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The question I have been asked to discuss tonight — “Is The-
ology Poetry?” — is not of my own choosing. I find myself, 
in fact, in the position of a candidate at an examination, 

and I must obey the advice of my tutors by first making sure that 
I know what the question means.

By Theology we mean, I suppose, the systematic series of state-
ments about god and about man’s relation to him which the be-
lievers of a religion make. and in a paper sent me by this Club I 
may perhaps assume that Theology means principally Christian 
Theology. I am the bolder to make this assumption because some-
thing of what I think about other religions will appear in what 
I have to say. It must also be remembered that only a minority 
of the religions of the world have a theology. There was no sys-
tematic series of statements which the greeks agreed in believing 
about zeus.

The other term, Poetry , is much harder to define, but I believe 
I can assume the question which my examiners had in mind with-
out a definition. There are certain things which I feel sure they 
were not asking me. They were not asking me whether Theology 
is written in verse. They were not asking me whether most theo-
logians are masters of a “simple, sensuous, and passionate” style. 
I believe they meant, “Is Theology merely poetry?” This might be 
expanded: “does Theology offer us, at best, only that kind of truth 
which, according to some critics, poetry offers us?” and the first 
difficulty of answering the question in that form is that we have no 
general agreement as to what “poetical truth” means, or whether 
there is really any such thing. It will be best, therefore, to use for 
this paper a very vague and modest notion of poetry, simply as 
writing which arouses and in part satisfies the imagination. and I 
shall take it that the question I am to answer is this: does Christian 
Theology owe its attraction to its power of arousing and satisfying 
our imaginations? are those who believe it mistaking aesthetic 
enjoyment for intellectual assent, or assenting because they enjoy? 
Faced with this question, I naturally turn to inspect the believer 
whom I know best — myself. and the first fact I discover, or seem 
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to discover, is that for me at any rate, if Theology is Poetry, it is 
not very good poetry.

Considered as poetry, the doctrine of the Trinity seems to me 
to fall between two stools. It has neither the monolithic grandeur 
of strictly unitarian conceptions nor the richness of Polytheism. 
The omnipotence of god is not, to my taste, a poetical advantage. 
odin, fighting against enemies who are not his own creatures and 
who will in fact defeat him in the end, has a heroic appeal which 
the god of Christians cannot have. There is also a certain bare-
ness about the Christian picture of the universe. a future state 
and orders of superhuman creatures are held to exist, but only the 
slightest hints of their nature are offered. Finally, and worst of all, 
the whole cosmic story, though full of tragic elements, yet fails of 
being a tragedy. Christianity offers the attractions neither of op-
timism nor of pessimism. It represents the life of the universe as 
being very like the mortal life of men on this planet — of a mingled 
yarn, good and ill together.” The majestic simplifications of Pan-
theism and the tangled wood of Pagan animism both seem to me, 
in their different ways, more attractive. Christianity just misses the 
tidiness of the one and the delicious variety of the other. For I take 
it there are two things the imagination loves to do. It loves to em-
brace its object completely, to take it in at a single glance, and see 
it as something harmonious, symmetrical, and self-explanatory. 
That is the classical imagination; the Parthenon was built for it. It 
also loves to lose itself in a labyrinth, to surrender to the inextri-
cable. That is the romantic imagination; the Orlando Furioso was 
written for it. But Christian Theology does not cater very well for 
either.

If Christianity is only a mythology, then I find the mythology I 
believe in is not the one I like best. I like greek mythology much 
better, Irish better still, norse best of all.

having thus inspected myself, I next inquire how far my case 
is peculiar. It does not seem, certainly, to be unique. It is not at all 
plain that men’s imaginations have always delighted most in those 
pictures of the supernatural which they believed. From the twelfth 
to the seventeenth century europe seems to have taken an unfail-
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ing delight in classical mythology. If the numbers and the gusto of 
pictures and poems were to be the criterion of belief, we should 
judge that those ages were pagan, which we know to be untrue.

