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“The pastor of the Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, New York, is 
a distinct figure among the younger ministers of our Eastern seaboard. 
The reader of these fifteen sermons easily understands why so many 
universities and colleges invite him to bring the gospel of Jesus Christ 
to the minds and hearts of their students. His spirit and attitude and 
handling are so manly, so fair and square, so considerate toward every 
honest doubt or question, so fearlessly frank; so free from dodging or 
evasion; his venture into the arena of discussion and declaration is so 
calmly confident of the sufficiency of our Lord and Saviour; his bearing 
is so manifestly that of  “a gentleman unafraid;” his reasoning is so clear 
and sane, his appeal so direct and faithful; and all in a style remarkable 
for apt simile and pertinent suggestion - one does not wonder that the 
college boys listen and want more of it.”

The Methodist Review

“Unassuming directness and ethical intention are conspicuous in the 
University Sermons of Henry Sloane Coffin. “They are,” he says in his 
preface, “necessarily colloquial.” They were “preached to congregations 
of students.” They are, in a word, the translation into language easily 
apprehended by young people, of a singularly vivid and genuine expe-
rience of Christian discipleship. Vitality, reality, and communicative 
power are felt in every phrase.”

The Harvard Theological Review
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To my father, Edmund Coffin
Yale ‘66



This edition remains true to its original 
version. It retains its original spelling 

and notation employed at the time of its 
initial publication. 

Endnotes have been added to aid 
contemporary readers in identifying 
individuals referenced by the author.
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These sermons have been preached in the chapels of Yale, Har-
vard, Princeton, Columbia, Brown, New York and Chicago 
Universities, and of Williams, Dartmouth, Wellesley, Vassar, Mt. 
Holyoke and Bryn Mawr Colleges. Some of them have been 
delivered at the Conferences of the Young Men’s and Young 
Women’s Christian Associations at Northfield and Silver Bay. 
They are published as they were spoken; and they are necessarily 
colloquial. They were preached to congregations of students hav-
ing similar needs; and the same ideas recur in them frequently. 
The only reason for their publication is the desire that has been 
expressed to possess them in printed form, and to be able to pass 
them on to others, whose religious wants they may possibly help 
to bring to the only Source of supply.

December, 1913.

Preface





Three Stages in 
Religious Experience

The likeness of four living creatures. The likeness of a 
man. (Ezekiel 1:5)

The likeness of the glory of the Lord. (Ezekiel 1:28)

In Ezekiel’s somewhat fantastic vision there seems to be a min-
gling of three elements which successively attract attention. We 
see first the subhuman element; the stormy wind, great cloud, 
flashing flame, the living creatures with their strange forms, 
wings and wheels, and with movements comparable to a streak 
of lightning, Next, intermixed with all this and becoming more 
and more prominent, we see a human element; the living crea-
tures have the likeness of a man, the hands of a man under their 
wings, the face of a man. Then, mingling with all and at length 
occupying our entire thought, is a divine element. “The Spirit 
of life” controls the movements of the wheels, the noise of the 
wings of the creatures is like the voice of the Almighty, and, as 
we scan the human figure, there is “brightness round about him.” 

Chapter One
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“As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud in the day of 
rain, so was the appearance of the brightness round about. This 
was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of Jehovah. And 
when I saw it, I fell upon my face.”

The successive elements in Ezekiel’s vision suggest stages 
through which many of us pass in our religious experiences. 
God, as we conceive of Him in childhood, and perhaps in later 
life if our religious ideas remain childish, is a mysterious and 
magical creature not unlike Ezekiel’s compound of wind, cloud, 
flame, wings, wheels, lightning. His face is the face of a man, but 
His movements and methods are like those of a benevolent but 
capricious fairy; and it is the unmanlike in Him, that in which 
He is utterly different from us, which attracts our notice and 
commands our admiration.

We were told that the Bible was God’s Book. That meant to 
us its unlikeness to all other books, its freedom from any imper-
fection or mistake, its accounts of wonderful happenings such as 
never take place nowadays - angels talking with men, dreams like 
Jacob’s or Joseph’s or King Pharaoh’s, the parting waters of the 
Red Sea before Moses and of the Jordan before Joshua, Elijah 
carried to heaven in a chariot of fire, the three brave Israelites 
unharmed in the burning furnace and Daniel untouched in the 
lions’ den, animals entering into the affairs of men like Balaam’s 
ass and Jonah’s whale. Its miraculous stories offered no difficulty 
to us; they were what we expected in God’s Book; without them 
the Book would not have had its fascination for us, nor would it 
have impressed us as sufficiently wonderful to be divine.

