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Chesterton, journalist and prolific author, writes with incisive wit against those who would claim that science offers a
complete explanation for human life and existence. The following extracts are all direct quotations from the text.
The writer regards it as amounting to a convincing creed. But if it is not that it is at least a repeated and surprising
coincidence. Viii
‘I am the man who with the utmost daring discovered what had been discovered before. I did try to found a heresy of my
own; and when I had put the last touches to it, I discovered that it was orthodoxy’. Xiii
The maniac
Imagination does not breed insanity. Exactly what does breed insanity is reason. Poets do not go mad; but chess-players
do. Mathematicians go mad, and cashiers; but creative artists very seldom. I am not, as will be seen, in any sense
attacking logic: I only say that this danger does lie in logic, not in imagination. 10-11
Theology rebukes certain thoughts by calling them blasphemous. Science rebukes certain thoughts by calling them
morbid. For example, some religious societies discouraged men more or less from thinking about sex. The new scientific
society definitely discourages men from thinking about death; it is a fact, but it is considered a morbid fact. And in
dealing with those whose morbidity has a touch of mania, modern science cares far less for pure logic than a dancing
Dervish. In these cases it is not enough that the unhappy man should desire truth; he must desire health. Nothing can
save him but a blind hunger for normality, like that of a beast. A man cannot think himself out of mental evil; for it is
actually the organ of thought that has become diseased, ungovernable, and, as it were, independent. He can only be
saved by will or faith. The moment his mere reason moves, it moves in the old circular rut; he will go round and round his
logical circle, just as a man in a third-class carriage on the Inner Circle will go round and round the Inner Circle unless he
performs the voluntary, vigorous, and mystical act of getting out at Gower Street. Decision is the whole business here; a
door must be shut for ever. Every remedy is a desperate remedy. Every cure is a miraculous cure. Curing a madman is not
arguing with a philosopher; it is casting out a devil. And however quietly doctors and psychologists may go to work in the
matter, their attitude is profoundly intolerant—as intolerant as Bloody Mary. Their attitude is really this: that the man
must stop thinking, if he is to go on living. Their counsel is one of intellectual amputation. If thy head offend thee, cut it
off for it is better, not merely to enter the Kingdom of Heaven as a child, but to enter it as an imbecile, rather than with
your whole intellect to be cast into hell—or into Hanwell. 16
For we must remember that the materialist philosophy (whether true or not) is certainly much more limiting than any
religion. In one sense, of course, all intelligent ideas are narrow. They cannot be broader than themselves. A Christian is
only restricted in the same sense that an atheist is restricted. He cannot think Christianity false and continue to be a
Christian; and the atheist cannot think atheism false and continue to be an atheist. But as it happens, there is a very
special sense in which materialism has more restrictions than spiritualism. Mr. McCabe thinks me a slave because I am
not allowed to believe in determinism. I think Mr. McCabe a slave because he is not allowed to believe in fairies. But if
we examine the two vetoes we shall see that his is really much more of a pure veto than mine. The Christian is quite free
to believe that there is a considerable amount of settled order and inevitable development in the universe. But the
materialist is not allowed to admit into his spotless machine the slightest speck of spiritualism or miracle. Poor Mr.
McCabe is not allowed to retain even the tiniest imp, though it might be hiding in a pimpernel. The Christian admits that
the universe is manifold and even miscellaneous, just as a sane man knows that he is complex. The sane man knows that
he has a touch of the beast, a touch of the devil, a touch of the saint, a touch of the citizen. Nay, the really sane man
knows that he has a touch of the madman. But the materialist’s world is quite simple and solid, just as the madman is
quite sure he is sane. The materialist is sure that history has been simply and solely a chain of causation, just as the
interesting person before mentioned is quite sure that he is simply and solely a chicken. Materialists and madmen never
have doubts.
Spiritual doctrines do not actually limit the mind as do materialistic denials. Even if I believe in immortality I need not
think about it. But if I disbelieve in immortality I must not think about it. In the first case the road is open and I can go as
far as I like; in the second the road is shut. But the case is even stronger, and the parallel with madness is yet more
strange. For it was our case against the exhaustive and logical theory of the lunatic that, right or wrong, it gradually
destroyed his humanity. Now it is the charge against the main deductions of the materialist that, right or wrong, they
gradually destroy his humanity; I do not mean only kindness, I mean hope, courage, poetry, initiative, all that is human.