It looks as if the confusion between imaginative enjoyment and 
intellectual assent, of which Christians are accused, is not nearly 
so common or so easy as some people suppose. even children, I 
believe, rarely suffer from it. It pleases their imagination to pre-
tend that they are bears or horses, but I do not remember that 
one was ever under the least delusion. may it not even be that 
there is something in belief which is hostile to perfect imaginative 
enjoyment? The sensitive, cultured atheist seems at times to enjoy 
the aesthetic trappings of Christianity in a way which the believer 
can only envy. The modern poets certainly enjoy the greek gods 
in a way of which I find no trace in greek literature. what myth-
ological scenes in ancient literature can compare for a moment 
with Keats’s Hyperion? In a certain sense we spoil a mythology 
for imaginative purposes by believing in it. Fairies are popular in 
england because we don’t think they exist; they are no fun at all 
in arran or Connemara.

But I must beware of going too far. I have suggested that belief 
spoils a system for the imagination “in a certain sense.” But not in 
all senses. If I came to believe in fairies, I should almost certainly 
lose the particular kind of pleasure which I now get from them 
when reading the Midsummer’ Night’s Dream. But later on, when 
the believed fairies had settled down as inhabitants of my real 
universe and had been fully connected with other parts of my 
thought, a new pleasure might arise. The contemplation of what 
we take to be real is always, I think, in tolerably sensitive minds, 
attended with a certain sort of aesthetic satisfaction — a sort which 
depends precisely on its supposed reality. There is a dignity and 
poignancy in the bare fact that a thing exists. Thus, as Balfour 
pointed out in Theism and Humanism (a book too little read), there 
are many historical facts which we should not applaud for any ob-
vious humour or pathos if we supposed them to be inventions; but 
once we believe them to be real, we have, in addition to our intel-
lectual satisfaction, a certain aesthetic delight in the idea of them. 
The story of the Trojan war and the story of the napoleonic wars 
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both have an aesthetic effect on us. and the effects are different. 
and this difference does not depend solely on those differences 
which would make them different as stories if we believed neither. 
The kind of pleasure the napoleonic wars give has a certain differ-
ence simply because we believe in them. a believed idea feels dif-
ferent from an idea that is not believed. and that peculiar flavour 
of the believed is never, in my experience, without a special sort 
of imaginative enjoyment. It is therefore quite true that the Chris-
tians do enjoy their world picture, aesthetically, once they have 
accepted it as true. every man, I believe, enjoys the world picture 
which he accepts, for the gravity and finality of the actual is itself 
an aesthetic stimulus. In this sense, Christianity, life-force-wor-
ship, marxism, freudianism all become “poetries” to their own 
believers. But this does not mean that their adherents have chosen 
them for that reason. on the contrary, this kind of poetry is the 
result, not the cause, of belief. Theology is, in this sense, poetry 
to me because I believe it; I do not believe it because it is poetry.

The charge that Theology is mere poetry, if it means that 
Christians believe it because they find it, antecedently to belief, 
the most poetically attractive of all world pictures, thus seems to 
me unplausible in the extreme. There may be evidence for such 
a charge which I do not know of, but such evidence as I do know 
is against it.

I am not, of course, maintaining that Theology, even before 
you believe it, is totally bare of aesthetic value. But I do not find 
it superior in this respect to most of its rivals. Consider for a few 
moments the enormous aesthetic claim of its chief contemporary 
rival — what we may loosely call the Scientific outlook1, the pic-
ture of mr. [h. g.] wells and the rest. Supposing this to be a myth, 
is it not one of the finest myths which human imagination has 
yet produced? The play is preceded by the most austere of all 
preludes: the infinite void, and matter restlessly moving to bring 
forth it knows not what. Then, by the millionth millionth chance 
— what tragic irony — the conditions at one point of space and time 
bubble up into that tiny fermentation which is the beginning of 