We were told that Jesus was God’s Son. Our minds natural-
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ly dwelt on His bright home in heaven, unlike anything in the 
world, His great love in coming down to our earth and sharing 
human life, and on the extraordinary events in the Gospel story 
- the carolling angels at His birth, the Voice that spoke to Him 
out of heaven, the attacks of the tempter instantly repelled, the 
water changed to wine, the winds and waves stilled by a word, 
the thousands fed with one little boy’s supper, the walking on the 
sea, the raising of the dead, His own rising from the grave and 
ascent into the sky. These incidents not only did not trouble us, 
they were the most interesting and helpful parts of the narrative. 
They fitted in exactly with our thought of what God’s Son would 
be and do. God was a big fairy and naturally His Son would be 
fairylike. It was far less entertaining for us to hear and much 
harder to believe passages where Jesus appears to be tired out, 
or unable to perform a mighty work, or ignorant of some future 
event.

We were told to pray, and we asked God for anything it came 
into our heads to think we wanted. The notion of a law-abiding 
universe, the idea that we must cooperate with God to answer 
prayer, never occurred to us. Augustine speaks of himself in 
childhood as praying “though small, yet with no small earnest-
ness that I might not be beaten at school,” but it never entered 
his mind that the avoiding of the beating was a matter in which 
he could materially assist the Almighty.

Our religious life was on the creature level in that it was 
predominantly selfish. The world exists for children, not they for 
the world.
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All the world I saw or knew
Seemed a complex Chinese toy,
Fashioned for a barefoot boy.1

It was frankly more blessed for us to receive than to give, and 
our petitions were personal pleas like the little Augustine’s, or if 
our

Now I lay me down to sleep,
I pray the Lord my soul to keep,

concluded with pleas for blessings on others, they were those 
whose lives meant much to us-parents, brother, sister, nurse, 
friends. When Dr. Thomas Arnold2 went to Rugby he wrote: 
“My object will be if possible to form Christian men, for Chris-
tian boys I can scarcely hope to make; I mean that from the 
natural imperfect state of boyhood, they are not susceptible of 
Christian principles in their full development, and I suspect that 
a low standard of morals in many respects must be tolerated 
amongst them.” He lived to modify this opinion; but he was cor-
rect in recognizing that much of Jesus’ teaching finds nothing to 
take hold on in children. They can revere and adore the winged 
creature, they cannot appreciate the man.

Inasmuch as our imaginations were keen, God seemed very 
real to us. Many children have shared the experience Faber3 de-
scribes in “The God of My Childhood”:

O God, who wert my childhood’s love,
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My boyhood’s pure delight,
A presence felt the livelong day,
A welcome fear at night, -

At school Thou wert a kindly Face
Which I could almost see;
But home and holyday appeared
Somehow more full of Thee.

I could not sleep unless Thy Hand
Were underneath my head,
That I might kiss it, if I lay
Wakeful upon my bed.

And quite alone I never felt -
I knew that Thou wert near,
A silence tingling in the room,
A strangely pleasant fear.

But the years which immediately follow childhood are a 
disillusionizing period. We discover beneath the wings of all our 
fairy creatures the hands of a man. Santa Claus gives place to 
affectionate people, and Christmas loses its mysterious delight. 
Prayer proves to be but the preliminary to effort, a program we 
must carry out with God, and almost inevitably we pray less. Our 
studies as we advance give us a world of law, and we are likely to 
lose the sense of personal touch with the Lawgiver.

The Bible becomes a book of human experience. Its science, 
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history, morals, religious ideas impress us often as very crude. 
We are struck with the resemblance of Israel’s religion at many 
points to the religions of other peoples. And as for the mirac-
ulous stories, we class them with the legends we have learned 
to expect in all early literature. Instead of being unlike all other 
books, the Bible seems to us so entirely like many others, that we 
lose sight altogether of its uniqueness.

Jesus becomes for us frankly a man. We admire His hero-
ism, His broad-mindedness, His loyalty to truth, His glorious 
self-sacrifice; but we also recognize what we consider His lim-
itations, the extent to which He shared the world-view of His 
contemporaries, believing in to us such unbelievable beings as 
demons, and attributing diseases and insanity to their sinister 
activity. The miraculous tales about Him we either explain as 
instances of the power of a superior mind over others, or regard 
as poetic expressions of spiritual truths.

Contact with fact has sobered and perhaps dulled our imagi-
nation, so that we have lost the sense we once possessed of God’s 
nearness.

I remember, I remember
The fir trees, dark and high;
I used to think their slender tops
Were close against the sky
is followed by the regretful

Now ‘tis little joy
To know I’m farther off from heaven
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Than when I was a boy.4

Thomas Hood5 was really sighing for a passed fancy, not a 
passed faith; but since faith must picture Him in whom it be-
lieves, the change in the picture may seriously shake the faith.

