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BOOK THE FOURTH -- SOME PERSONAL THINGS. 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1. PERSONAL LOVE AND LIFE. 

 

It has been most convenient to discuss all that might be generalized 

about conduct first, to put in the common background, the vistas and 

atmosphere of the scene. But a man's relations are of two orders, and 

these questions of rule and principle are over and about and round 

more vivid and immediate interests. A man is not simply a relationship 

between his individual self and the race, society, the world and God's 

Purpose. Close about him are persons, friends and enemies and lovers 

and beloved people. He desires them, lusts after them, craves their 

affection, needs their presence, abhors them, hates and desires to limit 

and suppress them. This is for most of us the flesh and blood of life. 

We go through the noble scene of the world neither alone, nor alone with 

God, nor serving an undistinguishable multitude, but in a company of 

individualized people. 

 

Here is a system of motives and passions, imperious and powerful, which 

follows no broad general rule and in which each man must needs be a 
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light unto himself upon innumerable issues. I am satisfied that 

these personal urgencies are neither to be suppressed nor crudely nor 

ruthlessly subordinated to the general issues. Religious and moral 

teachers are apt to make this part of life either too detached or too 

insignificant. They teach it either as if it did not matter or as if 

it ought not to matter. Indeed our individual friends and enemies stand 

between us and hide or interpret for us all the larger things. Few of 

us can even worship alone. We must feel others, and those not strangers, 

kneeling beside us. 

 

I have already spoken under the heading of Beliefs of the part that the 

idea of a Mediator has played and can play in the religious life. I have 

pointed out how the imagination of men has sought and found in certain 

personalities, historical or fictitious, a bridge between the blood-warm 

private life and the intolerable spaciousness of right and wrong. The 

world is full of such figures and their images, Christ and Mary and the 

Saints and all the lesser, dearer gods of heathendom. These things 

and the human passion for living leaders and heroes and leagues and 

brotherhoods all confess the mediatory role, the mediatory possibilities 

of personal love between the individual and the great synthesis of which 

he is a part and agent. The great synthesis may become incarnate in 

personal love, and personal love lead us directly to universal service. 

 

I write "may" and temper that sentence to the quality of a possibility 

alone. This is only true for those who believe, for those who have 

faith, whose lives have been unified, who have found Salvation. For 
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those whose lives are chaotic, personal loves must also be chaotic; this 

or that passion, malice, a jesting humour, some physical lust, gratified 

vanity, egotistical pride, will rule and limit the relationship and 

colour its ultimate futility. But the Believer uses personal love and 

sustains himself by personal love. It is his provender, the meat and 

drink of his campaign. 
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4.2. THE NATURE OF LOVE. 

 

It is well perhaps to look a little into the factors that make up Love. 

 

Love does not seem to me to be a simple elemental thing. It is, as I 

have already said, one of the vicious tendencies of the human mind to 

think that whatever can be given a simple name can be abstracted as a 

single something in a state of quintessential purity. I have pointed out 

that this is not true of Harmony or Beauty, and that these are synthetic 

things. You bring together this which is not beautiful and that which is 

not beautiful, and behold! Beauty! So also Love is, I think, a synthetic 

thing. One observes this and that, one is interested and stirred; 

suddenly the metal fuses, the dry bones live! One loves. 

 

Almost every interest in one's being may be a factor in the love 

synthesis. But apart from the overflowing of the parental instinct 

that makes all that is fine and delicate and young dear to us and to be 

cherished, there are two main factors that bring us into love with our 

fellows. There is first the emotional elements in our nature that arise 

out of the tribal necessity, out of a fellowship in battle and hunting, 

drinking and feasting, out of the needs and excitements and delights of 

those occupations; and there is next the intenser narrower desirings 

and gratitudes, satisfactions and expectations that come from sexual 

intercourse. Now both these factors originate in physical needs and 

consummate in material acts, and it is well to remember that this great 

growth of love in life roots there, and, it may be, dies when its roots 
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are altogether cut away. 

