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PREFACE TO
THE BLACK GIRL IN SEARCH OF GOD

I was inspired to write this tale when I was held up in
Knysna for five weeks in the African summer and English
winter of 1932. My intention was to write a play in the
ordinary course of my business as a playwright ; but I
found myself writing the story of “the black girl instead.
And now, the story being written, I proceed to speculate on
what it means, though I cannot too often repeat that I am
as liable as anyone else to err in my interpretation, and that
pioneer writers, like other pioneers, often mistake their
destination as Columbus did. That is how they sometimes
run away in pious horror from the conclusions to which
their revelations manifestly lead. I hold, as firmly as St
Thomas Aquinas, that all truths, ancient or modern, are
divinely inspired ; but I know by observation and intro-
Spection that the instrument on which the inspiring force
plays may be a very faulty one, and may even end, like
Bunyan in The Holy War, by making the most ridiculous
nonsense of his message. : 3

However, here is my own account of the matter for what
it is worth.

It is often said, by the heedless, that we are a conservative
species, impervious to new._ideas. I have not found it so.
I am often appalled at the ity and credulity with which
new ideas are snatched at and adopted without a scrap of
sound evidence. People will believe anything that amuses
them, gratifies them, or promises them some sort of profit.
I console myself, as Stuart Mill did, with the notion that in
time the silly ideas will lose their charm and drop out of
fashion and out of existence ; that the false promises, when
broken, will pass through cynical derision into oblivion ;
~and that after this sifting process the sound ideas, being
7



8 THE BLACK GIRL IN SEARCH OF GOD

indestructible (for even if suppressed or forgotten they are
rediscovered again and again) will survive and be added to
the body of ascertained knowledge we call Science. In this
way we acquire a well tested stock of ideas to furnish our

minds, such furnishing being education proper as distin- -

guished from the pseudo-education of the schools and
universities.

Unfortunately there is a snag in this simple scheme. It
forgets the prudent old precept, * Dont throw out your dirty
water until you get in your clean > which is the very devil
unless completed by “ This also I say unto you, that when
you get your fresh water you must throw out the dirty, and
be particularly careful not to let the two get mixed.”

Now this is just what we never do. We persist in pouring
the clean water into the dirty ; and our minds are always
muddled in consequence. The educated human of today
has a mind which can be compared only to a store in which
the very latest and most precious acquisitions are flung on
top of a noisome heap of rag-and-bottle refuse and worthless
antiquities from the museum lumber room. The store is
always bankrupt; and the men in possession include
William the Congueror and Henry the Seventh, Moses and
Jesus, St Augustine and Sir Isaac Newton, Calvin and
Wesley, Queen Victoria and H. G. Wells ; whilst among
the distraining creditors are Karl Marx, Einstein, and dozens.
of people more or less like Stuart Mill and myself. No mind
can operate reasonably in such a mess. And as our current
schooling and colleging and graduating consists in repro-
ducing this mess in the minds of every fresh generation of
children, we are provoking revolutionary emergencies in
which persons muddled by university degrees will have to
be politically disfranchised ‘and disqualified as, in effect,
certified lunatics, and the direction of affairs given over to
the self-educated and the simpletons.

The most conspicuous example of this insane practice of
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continually taking in new ideas without ever clearing out
the ideas they supersede, is the standing of the Bible in those
countries in which the extraordinary artistic value of the
English translation has given it a magical power over its
readers. That power is now waning because, as sixteenth
century English is a dying tongue, new translations are being
forced on us by the plain fact that the old one is no longer
intelligible to the masses. These new versions have—the
good ones by their admirable homeliness and the ordinary
ones by their newspapery everydayness—suddenly placed
the Bible narratives in a light of familiar realism which
obliges their readers to apply common sense tests to them.

