe, but
what appears to me to be true,

In fome cafes, when a fat is af-
ferted, it may be proper to make
thefe three inquiries. Firft, is it
poffible? 1f indeed it fhould appear,
upon examination, to be impoffible,
all other inquiries would be vain,
But many things are pgfible that are
not probable; is it therefore, in the
fecond place, probable 2 If, upon in-
veftigation, it be found improbable,

we
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we may proceed no farther. But if
there appear ftrong probability, as
many things are probable that are not
true, we fhould go on to inquire,
thirdly, if chere be fufficient evi-
dence to amount to ceriainty.

It is proper to confider the &ind of
evidence we want, as well as the de-
gree.  To expelt the evidence of
fenfe in mat:ers of pure faith, would
be abfurd to the laft degree. IfI
were to fay, I will not believe the
Halfewell is loft, becaufe I did not
{ee her fink, I fhould prove myfelf
an hardened infidel indeed! I might
as well affert there is no {uch coun-
try as America, becaufe I was never
there.

There are, it is true, many things
that we receive upon the teftimony

C 4 of
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of others, that will admit of demon-
ftration. I may believe the truth of
a problem in Kuclid, upon the tefti-
mony of an honeft man who under-
ftands mathematics, without entering
into the ratio of it myfelf. He af-
firms that the three angles of a tris
angle are equal to two right angles. I
have an idea of an angle, a right an-
gle, and a triangle: I know what is
meant by the whole propofition;
but I do not fee how it can be. In
this cafe, it may be, I thould {ay to
my friend, ¢ Really, Sir, I do not
¢ fee how it can be, but as you fay
< it is {o, I take your word. I believe
¢ upon your authority, Sir, what I
¢ cannot fee with my eyes.” Faith
is the evidence of things mot SEEN*

If my friend fhould then demonftrate

* Heb. xi. 1.
the
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the problem to me mathematically,
it would become an objeét of fight,
and ceafe to be an objelt of faith.
The fame obfervation might be made
refpelting a variety of truths in the
feveral branches of experimental

philofophy.

But many truths cannot be thus
demonftrated, and it would be un-
reafonable to demand what, in the
nature of things, cannot be given.

Moft of the propofitions that we
believe will admit only of moral evi-
dence, and it would be abfurd to re-
quire phyfieal, mathematical, or any
kind of evidence foreign to the fub-
ject.

If evidence of the kind, that is
{uited
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{uited to the fubjedt, be good, it is all
that the moft incredulous can reafon-
ably require. In moft worldly con-
¢erns men act upon teftimony, when
demonftration cannot be obtained.

In examining the evidence of a
fact, we may confider the charaer
of thofe who aflert it, by inquiring
particularly into their wiidom and in-
tegrity. Isit probible that they are
deceived themfelves? are they men
of underftanding? are they compe-
tent judges of the fubjeét upon which
they fpeak? do they g0 upon re-
port only, or their own knowledge?
are they of a credulous difpofition,
and ready to give credit to old
wives fables? is it proballe that they
defign to deceive others? do they
agree in their evidence? do the cir-

cumftances
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cumftances of time, place, &c. har-
monize? can they have any intereft
in i~ pofing on others? are they in-
fluenced by envy, hatred, covetouf-
nefs, pride, ambition, or any evil
paflion, to circulate falfehood ? ma-
ny more queftions of this nature
might be propofed. And if you re-
ceive fatisiaCtory anfwers, as to their
underftanding and integrity, their
evidence is good.

Where there is no evidence, there
can be no faith. Where evidence,
on the oppofite fides, is equal, the
mind is kept in a ftate of fufpenfe.
Where the evidence on one fide is
ftronger than on the other, the mind
is proportionably fwayed. Where
the evidence is full, faith is ftrong,

It is proper, my dear friend, to ob~
ferve,
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{erve, that I do not fpeak of acfual
evidence, but evidence as it ffrikes
the mind. For if the degrees of
affent, {o to {peak, were proportion-
ed to real evidence, men in general
would believe alike; which, we evi-
dently perceive, they donot.  What
is evidence to one is not to another.
There may be evidence in fad,
where none ftrikes the mind, On
the contrary, we may think there is
evidence where there is none. Dif-
ferent ages, difpafitions, abilities, and
circumfPances, are to be confidered.

Confider ages: a young perfon,
juft entering on the bufy theatre of
human life, fluthed with expelta-
tion, and warmed by benevolence,
is ready to believe every perfon fin-
cere who profefles friendfhip; but

cautious
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cautious is that perfon who is more
acquainted with the ways of men,
whom bitter experience has taught
that there may be a great profeffion
of attachment where none is fele;
and that the countenance may wear
an affe@ed fmile of complaifance
where the heart is full of malevo-
lence. The former believes a bare
declaration ; the latter requires {fome-
thing more.

Confider difpofitions : fome are na-
turally credulous, others flow of be-
lief. Inftances of the truth of this
are too numerous to require proof or
illuftration.

Confider abilities: a perfon of
weak intelle@s is Hiable to be im-
pofed on by fophiftical reafoning;
but one of morc penetration fees

through
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through the delufive garb of falfe-
hood. He who fees only one fide
of a {ubje&t may believe what is
falfe; which another dete@s who
takes a comprehenfive view.

Confider circumflances : an honeft
and fenfible inhabitant of the coun-
try is more likely than a citizen to
believe the plaufible tale of a Lon-
don fharper. One who lives be-
tween the tropics would require
more evidence to believe that the
river Thames froze laft winter, than
aninhabitant of Scotland. A Dutch
ambaffador, I kave read, entertain-
ed the king of Siam, at his requeft,
with an account of the peculiarities
of Holland; and among other things
told his Majefty that the water, in
cold weather, wouid be fometimes

fo
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fo hard as to fupport men, or bear
the weight of an elephant. To
whom the king replied, ¢ Hitherto
¢ I have believed the ftrange things
¢ you told me, becaufe I looked upon
¢ you as a fober fair man ; but now I
* am fure you fay what is falfe.”

I make the fame apology for this
long letter, which Monfieur Pafchal
once made, ¢ I have not time to write

a thorter.

Yours, &¢.

LETTER