For instance, when materialism leads men to complete fatalism (as it generally does), it is quite idle to pretend that it is
in any sense a liberating force. It is absurd to say that you are especially advancing freedom when you only use free

thought to destroy free will. The determinists come to bind, not to loose. They may well call their law the “chain” of
causation. It is the worst chain that ever fettered a human being. You may use the language of liberty, if you like, about
materialistic teaching, but it is obvious that this is just as inapplicable to it as a whole as the same language when applied
to a man locked up in a mad-house. You may say, if you like, that the man is free to think himself a poached egg. But it is
surely a more massive and important fact that if he is a poached egg he is not free to eat, drink, sleep, walk, or smoke a
cigarette. Similarly you may say, if you like, that the bold determinist speculator is free to disbelieve in the reality of the
will. But it is a much more massive and important fact that he is not free to raise, to curse, to thank, to justify, to urge, to
punish, to resist temptations, to incite mobs, to make New Year resolutions, to pardon sinners, to rebuke tyrants, or even
to say “thank you” for the mustard.
In passing from this subject I may note that there is a queer fallacy to the effect that materialistic fatalism is in some way
favourable to mercy, to the abolition of cruel punishments or punishments of any kind. This is startlingly the reverse of
the truth. It is quite tenable that the doctrine of necessity makes no difference at all; that it leaves the flogger flogging
and the kind friend exhorting as before. But obviously if it stops either of them it stops the kind exhortation. That the sins
are inevitable does not prevent punishment; if it prevents anything it prevents persuasion. Determinism is quite as likely
to lead to cruelty as it is certain to lead to cowardice. Determinism is not inconsistent with the cruel treatment of
criminals. What it is (perhaps) inconsistent with is the generous treatment of criminals; with any appeal to their better
feelings or encouragement in their moral struggle. The determinist does not believe in appealing to the will, but he does
believe in changing the environment. He must not say to the sinner, “Go and sin no more,” because the sinner cannot
help it. But he can put him in boiling oil; for boiling oil is an environment. Considered as a figure, therefore, the
materialist has the fantastic outline of the figure of the madman. Both take up a position at once unanswerable and
intolerable. 18-20
The man who cannot believe his senses, and the man who cannot believe anything else, are both insane, but their
insanity is proved not by any error in their argument, but by the manifest mistake of their whole lives. 22
The suicide of thought
What we suffer from today is humility in the wrong place. Modesty has moved from the organ of ambition. Modesty has
settled upon the organ of conviction; where it was never meant to be. A man was meant to be doubtful about himself,
but undoubting about the truth; this has been exactly reversed. Nowadays the part of a man that a man does assert is
exactly the part he ought not to assert – himself. The part he doubts is exactly the part he ought not to doubt – the
Divine Reason… At any street corner we may meet a man who utters the frantic and blasphemous statement that he may
be wrong. Every day one comes across somebody who says that of course his view may not be the right one… We are on
the road to producing a race of men too mentally modest to believe in the multiplication table. 27-28
Evolution is a good example of that modern intelligence which, if it destroys anything, destroys itself. Evolution is either
an innocent scientific description of how certain earthly things came about; or, if it is anything more than this, it is an
attack upon thought itself. If evolution destroys anything, it does not destroy religion but rationalism. If evolution simply
means that a positive thing called an ape turned very slowly into a positive thing called a man, then it is stingless for the
most orthodox; for a personal God might just as well do things slowly as quickly, especially if, like the Christian God, he
were outside time. But if it means anything more, it means that there is no such thing as an ape to change, and no such
thing as a man for him to change into. It means that there is no such thing as a thing. At best, there is only one thing, and
that is a flux of everything and anything. This is an attack not upon the faith, but upon the mind; you cannot think if there
are no things to think about. You cannot think if you are not separate from the subject of thought. Descartes said, “I
think; therefore I am.” The philosophic evolutionist reverses and negatives the epigram. He says, “I am not; therefore I
cannot think.” 30-31.