But the influence of these modern versions is not yet
very wide. It seems to me that those who find the old
version unintelligible and boresome do not resort to modern
versions : they simply give up reading the Bible. The few
who are caught and interested by the new versions, stumble
on them by accidents which, being accidents, are necessarily
rare. But they still hear Lessons read in church in the old
- version in a specially reverent tone ; children at Sunday
School are made to learn its verses by ‘heart, and are
rewarded by little cards inscribed with its texts ; and bed-
rooms and nurseries are still decorated with its precepts,
warnings, and consolations. The British and F oreign Bible
Society has distributed more than three million copies
annually for a century past; and though many of these
copies may be mere churchgoers’ luggage, never opened on
weekdays, or gifts in discharge of the duties of godparents ;
yet they count. There is still on the statute book a law
which no statesman dare repeal, which makes it felony for
a professed Christian to question the scientific truth and
supernatural authority of any word of*Holy Scripture, the
penalties extending to ruinous outlawry ; and the same
acceptance of the Bible as an infallible encyclopedia is one
of the Articles of the Church of England, though another



10 THE BLACK GIRL IN SEARCH OF GOD

Article, and that the very first, flatly denies the corporeal
and voracious nature of God insisted on in the Pentateuch.
In all these instances the Bible means the translation
authorized by King James the First of the best examples in
ancient Jewish literature of natural and political history, of
poetry, morality, theology, and rhapsody. The translation
was extraordinarily well done because to the translators
what they were translating was not merely a curious collec-
 tion of ancient books written by different authors in different
stages of culture, but the Word of God divinely revealed
through his chosen and expressly inspired scribes. In this
conviction they carried out their work with boundless
reverence and care and achieved a beautifully artistic result.
It did not seem possible to them that they could better the
original texts ; for who could improve on God’s own style ?
And as they could not conceive that divine revelation could
conflict with what they believed to be the truths of their
religion, they did not hesitate to translate a negative by a
positive where such a conflict seemed to arise, as they
could hardly trust their own fallible knowledge of ancient
Hebrew when it contradicted the very foundations of their
faith, nor could they doubt that God would, as they prayed,
take care that his message should not suffer corruption in
their hands. In this state of exaltation they made a transla-
tion so magnificent that to this day the common human
Britisher or citizen of the United States of North America
accepts and worships it as a single book by a single author,
the book being the Book of Books and the author being
"God. Its charm, its promise of salvation, its pathos, and
its majesty have been raised to transcendence by Handel,
who can still make atheists cry and give materialists the thrill
of the sublime with his Messiah. Even the ignorant, to whom
religion is crude fétishism and magic, prize it as a paper talis-
man that will exorcise ghosts, prevent witnesses from lying,
and, if carried devoutly in a soldier’s pocket, stop bullets.

P ST g 85 et 3,
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Now it is clear that this Bible worship, though at its
best it may achieve sublimity by keeping its head in the
skies, may also make itself both ridiculous and dangerous
by having its feet off the ground. It is a matter of daily
experience that a book taken as an infallible revelation,
whether the author be Moses, Ezekiel, Paul, Swedenborg,
Joseph Smith, Mary Baker Eddy, or Karl Marx, may
bring such hope, consolation, interest and happiness into
our individual lives that we may well cherish it as a key of
Paradise. But if the paradise be a fool’s paradise, as it must
be when its materials are imaginary, then it must not be
made the foundation of a State, and must be classed with
anodynes, opiates, and anasthetics. It is not for nothing
that the frantically religious founders of the new Russia
dismissed the religion of the Greek Church as * dope.”
That is precisely what a religion becomes when it is divorced
from reality. It is useful to ambitious rulers in corrupt
political systems as a sedative to popular turbulence (that is
why the tyrant always makes much of the priest) ; butin the
long run civilization must get back to honmest reality or
perish.

At present one party is keeping the Bible in the clouds
in'the name of religion, and another is trying to get rid of
it altogether in the name of Science. Both names are so
recklessly taken in vain that a Bishop of Birmingham once
warned his flock that the scientific party is drawing nearer
to Christ than the Church congregations. I, who am a sort
of unofficial Bishop of Everywhere, have repeatedly warned
the scientists that the Quakers are fundamentally far more
scientific than the official biologists. In this confusion I
venture to suggest that we neither leave the Bible in the
clouds nor attempt the impossible task of suppressing it.
Why not simply bring it down to the ground, and take it for
what it really is ?