There are some manifest gains in this complete humanizing 
of our religion. We appreciate and try to practice much of the 
teaching of the Bible, particularly the words of Jesus, that meant 
nothing to us before. We enter with enthusiasm into Jesus’ hope 
of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth, the social order in which 
men deal justly, kindly and faithfully with one another, and love 
is supreme. We discover for ourselves that it is more blessed to 
give than to receive, and all the earnestness we used to put into 
our prayers to God goes into our service of men. We form strong 
friendships that were quite impossible to childhood, and begin to 
explore the height, breadth, depth and length of love. Devotion 
to duty, honesty in dealing with truth, consecration to humanity 
make up our religion. We are content to accept the statement of 
Sir Edward Burne-Jones: “There is only one religion; ‘Make the 
most of your best for the sake of others’ is the Catholic Faith, 
which except a man believe faithfully he cannot be saved.”

In a very real sense Jesus means more to us than He ever did. 
We have exchanged a good fairy for a human brother, tempted 
in all points like as we are. We draw from the biography of this 
limited Man, as we now consider Him, a sympathy and an inspi-
ration we never found there before. We prefer to think that He 
was born as all men have been, had to acquire His force of will 
by struggle, had to hold His hopes in the face of discouragement 
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and apparent defeat, had to battle to keep His faith in God.
But just there, perhaps, we part company with Him; we are 

not sure that we have faith in God. At all events, we have lost 
that feeling of God’s actual comradeship, His personal interest in 
and presence with us, which was so strong in childhood. If there 
is something we think should be done, we rely on planning and 
not on praying. If we are tempted, we do not think of Him who 
can send a guardian angel to defend us, or stand Himself at our 
side with flaming sword, but summon up our self-reliance and 
resolve to keep our self-respect. If we are saddened and disap-
pointed, if life goes against us and our heart aches, we do not run 
to a mother-like Deity to be soothed and comforted, but rather 
say, with Henley6:

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.
In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud;
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.7

But have we lost nothing? We used to be genuinely fright-
ened as children when we were naughty: “Thou, God, seest me.” 
Now, provided nobody finds out, we are not much troubled 
by secret iniquities. If we had something difficult to do, it was 
strengthening to feel that an Almighty Partner helped us do it. 
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There was infinite comfort in thinking that a great, kind Heart 
was touched by all our pains, that a Hand reached down and held 
us up when we stumbled, that an Ear was always open to receive 
the confidences we were too shy to give anyone else, and a Father 
up yonder understood us as nobody else could. When we walked 
through a dark place it took the lump out of our throat to hear a 
Voice whispering, “Fear not; I am with thee.”

Perhaps we find ourselves in circumstances where we cannot 
help praying; and when we actually pray, it does not seem so 
utterly unreasonable. It is not that we get the things we pray 
for without effort, but we have a sense of getting Someone who 
shares the effort with us. And if we keep reading this Book which 
we regard as a collection of human literature, we discover that 
there is something in it that inspires us as no other literature. 
It seems to appeal to us at more points of our complex beings, 
to fit into every conceivable situation in which we happen to 
be, to meet us at deeper levels and to raise us to greater heights. 
Whatever our theory of its inspiration, we feel that this collec-
tion of writings inspires us with stronger, wiser, better impulses, 
principles, purposes than any other book.

If we think often enough of the entirely human Jesus, our ad-
miration grows to adoration. We find ourselves not applauding 
Him; we bow our heads in reverence. If we do more than think 
of Him, if we honestly try to follow Him merely as a man, using 
His methods in our dealings with men, facing perplexities, suf-
fering, defeat, with His courage and hope, we find ourselves re-
ceiving from Him quite inestimable inspiration. We are amazed 
at the fullness of love, of patience, of bravery, there is in Him. 
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We wonder if His explanation of its source may not after all be 
correct. Was there really a God, the Father whom He trusted 
so implicitly as Lord of heaven and earth, in fellowship with 
Him? If there was, is there such a God still? Is not this the most 
reasonable explanation of the sense of companionship which we 
find when we are driven to pray?

And if there be such a Father, must He not have wished to 
speak with His children - must He not have spoken? And are 
not these inspirations which come to us from the Bible His word 
through those who best understood Him? To be sure, that word 
came through entirely human experiences, through men who 
were often imperfect and mistaken, but however it came it does 
inspire us now. “As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud 
in the day of rain,” so is the appearance round about the Bible. 
Light streams from it - a completely human book with all the 
defects inevitable in what men do, but through the human the 
divine, the word of God.