The Ethics of Elfland
Well, I left the fairy tales lying on the floor of the nursery, and I have not found any books so sensible since. I left the
nurse guardian of tradition and democracy, and I have not found any modern type so sanely radical or so sanely
conservative. But the matter for important comment was here: that when I first went out into the mental atmosphere of
the modern world, I found that the modern world was positively opposed on two points to my nurse and to the nursery
tales. It has taken me a long time to find out that the modern world is wrong and my nurse was right. The really curious
thing was this: that modern thought contradicted this basic creed of my boyhood on its two most essential doctrines. I
have explained that the fairy tales founded in me two convictions; first, that this world is a wild and startling place, which
might have been quite different, but which is quite delightful; second, that before this wildness and delight one may well
be modest and submit to the queerest limitations of so queer a kindness. But I found the whole modern world running
like a high tide against both my tendernesses; and the shock of that collision created two sudden and spontaneous
sentiments, which I have had ever since and which, crude as they were, have since hardened into convictions.

First, I found the whole modern world talking scientific fatalism; saying that everything is as it must always have been,
being unfolded without fault from the beginning. The leaf on the tree is green because it could never have been anything
else. Now, the fairy-tale philosopher is glad that the leaf is green precisely because it might have been scarlet. He feels as
if it had turned green an instant before he looked at it. He is pleased that snow is white on the strictly reasonable ground
that it might have been black. Every colour has in it a bold quality as of choice; the red of garden roses is not only
decisive but dramatic, like suddenly split blood. He feels that something has been done. But the great determinists of the
nineteenth century were strongly against this native feeling that something had happened an instant before. In fact,
according to them, nothing ever really had happened since the beginning of the world. Nothing ever had happened since
existence had happened; and even about the date of that they were not very sure.
The modern world as I found it was solid for modern Calvinism, for the necessity of things being as they are. But when I
came to ask them I found they had really no proof of this unavoidable repetition in things except the fact that the things
were repeated. Now, the mere repetition made the things to me rather more weird than more rational. It was as if,
having seen a curiously shaped nose in the street and dismissed it as an accident, I had then seen six other noses of the
same astonishing shape. I should have fancied for a moment that it must be some local secret society. So one elephant
having a trunk was odd; but all elephants having trunks looked like a plot. I speak here only of an emotion, and of an
emotion at once stubborn and subtle. But the repetition in Nature seemed sometimes to be an excited repetition, like
that of an angry schoolmaster saying the same thing over and over again. The grass seemed signalling to me with all its
fingers at once; the crowded stars seemed bent upon being understood. The sun would make me see him if he rose a
thousand times. The recurrences of the universe rose to the maddening rhythm of an incantation, and I began to see an
idea.
All the towering materialism which dominates the modern mind rests ultimately upon one assumption; a false
assumption. It is supposed that if a thing goes on repeating itself it is probably dead; a piece of clockwork. People feel
that if the universe was personal it would vary; if the sun were alive ii would dance. This is a fallacy even in relation to
known fact. For the variation in human affairs is generally brought into them, not by life, but by death; by the dying down
or breaking off of their strength or desire. A man varies his movements because of some slight element of failure or
fatigue. He gets into an omnibus because he is tired of walking; or he walks because he is tired of sitting still. But if his life
and joy were so gigantic that he never tired of going to Islington, he might go to Islington as regularly as the Thames goes
to Sheerness. The very speed and ecstasy of his life would have the stillness of death. The sun rises every morning. I do
not rise every morning; but the variation is due not to my activity, but to my inaction. Now, to put the matter in a
popular phrase, it might be true that the sun rises regularly because he never gets tired of rising. His routine might be
due, not to a lifelessness, but to a rush of life. The thing I mean can be seen, for instance, in children, when they find
some game or joke that they specially enjoy. A child kicks his legs rhythmically through excess, not absence, of life.
Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated
and unchanged. They always say, “Do it again”; and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grownup people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is
possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening. “Do it again” to the moon. It may not
be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got
tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our
Father is younger than we. The repetition in Nature may not be a mere recurrence; it may be a theatrical encore. Heaven
may encore the bird who laid an egg. If the human being conceives and brings forth a human child instead of bringing
forth a fish, or a bat, or a griffin, the reason may not be that we are fixed in an animal fate without life or purpose. It may
be that our little tragedy has touched the gods, that they admire it from their starry galleries, and that at the end of
every human drama man is called again and again before the curtain. Repetition may go for millions of years, by mere
choice, and at any instant it may stop. Man may stand on the earth generation after generation, and each birth be his
positively last appearance.