 

At its lowest, love is the mere sharing of, or rather the desire to 

share, pleasure and excitement, the excitements of conflict or lust or 

what not. I think that the desire to partake, the desire to merge one's 

individual identity with another's, remains a necessary element in all 

personal loves. It is a way out of ourselves, a breaking down of our 

individual separation, just as hate is an intensification of that. 

Personal love is the narrow and intense form of that breaking down, just 

as what I call Salvation is its widest, most extensive form. We cast 

aside our reserves, our secrecies, our defences; we open ourselves; 

touches that would be intolerable from common people become a mystery 

of delight, acts of self-abasement and self-sacrifice are charged with 

symbolical pleasure. We cannot tell which of us is me, which you. Our 

imprisoned egoism looks out through this window, forgets its walls, and 

is for those brief moments released and universal. 

 

For most of us the strain of primordial sexual emotion in our loves is 

very strong. Many men can love only women, many women only men, and 

some can scarcely love at all without bodily desire. But the love of 

fellowship is a strong one also, and for many, love is most possible and 

easy when the thought of physical lovemaking has been banished. Then 

the lovers will pursue interests together, will work together or journey 

together. So we have the warm fellowships of men for men and women for 

women. But even then it may happen that men friends together will talk 

of women, and women friends of men. Nevertheless we have also the strong 
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and altogether sexless glow of those who have fought well together, or 

drunk or jested together or hunted a common quarry. 

 

Now it seems to me that the Believer must also be a Lover, that he will 

love as much as he can and as many people as he can, and in many moods 

and ways. As I have said already, many of those who have taught religion 

and morality in the past have been neglectful or unduly jealous of the 

intenser personal loves. They have been, to put it by a figure, urgent 

upon the road to the ocean. To that they would lead us, though we come 

to it shivering, fearful and unprepared, and they grudge it that we 

should strip and plunge into the wayside stream. But all streams, all 

rivers come from this ocean in the beginning, lead to it in the end. 

 

It is the essential fact of love as I conceive it, that it breaks 

down the boundaries of self. That love is most perfect which does most 

completely merge its lovers. But no love is altogether perfect, and for 

most men and women love is no more than a partial and temporary lowering 

of the barriers that keep them apart. With many, the attraction of love 

seems always to fall short of what I hold to be its end, it draws people 

together in the most momentary of self-forgetfulnesses, and for the rest 

seems rather to enhance their egotisms and their difference. They are 

secret from one another even in their embraces. There is a sort of love 

that is egotistical lust almost regardless of its partner, a sort of 

love that is mere fleshless pride and vanity at a white heat. There is 

the love-making that springs from sheer boredom, like a man reading a 

story-book to fill an hour. These inferior loves seek to accomplish an 
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agreeable act, or they seek the pursuit or glory of a living possession, 

they aim at gratification or excitement or conquest. True love seeks 

to be mutual and easy-minded, free of doubts, but these egotistical 

mockeries of love have always resentment in them and hatred in them and 

a watchful distrust. Jealousy is the measure of self-love in love. 

 

True love is a synthetic thing, an outcome of life, it is not a 

universal thing. It is the individualized correlative of Salvation; like 

that it is a synthetic consequence of conflicts and confusions. Many 

people do not desire or need Salvation, they cannot understand it, much 

less achieve it; for them chaotic life suffices. So too, many never, 

save for some rare moment of illumination, desire or feel love. Its 

happy abandonment, its careless self-giving, these things are mere 

foolishness to them. But much has been said and sung of faith and love 

alike, and in their confused greed these things also they desire and 

parody. So they act worship and make a fine fuss of their devotions. 

And also they must have a few half-furtive, half-flaunting fallen 

love-triumphs prowling the secret backstreets of their lives, they know 

not why. 

 

(In setting this down be it remembered I am doing my best to tell what 

is in me because I am trying to put my whole view of life before the 

reader without any vital omissions. These are difficult matters to 

explain because they have no clear outlines; one lets in a hard light 

suddenly upon things that have lurked in warm intimate shadows, dim 

inner things engendering motives. I am not only telling quasi-secret 



228 

 

things but exploring them for myself. They are none the less real and 

important because they are elusive.) 