1  I am not suggesting that practising scientists believe it as a whole. The de-
lightful name ‘wellsianity’ (which another member invented during the dis-
cussion) would have been much better than ‘the Scientific outlook’.
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life. everything seems to be against the infant hero of our drama 
— just as everything seems against the youngest son or ill-used 
stepdaughter at the opening of a fairy-tale.2 But life somehow wins 
through. with infinite suffering, against all but insuperable obsta-
cles, it spreads, it breeds, it complicates itself, from the amoeba 
up to the plant, up to the reptile, up to the mammal. we glance 
briefly at the age of monsters. dragons prowl the earth, devour 
one another, and die. Then comes the theme of the younger son 
and the ugly duckling once more. as the weak, tiny spark of life 
began amidst the huge hostilities of the inanimate, so now again, 
amidst the beasts that are far larger and stronger than he, there 
comes forth a little naked, shivering, cowering creature, shuffling, 
not yet erect, promising nothing, the product of another millionth 
millionth chance. yet somehow he thrives. he becomes the Cave 
man with his club and his flints, muttering and growling over his 
enemies’ bones, dragging his screaming mate by her hair (I never 
could quite make out why), tearing his children to pieces in fierce 
jealousy till one of them is old enough to tear him,3 cowering be-
fore the horrible gods whom he created in his own image. But 
these are only growing pains. wait till the next act. There he is 
becoming true man. he learns to master nature. Science comes 
and dissipates the superstitions of his infancy. more and more he 
becomes the controller of his own fate. Passing hastily over the 
present (for it is a mere nothing by the time scale we are using), 
you follow him on into the future. See him in the last act, though 
not the last scene, of this great mystery. a race of demigods now 
rules the planet — and perhaps more than the planet — for eu-
genics have made certain that only demigods will be born, and 
psychoanalysis that none of them shall lose or smirch his divinity, 
and communism that all which divinity requires shall be ready 
to their hands. man has ascended his throne. henceforward he 
has nothing to do but to practise virtue, to grow 10 wisdom, to 
be happy. and now, mark the final stroke of genius. If the myth 
stopped at that point, it might be a little bathetic. It would lack the 

2  [editor’s note]: one almost gets the impression here that lewis had read 
or had heard of russian folklorist vladimir Propp’s work, Morphology of the 
Folktale. There is some chance this may have happened, as the first (russian) 
edition of Morphology was published in 1928.

3  [editor’s note]: lewis is obviously referring to Freud and his “primal horde” 
concept which Freud explored in his book Totem and Taboo.
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highest grandeur of which human imagination is capable. The last 
scene reverses all. we have the Twilight of the gods. all this time, 
silently, unceasingly, out of all reach of human power, nature, the 
old enemy, has been steadily gnawing away. The sun will cool — 
all suns will cool — the whole universe will run down. life (every 
form of life) will be banished, without hope of return, from eve-
ry inch of infinite space. all ends in nothingness, and “universal 
darkness covers all.” The pattern of the myth thus becomes one of 
the noblest we can conceive. It is the pattern of many elizabethan 
tragedies, where the protagonist’s career can be represented by a 
slowly ascending and then rapidly falling curve, with its highest 
point in act Iv. you see him climbing up and up, then blazing in 
his bright meridian, then finally overwhelmed in ruin.

Such a world drama appeals to every part of us. The early 
struggles of the hero (a theme delightfully doubled, played first by 
life, and then by man) appeal to our generosity. his future exalta-
tion gives scope to a reasonable optimism, for the tragic close is 
so very distant that you need not often think of it — we work with 
millions of years. and the tragic close itself just gives that irony, 
that grandeur, which calls forth our defiance, and without which 
all the rest might cloy. There is a beauty in this myth which well 
deserves better poetic handling than it has yet received; I hope 
some great genius will yet crystallise it before the incessant stream 
of philosophic change carries it all away. I am speaking, of course, 
of the beauty it has whether you believe it or not. There I can 
speak from experience, for I, who believe less than half of what it 
tells me about the past, and less than nothing of what it tells me 
about the future, am deeply moved when I contemplate it. The 
only other story — unless, indeed, it is an embodiment of the same 
story — which similarly moves me is the nibelung’s ring. Enden 
sah ich die Welt.

