
C H R  I S T  I A N  
C O M P R E H E N S I V E N E S S  

A nineteenth centu y theologian outlines themerit of a comprehensive method 
for resolving tensions and enlarging Christian insight. 

F irst comes up into the light one extreme and, with or 
without controversy, it is adopted. After awhile a 
second school, looking the dominant opinion or 

practice in the face, begins to see that there is something 
wrong or false in it, and rises up as an assailant, to assert 
the second extreme. Now comes the war between ex- 
tremes. The parties are certain, both, that they have the 
truth. They regard each other, in their present half- 
seeing state, as wholly repugnant and contrary. The war 
goes on, therefore, as a war between simple truth and 
falsehood, which no terms of peace can reconcile, and 
which permits no issue but one of life or death. Probably 
the new extreme will prevail and the old subside into a 
secondary place. 

Meantime, there is likely to appear a neutral school, 
made up of those who are disposed to peace, and depre- 
cate war, and who cannot escape the feeling that there is 
something extravagant or excessive in both the militant 
schools. These are the moderate men who praise moder- 
ate things-the wooden-headed school, who dread no- 
thing with so great reason as a combustion of any sort. 
Hence it is the real problem with them to divide dis- 
tances, and setlle themselves down as nearly midway be- 
tween the poles as possible. Sometimes they are called in 
derision, men of the fence, but they call themselves, and 
more correctly, neuters, that is, neithers; for the real 
study and problem of their school is negative. It is not to 
find the truth as a positive form and law, but it is simply 
to find a position halfway between the two schools before 
them-to be about as much and about as little one as the 
other. They are prudent, but not wise. They make a show 
of candor, without so much as a thought of the truth. But 
as men grow weary of controversy, . . . the neutrals are 
very likely to get their turn and become the reigning 

school. . . . But for some reason it begins at length to be 
felt that there is a very peculiar insipidity in this neutral 
state. There is nothing sufficiently positive in it to waken 
a resonant feeling in the soul. Plausibilities have taken 
the place of truths, and the diet is too thin to feed the 
blood. After spending thus a whole age or generation 
midway between somewhere and nowhere, or rather be- 
tween two somewheres, they begin to feel that neu- 
tralities, after all, are more sickening than controversies, 
and they are willing, possibly to go back and resume the 
old quarrel of the extremes, if it is only for the health of 
the exercise. 

There is also what is sometimes called a liberal school, 
which differs widely from the neutral, as having aims of a 
more generous quality. For while the timorous neutral is 
engaged to settle his position midway between extremes, 
the liberal is extending an equal indulgence to both. The 
former is moved by prudence to himself, the latter by 
charity to others. The virtue of one is moderation, that of 
the other tolerance. One lets go the truth to consult dis- 
tances, the other admits that possibly we are all too dis- 
tant from the truth and see it too dimly to be over positive 
concerning it. . . . Where the liberal spirit is connected 
with a rigid and earnest devotion to truth, it is a condition 
of health to itself and a mark of respect to others. But how 
easy is it to be indulgent to others, if first we are indiffer- 
ent to the truth. And if liberality itself is made to be the 
virtue and hung up as the flag of a school, it is very sure to 
prove itself, ere long, to be anything but a vir- 
tue. . . . Having no creed, in fact, save that other men 
shall be welcome to theirs-earnest in nothing save in 
vindicating the right of others to be earnest, counting it 
charity not to be anxious for the truth, but to be patient 
with all error, smiling indulgently upon all extremes, not 



caring how the truth may fare between them-the liberal 
school makes a virtue of negation, and freezes itself in the 
mild and gentle temperature it has mistaken for char- 
ity. . . . No body of men, however earnest at the begin- 
ning, can long rally under this word as a flag, without 
making it a sacrament of indifference, and subsiding, 
thus, into a state which involves a disrespect to all the 
sacred rights of truth. But as life cannot long be endured 
where earnestness is lost, so the liberalist will begin, ere 
long, to feel that his supposed charity does not bless 
him. . . . 