 

True love I think is not simply felt but known. Just as Salvation as 

I conceive it demands a fine intelligence and mental activity, so love 

calls to brain and body alike and all one's powers. There is always 

elaborate thinking and dreaming in love. Love will stir imaginations 

that have never stirred before. 

 

Love may be, and is for the most part, one-sided. It is the going out 

from oneself that is love, and not the accident of its return. It is the 

expedition whether it fail or succeed. 

 

But an expedition starves that comes to no port. Love always seeks 

mutuality and grows by the sense of responses, or we should love 

beautiful inanimate things more passionately than we do. Failing a full 

return, it makes the most of an inadequate return. Failing a sustained 

return it welcomes a temporary coincidence. Failing a return it finds 

support in accepted sacrifices. But it seeks a full return, and the 

fulness of life has come only to those who, loving, have met the lover. 

 

I am trying to be as explicit as possible in thus writing about Love. 

But the substance in which one works here is emotion that evades 

definition, poetic flashes and figures of speech are truer than prosaic 

statements. Body and the most sublimated ecstasy pass into one another, 

exchange themselves and elude every net of words we cast. 
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I have put out two ideas of unification and self-devotion, extremes upon 

a scale one from another; one of these ideas is that devotion to the 

Purpose in things I have called Salvation; the other that devotion to 

some other most fitting and satisfying individual which is passionate 

love, the former extensive as the universe, the latter the intensest 

thing in life. These, it seems to me, are the boundary and the living 

capital of the empire of life we rule. 

 

All empires need a comprehending boundary, but many have not one capital 

but many chief cities, and all have cities and towns and villages beyond 

the capital. It is an impoverished capital that has no dependent towns, 

and it is a poor love that will not overflow in affection and eager 

kindly curiosity and sympathy and the search for fresh mutuality. To 

love is to go living radiantly through the world. To love and be loved 

is to be fearless of experience and rich in the power to give. 
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4.3. THE WILL TO LOVE. 

 

Love is a thing to a large extent in its beginnings voluntary and 

controllable, and at last quite involuntary. It is so hedged about by 

obligations and consequences, real and artificial, that for the most 

part I think people are overmuch afraid of it. And also the tradition of 

sentiment that suggests its forms and guides it in the world about us, 

is far too strongly exclusive. It is not so much when love is glowing as 

when it is becoming habitual that it is jealous for itself and others. 

Lovers a little exhausting their mutual interest find a fillip in an 

alliance against the world. They bury their talent of understanding and 

sympathy to return it duly in a clean napkin. They narrow their interest 

in life lest the other lover should misunderstand their amplitude as 

disloyalty. 

 

Our institutions and social customs seem all to assume a definiteness 

of preference, a singleness and a limitation of love, which is not 

psychologically justifiable. People do not, I think, fall naturally into 

agreement with these assumptions; they train themselves to agreement. 

They take refuge from experiences that seem to carry with them the risk 

at least of perplexing situations, in a theory of barred possibilities 

and locked doors. How far this shy and cultivated irresponsive 

lovelessness towards the world at large may not carry with it the 

possibility of compensating intensities, I do not know. Quite equally 

probable is a starvation of one's emotional nature. 
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The same reasons that make me decide against mere wanton abstinences 

make me hostile to the common convention of emotional indifference to 

most of the charming and interesting people one encounters. In pleasing 

and being pleased, in the mutual interest, the mutual opening out of 

people to one another, is the key of the door to all sweet and mellow 

living. 
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4.4. LOVE AND DEATH. 

 

For he who has faith, death, so far as it is his own death, ceases to 

possess any quality of terror. The experiment will be over, the rinsed 

beaker returned to its shelf, the crystals gone dissolving down the 

waste-pipe; the duster sweeps the bench. But the deaths of those we love 

are harder to understand or bear. 