we cannot, therefore, turn down Theology, simply because it 
does not avoid being poetical. all world views yield poetry to 
those who believe them by the mere fact of being believed. and 
nearly all have certain poetical merits whether you believe them 
or not. This is what we should expect. man is a poetical animal 
and touches nothing which he does not adorn.
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There are, however, two other lines of thought which might 
lead us to call Theology a mere poetry, and these I must now 
consider. In the first place, it certainly contains elements similar 
to those which we find in many early, and even savage, religions. 
and those elements in the early religions may now seem to us 
to be poetical. The question here is rather complicated. we now 
regard the death and return of Balder as a poetical idea, a myth. 
we are invited to infer thence that the death and resurrection of 
Christ is a poetical idea, a myth. But we are not really starting with 
the datum “Both are poetical” and thence arguing “Therefore both 
are false.” Part of the poetical aroma which hangs about Balder is, 
I believe, due to the fact that we have already come to disbelieve 
in him. So that disbelief, not poetical experience, is the real start-
ing point of the argument. But this is perhaps an oversubtlety, 
certainly a subtlety, and I will leave it on one side.

what light is really thrown on the truth or falsehood of Chris-
tian Theology by the occurrence of similar ideas in Pagan reli-
gion? I think the answer was very well given a fortnight ago by 
mr. Brown. Supposing, for purposes of argument, that Christian-
ity is true; then it could avoid all coincidence with other religions 
only on the supposition that all other religions are one hundred 
percent erroneous. To which, you remember, Professor h. h. 
Price replied by agreeing with mr. Brown and saying, “yes. From 
these resemblances you may conclude not ‘so much the worse for 
the Christians’ but ‘so much the better for the Pagans.’” The truth 
is that the resemblances tell nothing either for or against the truth 
of Christian Theology. If you start from the assumption that the 
Theology is false, the resemblances are quite consistent with that 
assumption. one would expect creatures of the same sort, faced 
with the same universe, to make the same false guess more than 
once. But if you start with the assumption that the Theology is 
true, the resemblances fit in equally well. Theology, while saying 
that a special illumination has been vouchsafed to Christians and 
(earlier) to Jews, also says that there is some divine illumination 
vouchsafed to all men. The divine light, we are told, “lighteneth 
every man.” we should, therefore, expect to find in the imagina-
tion of great Pagan teachers and myth makers some glimpse of 
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that theme which we believe to be the very plot of the whole cos-
mic: story – the theme of incarnation, death, and rebirth. and the 
differences between the Pagan Christs (Balder, osiris, etc.) and 
the Christ himself is much what we should expect to find. The 
Pagan stories are all about someone dying and rising, either every 
year, or else nobody knows where and nobody knows when. The 
Christian story is about a historical personage, whose execution 
can be dated pretty accurately, under a named roman magistrate, 
and with whom the society that he founded is in a continuous 
relation down to the present day. It is not the difference between 
falsehood and truth. It is the difference between a real event on 
the one hand and dim dreams or premonitions of that same event 
on the other. It is like watching something come gradually into fo-
cus; first it hangs in the clouds of myth and ritual, vast and vague, 
then it condenses, grows hard and in a sense small, as a historical 
event in first century Palestine. This gradual focussing goes on 
even inside the Christian tradition itself. The earliest stratum of 
the old Testament contains many truths in a form which I take 
to be legendary, or even mythical — hanging in the clouds, but 
gradually the truth condenses, becomes more and more historical. 
From things like noah’s ark or the sun standing still upon ajalon, 
you come down to the court memoirs of King david. Finally you 
reach the new Testament and history reigns supreme, and the 
Truth is incarnate. and “incarnate” is here more than a metaphor. 
It is not an accidental resemblance that what, from the point of 
view of being, is stated in the form “god became man,” should 
involve, from the point of view of human knowledge, the state-
ment “myth became Fact.” The essential meaning of all things 
came down from the “heaven” of myth to the “earth” of history. 
In so doing, it partly emptied itself of its glory, as Christ emptied 
himself of his glory to be man. That is the real explanation of the 
fact that Theology, far from defeating its rivals by a superior po-
etry, is, in a superficial but quite real sense, less poetical than they. 
That is why the new· Testament is, in the same sense, less poetical 
than the old. have you not often felt in Church, if the first lesson 
is some great passage, that the second lesson is somehow small by 
comparison — almost, if one might say so, humdrum? So it is and 
so it must be. That is the humiliation of myth into fact, of god into 
man; what is everywhere and always, imageless and ineffable, 
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only to be glimpsed in dream and symbol and the acted poetry 
of ritual becomes small, solid — no bigger than a man who can lie 
asleep in a rowing boat on the lake of galilee. you may say that 
this, after all, is a still deeper poetry. I will not contradict you. The 
humiliation leads to a greater glory. But the humiliation of god 
and the shrinking or condensation of the myth as it becomes fact 
are also quite real.

