
A Saddest of Letters
Written to clergyman Charles Kingsley

[This saddest of letters was written by a research scientist trusting  the power of his reason and 
science while facing the death of his beloved 3 year old son Noel.]

My Dear Kingsley—I cannot sufficiently thank you, both on my wife's account and my 
own, for your long and frank letter, and for all the hearty sympathy which it exhibits . . . My  
convictions, positive and negative, on all the matters of which you speak, are of long and slow 
growth and are firmly rooted. But the great blow which fell upon me seemed to stir them from 
their foundation, and had I lived a couple of centuries earlier I could have fancied a devil scoffing 
at me and them—and asking me what profit it was to have stripped myself of the hopes and 
consolations of the mass of mankind? To which my only reply was and is—Oh devil! truth is 
better than much profit. I have searched over the grounds of my belief, and if wife and child and 
name and fame were all to be lost to me one after the other as the penalty, still I will not lie.

Nor does the infinite difference between myself and the animals alter the case. I do not 
know whether the animals persist after they disappear or not. I do not even know whether the 
infinite difference between us and them may not be compensated by their persistence and my 
cessation after apparent death, just as the humble bulb of an annual lives, while the glorious 
flowers it has put forth die away.    Surely it must be plain that an ingenious man could speculate 
without an end on both sides, and find analogies for all his dreams. Nor does it help me to tell me 
that the aspirations of mankind— that my own highest aspirations even—lead me towards the 
doctrine of immortality. I doubt the fact, to begin with, but if it be so even, what is this but in 
grand words asking me to believe a thing because I like it.

My business is to teach my aspirations to conform themselves to fact, not to try and make 
facts harmonize with my aspirations. Science seems to me to teach in the highest and strongest 
manner the great truth which is embodied in the Christian conception of entire surrender to the will 
of God. Sit down before fact as a little child, be prepared to give up every preconceived notion, 
follow humbly wherever and to whatever abysses nature leads, or you shall learn nothing. I have 
only begun to learn content and peace of mind since I have resolved at all risks to do this.

Sartor Resartus led me to know that a deep sense of religion was compatible with the 
entire absence of theology. Secondly, science and her methods gave me a resting-place 
independent of authority and tradition. Thirdly, love opened up to me a view of the sanctity of 
human nature, and impressed me with a deep sense of responsibility.    If at this moment I am not 
a worn-out, debauched, useless carcass of a man, if it has been or will be my fate to advance the 
cause of science, if I feel that I have a shadow of a claim on the love of those about me, if in the 
supreme moment when I looked down into my boy's grave my sorrow was full of submission and 
without bitterness, it is because these agencies have worked upon me, and not because I have ever 
cared whether my poor personality shall remain distinct forever from the All from whence it came 
and whither it goes.    And thus, my dear Kingsley, you will understand what my position is. I 
may be quite wrong, and in that case I know I shall have to pay the penalty for being wrong. But I 
can only say with Luther, "Gott helfe mir, Ich kann nichts anders (God help me, I cannot do 
otherwise)."
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