 

It happens that of those very intimate with me I have lost only one, and 

that came slowly and elaborately, a long gradual separation wrought by 

the accumulation of years and mental decay, but many close friends and 

many whom I have counted upon for sympathy and fellowship have passed 

out of my world. I miss such a one as Bob Stevenson, that luminous, 

extravagant talker, that eager fantastic mind. I miss him whenever I 

write. It is less pleasure now to write a story since he will never read 

it, much less give me a word of praise for it. And I miss York Powell's 

friendly laughter and Henley's exuberant welcome. They made a warmth 

that has gone, those men. I can understand why I, with my fumbling 

lucidities and explanations, have to finish up presently and go, 

expressing as I do the mood of a type and of a time; but not those 

radiant presences. 

 

And the gap these men have left, these men with whom after all I only 

sat now and again, or wrote to in a cheerful mood or got a letter from 

at odd times, gives me some measure of the thing that happens, that may 

happen, when the mind that is always near one's thoughts, the person who 
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moves to one's movement and lights nearly all the common flow of events 

about one with the reminder of fellowship and meaning--ceases. 

 

Faith which feeds on personal love must at last prevail over it. If 

Faith has any virtue it must have it here when we find ourselves bereft 

and isolated, facing a world from which the light has fled leaving it 

bleak and strange. We live for experience and the race; these individual 

interludes are just helps to that; the warm inn in which we lovers met 

and refreshed was but a halt on a journey. When we have loved to the 

intensest point we have done our best with each other. To keep to that 

image of the inn, we must not sit overlong at our wine beside the fire. 

We must go on to new experiences and new adventures. Death comes to part 

us and turn us out and set us on the road again. 

 

But the dead stay where we leave them. 

 

I suppose that is the real good in death, that they do stay; that it 

makes them immortal for us. Living they were mortal. But now they 

can never spoil themselves or be spoilt by change again. They have 

finished--for us indeed just as much as themselves. There they sit for 

ever, rounded off and bright and done. Beside these clear and certain 

memories I have of my dead, my impressions of the living are vague 

provisional things. 

 

And since they are gone out of the world and become immortal memories 

in me, I feel no need to think of them as in some disembodied and 
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incomprehensible elsewhere, changed and yet not done. I want actual 

immortality for those I love as little as I desire it for myself. 

 

Indeed I dislike the idea that those I have loved are immortal in any 

real sense; it conjures up dim uncomfortable drifting phantoms, that 

have no kindred with the flesh and blood I knew. I would as soon think 

of them trailing after the tides up and down the Channel outside my 

window. Bob Stevenson for me is a presence utterly concrete, slouching, 

eager, quick-eyed, intimate and profound, carelessly dressed (at 

Sandgate he commonly wore a little felt hat that belonged to his son) 

and himself, himself, indissoluble matter and spirit, down to the 

heels of his boots. I cannot conceive of his as any but a concrete 

immortality. If he lives, he lives as I knew him and clothed as I knew 

him and with his unalterable voice, in a heaven of daedal flowers or 

a hell of ineffectual flame; he lives, dreaming and talking and 

explaining, explaining it all very earnestly and preposterously, so I 

picture him, into the ear of the amused, incredulous, principal person 

in the place. 

 

I have a real hatred for those dreary fools and knaves who would have me 

suppose that Henley, that crippled Titan, may conceivably be tapping at 

the underside of a mahogany table or scratching stifled incoherence 

into a locked slate! Henley tapping!--for the professional purposes of 

Sludge! If he found himself among the circumstances of a spiritualist 

seance he would, I know, instantly smash the table with that big fist of 

his. And as the splinters flew, surely York Powell, out of the dead past 
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from which he shines on me, would laugh that hearty laugh of his back 

into the world again. 

 

Henley is nowhere now except that, red-faced and jolly like an October 

sunset, he leans over a gate at Worthing after a long day of picnicking 

at Chanctonbury Ring, or sits at his Woking table praising and quoting 

"The Admiral Bashville," or blue-shirted and wearing that hat that 

Nicholson has painted, is thrust and lugged, laughing and talking aside 

in his bath-chair, along the Worthing esplanade... 

 

And Bob Stevenson walks for ever about a garden in Chiswick, talking in 

the dusk. 
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4.5. THE CONSOLATION OF FAILURE. 