I have just mentioned symbol, and that brings me to the last 
head under which I will consider the charge of “mere poetry.” 
Theology certainly shares with poetry the use of metaphorical or 
symbolical language. The first Person of the Trinity is not the Fa-
ther of the Second in a physical sense. The Second Person did not 
come “down” to earth in the same sense as a parachutist, nor reas-
cend into the sky like a balloon, nor did he literally sit at the right 
hand of the Father. why, then, does Christianity talk as if all these 
things did happen? The agnostic thinks that it does so because 
those who founded it were quite naively ignorant and believed all 
these statements literally, and we later Christians have gone on 
using the same language through timidity and conservatism. we 
are often invited, in Professor [h. h.] Price’s words, to throw away 
the shell and retain the kernel.

There are two questions involved here.

1. what did the early Christians believe? did they believe 
that god really has a material palace in the sky and that he 
received his Son in a decorated state chair placed a little to the 
right of his own? — or did they not? The answer is that the al-
ternative we are offering them was probably never present to 
their minds at all. as soon as it was present, we know quite well 
which side of the fence they came down. as soon as the issue of 
anthropomorphism was explicitly before the Church in, I think, 
the second century, anthropomorphism was condemned. The 
Church knew the answer (that god has no body and therefore 
couldn’t sit in a chair) as soon as it knew the question. But till the 
question was raised, of course, people believed neither the one 
answer nor the other. There is no more tiresome error in the his-
tory of thought than to try to sort our ancestors on to this or that 
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side of a distinction which was not in their minds at all. you are 
asking a question to which no answer exists.

It is very probable that most (almost certainly not all) of the 
first generation of Christians never thought of their faith without 
anthropomorphic imagery, and that they were not explicitly con-
scious, as a modern would be, that it was mere imagery. But this 
does not in the least mean that the essence of their belief was con-
cerned with details about a celestial throne room. That was not 
what they valued, or what they were prepared to die for. any one 
of them who went to alexandria and got a philosophical educa-
tion would have recognised the imagery at once for what it was, 
and would not have felt that his belief had been altered in any way 
that mattered. my mental picture of an oxford college, before I 
saw one, was very different from the reality in physical details. But 
this did not mean that when I came to oxford I found my general 
conception of what a college means to have been a delusion. The 
physical pictures had inevitably accompanied my thinking, but 
they had never been what I was chiefly interested in, and much 
of my thinking had been correct in spite of them. what you think 
is one thing; what you imagine while you are thinking is another.

The earliest Christians were not so much like a man who mis-
takes the shell for the kernel as like a man carrying a nut which 
he hasn’t yet cracked. The moment it is cracked, he knows which 
part to throw away. Till then he holds on to the nut, not because 
he is a fool but because he isn’t.