There rises up now a man, or a few men, who looking 
again at the two extreme schools, begin to ask whether it 
is not possible to comprehend them-that is to receive, 
hold, practice all which made the extreme opinions true 
to their disciples? The very thought gives compass or en- 
largement to the soul in which it is conceived. It ascends, 
as it were, to a higher position, to look down upon the 
strifes of the race and use them as the material of its exer- 
cise, conveniences to its own final establishment and vic- 
tory. . . . It is in fact a disciple of the extremes, taking les- 
sons of both, and ceasing not till it has gotten whatever 
good and whatever truth made their opinions sacred to 
themselves. In the endeavor to comprehend extremes, it 
comprehends also both the views of the neutral and the 
liberal schools. The neutral was sure that there was some 
extravagance, some defect of equilibrium in the ex- 
tremes, and this he thought to restore, by dividing dis- 
tances and holding neither. The comprehensive school 
restores it by holding both and bringing both to qualify 
and moderate each other. The liberal saw charity perish- 
ing in the earnest battle of the extremes, and required of 
itself a more indulgent spirit. The comprehensive school ! finds not only a defect of charity, but, what is more, a real 1 ground for charity, in the fact that both extremes are only 

1 standing for the two poles of truth; earnest because they 
have the truth, and only quarreling because they have ! not breadth enough to see that they are one. In the com- 
prehensive school it will be a first conviction, that all seri- 

si ous, earnest men have something in their view which 
I makes it truth to them; therefore that all serious, earnest 

men, however repugnant in their words, have yet some 
radical agreement, and if the place can be found, will 
somewhere reveal their brotherhood. . . . And thus the 
comprehensive school, finding its liberality in the higher 
pursuit of truth, will have it not as a negation and exercise 
it not as a sacrament of indifference. It will be moderate 

I without pursuing moderation, liberal without pursuing 
1 

He becomes a disciple of the extremes, 
ceasing not till he has gotten whatever 
good and whatever truth made their 
opinions sacred to themselves. 

liberality, both because it follows after the truth, giving 
heed to all earnest voices, and bowing as a disciple to all 
her champions. . . . 

The endeavor to comprehend all antagonisms and 
hold the just equilibrium of truth is the highest and most 
ingenuous that a human soul can propose-one that God 
only can perfectly realize. Yet whosoever has but con- 
ceived such a thought gives some evidence therein of a 
resemblance to God, and he is, according to the measure 
of his success, a truly great character. A comprehensive 
character is, in fact, the only really great character possi- 
ble among men. . . . 

As in all the possible views or aspects of Christian 
character, you will come nearest to what is great and 
Christ-like, if you seek to unite whatever repugnant ex- 
tremes are before you-to be modest and yet bold; con- 
ciliatory and yet inflexible; patient in suffering, sharp in 
rebuke; deferential to all men, independent of all; chari- 
table towards the erring, severe against the error; at once 
gentle and rigid, catholic and exclusive, all things to all 
men, and one thing only to yourself. . . . 

To see any thing partially, or at one pole, is to see it 
insufficiently, thus in defective forms and propor- 
tions. . . . If we set ourselves to a careful scrutiny of the 
tenet or opinion which is distinctive in a given sect or 
school, that there is some real truth in it, however repug- 
nant at first view to us-something which makes it true to 
the school, and the school earnest in maintaining it. As a 
matter of fact too, we have almost never seen a dogma 
advanced by any body of men, however monstrous, 
which, if it were dissolved and viewed in its contents his- 
torically, would not yield some important truth. 

Horace Bushnell was the Congregationalist minister of the 
North Church in Hartford, Connecticut, beginning in 1833. 
Faced after his ordination by a controversy-tom parish, with 
one faction warring against another, the young pastor had to act 
as peacemaker. His theory of comprehensive understanding 
brought cohesiveness to his congregation. An expanded essay 
on the subject was published in 1848. A gifted speaker and in- 
sightful theologian, he was influential until his death in 1876. 