 

That parable of the talents I have made such free use of in this book 

has one significant defect. It gives but two cases, and three are 

possible. There was first the man who buried his talent, and of his 

condemnation we are assured. But those others all took their talents 

and used them courageously and came back with gain. Was that gain 

inevitable? Does courage always ensure us victory? because if that is so 

we can all be heroes and valour is the better part of discretion. Alas! 

the faith in such magic dies. What of the possible case of the man who 

took his two or three talents and invested them as best he could and was 

deceived or heedless and lost them, interest and principal together? 

 

There is something harder to face than death, and that is the 

realization of failure and misdirected effort and wrong-doing. Faith is 

no Open Sesame to right-doing, much less is it the secret of success. 

The service of God on earth is no processional triumph. What if one does 

wrong so extremely as to condemn one's life, to make oneself part of the 

refuse and not of the building? Or what if one is misjudged, or it may 

be too pitilessly judged, and one's co-operation despised and the help 

one brought becomes a source of weakness? Or suppose that the fine 

scheme one made lies shattered or wrecked by one's own act, or through 

some hidden blemish one's offering is rejected and flung back and one is 

thrust out? 

 

So in the end it may be you or I will find we have been anvil and not 
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hammer in the Purpose of God. 

 

Then indeed will come the time for Faith, for the last word of Faith, to 

say still steadfastly, disgraced or dying, defeated or discredited, that 

all is well:-- 

 

"This and not that was my appointed work, and this I had to be." 
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4.6. THE LAST CONFESSION. 

 

So these broken confessions and statements of mood and attitude come to 

an end. 

 

But at this end, since I have, I perceive, run a little into a pietistic 

strain, I must repeat again how provisional and personal I know all 

these things to be. I began by disavowing ultimates. My beliefs, my 

dogmas, my rules, they are made for my campaigning needs, like the 

knapsack and water-bottle of a Cockney soldier invading some stupendous 

mountain gorge. About him are fastnesses and splendours, torrents and 

cataracts, glaciers and untrodden snows. He comes tramping on heel-worn 

boots and ragged socks. Beauties and blue mysteries shine upon him and 

appeal to him, the enigma of beauty smiling the faint strange smile of 

Leonardo's Mona Lisa. He sees a light on the grass like music; and 

the blossom on the trees against the sky brings him near weeping. Such 

things come to him, give themselves to him. I do not know why he should 

not in response fling his shabby gear aside and behave like a god; I 

only know that he does not do so. His grunt of appreciation is absurd, 

his speech goes like a crippled thing--and withal, and partly by virtue 

of the knapsack and water-bottle, he is conqueror of the valley. The 

valley is his for the taking. 

 

There is a duality in life that I cannot express except by such images 

as this, a duality so that we are at once absurd and full of sublimity, 

and most absurd when we are most anxious to render the real splendours 
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that pervade us. This duplicity in life seems to me at times 

ineradicable, at times like the confusing of something essentially 

simple, like the duplication when one looks through a doubly refracting 

medium. You think in this latter mood that you have only to turn the 

crystal of Iceland spar about in order to have the whole thing plain. 

But you never get it plain. I have been doing my halting utmost to get 

down sincerely and simply my vision of life and duty. I have permitted 

myself no defensive restraints; I have shamelessly written my starkest, 

and it is plain to me that a smile that is not mine plays over my most 

urgent passages. There is a rebellious rippling of the grotesque under 

our utmost tragedy and gravity. One's martialled phrases grimace as one 

turns, and wink at the reader. None the less they signify. Do you note 

how in this that I have written, such a word as Believer will begin to 

wear a capital letter and give itself solemn ridiculous airs? It does 

not matter. It carries its message for all that necessary superficial 

absurdity. 

 

Thought has made me shameless. It does not matter at last at all if one 

is a little harsh or indelicate or ridiculous if that also is in the 

mystery of things. 

 

Behind everything I perceive the smile that makes all effort and 

discipline temporary, all the stress and pain of life endurable. In the 

last resort I do not care whether I am seated on a throne or drunk or 

dying in a gutter. I follow my leading. In the ultimate I know, though I 

cannot prove my knowledge in any way whatever, that everything is right 
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and all things mine. 

 

 

THE END. 

 