2. we are invited to restate our belief in a form free from meta-
phor and symbol. The reason we don’t is that we can’t. we can, if 
you like, say “god entered history” instead of saying “god came 
down to earth.” But, of course, “entered” is just as metaphorical 
as “came down.” you have only substituted horizontal or unde-
fined movement for vertical movement. we can make our lan-
guage duller; we cannot make it less metaphorical. we can make 
the pictures more prosaic; we cannot be less pictorial. nor are we 
Christians alone in this disability. here is a sentence from a cele-
brated anti-Christian writer, dr. I. a. richards.4 “only that part of 

4  Principles of Literary Criticism, cap. XI.
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the cause of a mental event which takes effect through incoming 
(sensory) impulses or through effects of past sensory impulses can 
be said to be thereby known. The reservation no doubt involves 
complications.” dr. richards does not mean that the part of the 
cause “takes” effect in the literal sense of the word takes, nor that 
it does so through a sensory impulse as you could take a parcel 
through a doorway. In the second sentence “The reservation in-
volves complications,” he does not mean that an act of defending, 
or a seat booked in a train, or an american park, really sets about 
rolling or folding or curling up a set of coilings or rollings up. In 
other words, all language about things other than physical objects 
is necessarily metaphorical.

For all these reasons, then, I think (though we knew even be-
fore Freud that the heart is deceitful) that those who accept Theol-
ogy are not necessarily being guided by taste rather than reason. 
The picture so often painted of Christians huddling together on an 
ever narrower strip of beach while the incoming tide of “Science” 
mounts higher and higher corresponds to nothing in my own ex-
perience. That grand myth which I asked you to admire a few 
minutes ago is not for me a hostile novelty breaking in on my tra-
ditional beliefs. on the contrary, that cosmology is what I started 
from. deepening distrust and final abandonment of it long pre-
ceded my conversion to Christianity. long before I believed The-
ology to be true I had already decided that the popular scientific 
picture at any rate was false. one absolutely central inconsistency 
ruins it; it is the one we touched on a fortnight ago.3. The whole 
picture professes to depend on inferences from observed facts . 
unless inference is valid, the whole picture disappears. unless we 
can be sure that reality in the remotest nebula or the remotest part 
obeys the thought laws of the human scientist here and now in his 
laboratory — in other words, unless reason is an absolute — all is 
in ruins. yet those who ask me to believe this world picture also 
ask me to believe that reason is simply the unforeseen and unin-
tended by-product of mindless matter at one stage of its endless 
and aimless becoming. here is flat contradiction. They ask me at 
the same moment to accept a conclusion and to discredit the only 
testimony on which that conclusion can be based. The difficulty is 
to me a fatal one; and the fact that when you put it to many scien-
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tists, far from having an answer, they seem not even to understand 
what the difficulty is, assures me that I have not found a mare’s 
nest but detected a radical disease in their whole mode of thought 
from the very beginning. The man who has once understood the 
situation is compelled henceforth to regard the scientific cosmol-
ogy as being, in principle, a myth; though no doubt a great many 
true particulars have been worked into it.5

after that it is hardly worth noticing minor difficulties. yet 
these are many and serious. The Bergsonian critique of orthodox 
darwinism is not easy to answer. more disquieting still is Profes-
sor d.m.S. watson’s defence. “evolution itself,” he wrote,6 “is ac-
cepted by zoologists not because it has been observed to occur 
or ... can be proved by logically coherent evidence to be true, 
but because the only alternative, special creation, is dearly incred-
ible.” has it come to that? does the whole vast structure of mod-
ern naturalism depend not on positive evidence but simply on an 
a priori metaphysical prejudice? was it devised not to get in facts 
but to keep out god? even, however, if evolution in the strict bio-
logical sense has some better grounds than Professor watson sug-
gests — and I can’t help thinking it must — we should distinguish 
evolution in this strict sense from what may be called the univer-
sal evolutionism of modern thought. By universal evolutionism 
I mean the belief that the very formula of universal process is 
from imperfect to perfect, from small beginnings to great endings, 
from the rudimentary to the elaborate, the belief which makes 
people find it natural to think that morality springs from savage 
taboos, adult sentiment from infantile sexual maladjustments, 
thought from instinct, mind from matter, organic from inorganic, 
cosmos from chaos. This is perhaps the deepest habit of mind in 
the contemporary world. It seems to me immensely unplausible, 
because it makes the general course of nature so very unlike those 
parts of nature we can observe. you remember the old puzzle as 
to whether the owl came from the egg or the egg from the owl. 
The modern acquiescence in universal evolutionism is a kind of 
optical illusion, produced by attending exclusively to the owl’s 
5  It is not irrelevant, in considering the mythical character of this cosmology 