To maintain good humor I am quite willing to concede
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to my Protestant friends that the Bible in the clouds was
sometimes turned to good account in the struggles to main-
tain Protestant Freethought (such as it was) against the
Churches and Empires. The soldier who had his Bible in
one hand and his weapon in the other fought with the
strength of ten under Cromwell, William of Orange, and
Gustavus Adolphus. The very old-fashioned may still
permit themselves a little romance about the Huguenots at
La Rochelle, the psalm of the Ironsides at Dunbar, the ships
that broke the boom and relieved the siege of Londonderry,
and even about Dugald Dalgetty. But the struggle between
Guelph and Ghibelline is so completely over that in the
1914-18 war the ministers of the Guelph king did not even
know what his name meant, and made him discard it in
the face of the Ghibelline Kaiser and the Holy Roman
Empire. In the revival of that war the soldier, equipped
with a few atomic bombs, fought with the strength of a
million ; but the idolized Bible was still at the back of the
popular newspapers, full of the spirit of the campaigns of
Joshua, holding up our sword as the sword of the Lord and
Gideon, and hounding us on to the slaughter of those
modern Amalekites and Canaanites, the Germans, as
idolators and children of the devil. Though the formula
(King and Country) was different, the spirit was the same :
it was the old imaginary conflict of Jehovah against Baal s
only, as the Germans were also fighting for King and
Country, and were quite as convinced as we that Jehovah,
the Lord strong and mighty, the Lord mighty in battle,
the Lord of Hosts (now called big battalions), was their
God, and that ours was his enemy, they fought as hard
and felt quite as virtuous. But the wounds to civilization
were so serious that we do not as yet know whether they
are not going to prove mortal, because they are being kept
open by the Old Testament spirit and methods and supersti-
tions.

St aame Lol S
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The situation is past trifling. The ancient worshippers of
Jehovah, armed with sword and spear, and demoralized by
“a clever boy with a sling, could not murder and destroy
wholesale. But with machine gun and amphibious tank,
aeroplane and gas bomb, operating on cities where millions
of inhabitants are depending for light and heat, water and
food, on centralized mechanical organs like great steel
hearts and arteries, that can be smashed in half an hour by
a boy in a bomber, we really must take care that the boy is
better educated than Noah and Joshua. In plain words, as
we cannot get rid of the Bible, it will get rid of us unless we
learn to read it “in the proper spirit,” which I take to be
the spirit of intellectual integrity that obliges honest thinkers
to read every line which pretends to divine authority with all
their wits about them, and to judge it exactly as they judge
the Koran, the Upanishads, the Arabian Nights, this morn-
ing’s leading article in The Times, or last week’s cartoon in
Punch, knowing that all written words are equally open to
inspiration from the eternal fount and equally subject to
error from the mortal imperfection of their authors,

Then say, of what use is the Bible nowadays to anyone
but the antiquary and the literary connoisseur ? Why not
boot it into the.dustbin ? Well, there is a prima facie case
to be made out for that. Let us first do justice to it. 78 25 ;

What about the tables of the law ? the ten command-
ments ? They did not suffice even for the wandering desgrt
tribe upon whom they were imposed by Moses, who, like
Mahomet later on, could get them respected only by pretend-
ing that they were supernaturally revealed to him. They had
to be supplemented by the elaborate codes of Leviticus and
Deuteronomy, which the most fanatically observant Jew
could not now obey without outraging our modern morality
and violating our criminal law. They are mere lumber
nowadays ; for their simpler validities are the necessary
commonplaces of human society and need no Bible to reveal
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them or give them authority. The second commandment,
taken to heart by Islam, is broken and ignored throughout
Christendom, though its warning against the enchantments
of fine art is worthy the deepest consideration, and, had its
author known the magic of word-music as he knew that of
the graven image, might stand as a warning against our
idolatry of the Bible. The whole ten are unsuited and
inadequate to modern needs, as they say not a word against °
those forms of robbery, legalized by the robbers, which have
uprooted the moral foundation of our society and will
condemn us to slow social decay if we are not wakened up,
as Russia has been, by a crashing collapse.