And if there be such a Father, must He not have wished to 
give His children a correct likeness of Himself ? When we feel 
constrained to adore Jesus, are we idolaters, or is He the expres-
sion of God in a human life? When we draw on His fullness and 
discover unsearchable riches, is it not because in Him we find the 
embodiment of God’s character? Is it not because He, like God, 
is love? We are not looking for divinity now in the extraordinary 
and unhuman things about Him, we are finding His humanity 
divine, His complete manhood, in which He is bone of our bone 
and flesh very Godhood. Taking Him as a man, of our flesh, 
His and nothing more than a man, we are constrained to place 
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Him upon the throne of our lives as our ideal, the Master we 
cannot but obey. And as we obey the Man, there is “a brightness 
round about Him.” We say: “If I ever worship a God, He must 
be the duplicate of this Man. A God unlike Him I refuse to wor-
ship, because I know a diviner than He.” If we accept Jesus’ own 
thought of His Father we find that Father’s character reproduced 
in Jesus. This man is “the appearance of the likeness of the glory 
of Jehovah;” and when we see Him we fall upon our faces.

In humanizing our religion we have not lost our God. We 
exchanged a good fairy for a brother, and in the brother we have 
discovered our Lord.

So I beheld my God, in childhood’s morn,
A mist, a darkness, great and far apart,
Moveless and dim - I scarce could say, Thou art.
My manhood came, of joy and sadness born -
Full soon the misty dark, asunder torn,
Revealed man’s glory, God’s great human heart.8

There is a childhood to be outgrown and a childhood to be 
grown up to. When once we have become not orphans, however 
self reliant, but trusting children, seeing God in the human, in 
Jesus, and in all that is Jesus-like in any man, we are not quite so 
eager to label childish all the extraordinary elements in the Bible 
and about Jesus that fascinated our childhood’s imagination. We 
lay no emphasis on them. We do not say to any man, “You must 
believe them;” we say, “You may.” We resent the literalist on the 
one hand, and the rationalist on the other, who would reduce all 
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the poetry of religion to bald prose. The heart of a little child de-
mands that his faith shall have scope for fancy. Of course we do 
not see in unusual occurrences past or present anything peculiarly 
Godlike, for the regular and ordinary are equally divine; nor can 
the unhuman be diviner than the human, for our God has been 
most fully disclosed in a Man. But we discover that “human” is a 
much more expansive adjective than we had thought. We come 
to know men and women who do more and better things than 
the best fairy we ever heard of. We live with human beings who 
are as angels of light. We are not troubled with the marvellous 
in the past; our present is too full of startling surprises; even if 
these events of long ago are not all to be taken as literal history, 
they may contain elements of prophecy; they are symbols of faith 
and hope. We are working and waiting for a day when even Jesus 
shall be no longer unique, but when “God shall be all in all.”

Meantime we see our God in Jesus. We cannot prove His 
deity to anybody who does not make Him God by giving Him 
his entire devotion. And whoever does, needs no proofs. We ac-
cord this human Brother all our reverence, all our trust, all our 
service, and we do not rob His and our Father; for He and the 
Father are one in purpose. We draw upon Him for what God 
only can supply, and we are not disappointed. He does all for us 
God can do, for the Father touches us personally through Him 
and opens up His unsearchable riches in Him. We live to make 
Him Lord over all, assured that the loyalty yielded to Him is 
yielded to the Father to whom He gives back the Kingdom, and 
that in Him all men, as we, will find the fullness of the Godhead 
bodily. We do not dehumanize Him; He is first of all and entirely 
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Man; but that does not mean that He is not also the complete 
revelation of God. When we survey the wondrous cross we see 
Man at his highest; and that for us is God at His best. “This is 
the appearance of the likeness of the glory of Jehovah. And when 
I saw it, I fell upon my face.”

Love so amazing, so divine,
Demands my soul, my life, my all.9
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Endnotes - Chapter One
1 From The Barefoot Boy (1855) by John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-92).

2 Thomas Arnold (1795-1842), English educator and father of Matthew Ar-

nold (1882-88). His usage of the prefect system in schools, notably at Rugby, 

widely influenced British pre-secondary education in the 1800s.

3 Frederick William Faber (1814-63), British theologian and hymn writer 

and father of the Wilfridians religious society.

4 From I Remember, I Remember by Thomas Hood (1799-1845).

5 Thomas Hood (1799-1845), English poet and humorist whose works were 

filled with comic vigour and cutting social satire.

6 William Ernest Henley (1849-1903), British writer and noted editor who 

published numerous writers who would become fixtures in late Victorian era 

literary circles. He was a friend of Robert Louis Stevenson and was the inspi-

ration for Treasure Island’s Long John Silver. 

7 From Invictus by William Ernest Henley (1849-1903).

8 From A Hidden Life (1864) by George MacDonald (1824-1905).

9 From When I Survey the Wondrous Cross (1707) by Isaac Watts (1674-

1748).
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