to notice that the two great imaginative expressions of it are earlier than the 
evidence: Keats’s Hyperion and the Nibelung’s Ring are pre-darwinian works.

6  Quoted in Science and the B.B.C., nineteenth Century, april, 1943.



emergence from the egg. we are taught from childhood to notice 
how the perfect oak grows from the acorn and to forget that the 
acorn itself was dropped by a perfect oak. we are reminded con-
stantly that the adult human being was an embryo, never that the 
life of the embryo came from two adult human beings. we love 
to notice that the express engine of today is the descendant of the 
“rocket”; we do not equally remember that the “rocket” springs 
not from some even more rudimentary engine, but from some-
thing much more perfect and complicated than itself — namely, a 
man of genius. The obviousness or naturalness which most people 
seem to find in the idea of emergent evolution thus seems to be a 
pure hallucination.

on these grounds and others like them one is driven to think 
that whatever else may be true, the popular scientific cosmology 
at any rate is certainly not. I left that ship not at the call of poetry 
but because I thought it could not keep afloat. Something like 
philosophical idealism or Theism must, at the very worst, be less 
untrue than that. and idealism turned out, when you took it seri-
ously, to be disguised Theism. and once you accepted Theism, 
you could not ignore the claims of Christ. and when you exam-
ined them it appeared to me that you could adopt no middle posi-
tion. either he was a lunatic, or god. and he was not a lunatic.

I was taught at school, when I had done a sum, to “prove my 
answer.” The proof or verification of my Christian answer to the 
cosmic sum is this. when I accept Theology I may find difficul-
ties, at this point or that, in harmonising it with some particular 
truths which are imbedded in the mythical cosmology derived 
from science. But I can get in, or allow for, science as a whole. 
granted that reason is prior to matter and that the light of the 
primal reason illuminates finite minds, I can understand how 
men should come, by observation and inference, to know a lot 
about the universe they live in. If, on the other hand, I swallow 
the scientific cosmology as a whole, then not only can I not fit in 
Christianity, but I cannot even fit in science. If minds are wholly 
dependent on brains, and brains on biochemistry, and biochem-
istry (in the long run) on the meaningless flux of the atoms, I can-
not understand how the thought of those minds should have any 
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more significance than the sound of the wind in the trees. and 
this is to me the final test. This is how I distinguish dreaming and 
waking. when I am awake I can, in some degree, account for and 
study my dream. The dragon that pursued me last night can be 
fitted into my waking world. I know that there are such things as 
dreams; I know that I had eaten an indigestible dinner; I know 
that a man of my reading might be expected to dream of dragons. 
But while in the nightmare I could not have fitted in my waking 
experience. The waking world is judged more real because it can 
thus contain the dreaming world; the dreaming world is judged 
less real because it cannot contain the waking one. For the same 
reason I am certain that in passing from the scientific points of 
view to the theological, I have passed from dream to waking. 
Christian theology can fit in science, art, morality, and the sub-
Christian religions. The scientific point of view cannot fit in any 
of these things, not even science itself. I believe in Christianity 
as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it, but 
because by it I see everything else.

The Oxford Socratic Club, 1944
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