In addition to these negative drawbacks there is the
positive one that the religion inculcated in the earlier books
is a crudely atrocious ritual of human sacrifice to propitiate
a murderous tribal deity who was, for example, induced to
spare the human race from destruction in a second deluge by
the pleasure given him by the smell of roasting flesh when
Noah “ took of every clean beast and of every clean fowl,
. and offered burnt offerings on the altar.” And though this
rltual is in the later books fiercely repudiated, and its god
denied in express terms, by the prophet Micah, shewing how
it was outgrown as the Jews progressed in culture, yet the
tradition of a blood sacrifice whereby the vengeance of a
terribly angry god can be bought off by a vicarious and
hideously cruel blood sacrifice persists even through the
New Testament, where it attaches itself to the torture and
execution of Jesus by the Roman governor of Jerusalem,
idolizing that horror in Noah’s fashion as a means by which
we can all cheat our consciences, evade our moral responsi-
bilities, and turn our shame into self-congratulation by
loading all our infamies on to the scourged shoulders of
Christ. It would be hard to imagine a more demoralizing
and unchristian doctrine : indeed it would not be at all
unreasonable for the Intellectual Co-operation Committee
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of the League of Nations to follow the example of the Roman
Catholic Church by objecting to the promiscuous circulation
of the Bible (except under conditions amounting to careful
spiritual direction) until the supernatural claims made for
its authority are finally and unequivocally dropped.

As to Bible science, it has over the nineteenth-century
materialistic fashion in biology the advantage of being a
science of life and not an attempt to substitute physics and
chemistry for it ; but it is hopelessly pre-evolutionary ; its
descriptions of the origin of life and morals are obviously
" fairy tales ; its astronomy is terra-centric ; its notions of

the starry universe are childish ; its history is epical and
legendary : in short, people whose education in these
departments is derived from the Bible are so absurdly mis-
informed as to be unfit for public employment, parental
responsibility, or the franchise. As an encyclopedia, there-
fore, the Bible must be classed with the first edition of the
Encyclopzdia Britannica as a record of what men once
believed, and a measure of how far they have left their
- obsolete beliefs behind.

Granted all sthis, the fact remains that a great deal of
the Bible is much more alive than this morning’s paper and
last night’s parliamentary debate. Its chronicles are better
reading than most of our fashionable histories, and less
intentionally mendacious. In revolutionary invective and
Utopian aspiration it cuts the ground from under the feet
of Ruskin, Carlyle, and Karl Marx ; and in epics of great
leaders and great rascals it makes Homer seem superficial
and Shakespear unbalanced. And its one great love poem is
the only one that can satisfy a man who is really in love.
Shelley’s Epipsychidion is, in comparison, literary gas and
gaiters. '

In sum, it is an epitome, illustrated with the most stirring
examples, of the history of a tribe of mentally vigorous,
imaginative, aggressively acquisitive humans who developed
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into a nation through ruthless conquest, encouraged by the
delusion that they were * the chosen people of God ” and,
as such, the natural inheritors of all the earth, with a rever-
sion to a blissful eternity hereafter in the kingdom of
heaven. And the epitome in no way suppresses the fact
that this delusion led at last to their dispersion, denational-
ization, and bigoted persecution by better disciplined States
which, though equally confident of a monopoly of divine
favor earned by their own merits, paid the Jews the compli-
ment of adopting their gods and prophets, as, on the whole,
more useful to rulers than the available alternatives,"

Now the difference between an illiterate savage and a
person who has read such an epitome (with due skipping of
its genealogical rubbish and the occasional nonsenses pro-
duced by attempts to translate from imperfectly understood
tongues) is enormous. A community on which such a
historical curriculum is imposed in family and school may
be more dangerous to its neighbors, and in greater peril of
collapse from intolerance and megalomania, than a com-
munity that reads either nothing or silly novels, football
results, and city articles ; but it is beyond all question a
more highly educated one. It is therefore not in the least
surprising nor unreasonable that when the only generally
available alternative to Bible education is no liberal educa-
tion at all, many who have no illusions about the Bible, and
fully comprehend its drawbacks, vote for Bible education
Jaute de mieux. - This is why mere criticism of Bible educa-
tion cuts so little ice. Ancient Hebrew history and literature,
half fabulous as it is, is better than no history and no
literature ; and I neither regret nor resent my own Bible
education, especially as my mind soon grew strong enough
to take it at its real value. At worst the Bible gives a child a
better start in life than the gutter.

This testimonial will please our Bible idolators ; but it
must not for a moment soothe them into believing that their