This was my first conviction; made by the shock of my childish emotions meeting the modern creed in mid-career. I had
always vaguely felt facts to be miracles in the sense that they are wonderful: now I began to think them miracles in the
stricter sense that they were wilful. I mean that they were, or might be, repeated exercises of some will. In short, I had
always believed that the world involved magic: now I thought that perhaps it involved a magician. And this pointed a
profound emotion always present and sub-conscious; that this world of ours has some purpose; and if there is a purpose,
there is a person. I had always felt life first as a story: and if there is a story there is a story-teller. 56-59
The flag of the world
It was the prime philosophic principle of Christianity that this divorce in the divine act of making (such as severs the poet
from the poem or the mother from the new-born child) was the true description of the act whereby the absolute energy
made the world. According to most philosophers, God in making the world enslaved it. According to Christianity, in
making it, He set it free. God had written, not so much a poem, but rather a play; a play he had planned as perfect, but
which had necessarily been left to human actors and stage-managers, who had since made a great mess of it. I will

discuss the truth of this theorem later. Here I have only to point out with what a startling smoothness it passed the
dilemma we have discussed in this chapter. In this way at least one could be both happy and indignant without degrading
one’s self to be either a pessimist or an optimist. On this system one could fight all the forces of existence without
deserting the flag of existence. One could be at peace with the universe and yet be at war with the world. St. George
could still fight the dragon, however big the monster bulked in the cosmos. though he were bigger than the mighty cities
or bigger than the everlasting hills, If he were as big as the world he could yet be killed in the name of the world. St.
George had not to consider any obvious odds or proportions in the scale of things, but only the original secret of their
design. He can shake his sword at the dragon, even if it is everything; even if the empty heavens over his head are only
the huge arch of its open jaws.
And then followed an experience impossible to describe. It was as if I had been blundering about since my birth with two
huge and unmanageable machines, of different shapes and without apparent connection—the world and the Christian
tradition. I had found this hole in the world: the fact that one must somehow find a way of loving the world without
trusting it; somehow one must love the world without being worldly. I found this projecting feature of Christian theology,
like a sort of hard spike, the dogmatic insistence that God was personal, and had made a world separate from Himself.
The spike of dogma fitted exactly into the hole in the world—it had evidently been meant to go there—and then the
strange thing began to happen. When once these two parts of the two machines had come together, one after another,
all the other parts fitted and fell in with an eerie exactitude. I could hear bolt after bolt over all the machinery falling into
its place with a kind of click of relief. Having got one part right, all the other parts were repeating that rectitude, as clock
after clock strikes noon. Instinct after instinct was answered by doctrine after doctrine. Or, to vary the metaphor, I was
like one who had advanced into a hostile country to take one high fortress. And when that fort had fallen the whole
country surrendered and turned solid behind me. The whole land was lit up, as it were, back to the first fields of my
childhood. All those blind fancies of boyhood which in the fourth chapter I have tried in vain to trace on the darkness,
became suddenly transparent and sane. I was right when I felt that roses were red by some sort of choice: it was the
divine choice. I was right when I felt that I would almost rather say that grass was the wrong colour than say it must by
necessity have been that colour: it might verily have been any other. My sense that happiness hung on the crazy thread
of a condition did mean something when all was said: it meant the whole doctrine of the Fall. Even those dim and
shapeless monsters of notions which I have not been able to describe, much less defend, stepped quietly into their
places like colossal caryatides of the creed. The fancy that the cosmos was not vast and void, but small and cosy,
Orthodoxy had a fulfilled significance now, for anything that is a work of art must be small in the sight of the artist; to
God the stars might be only small and dear, like diamonds. And my haunting instinct that somehow good was not merely
a tool to be used, but a relic to be guarded, like the goods from Crusoe’s ship—even that had been the wild whisper of
something originally wise, for, according to Christianity, we were indeed the survivors of a wreck, the crew of a golden
ship that had gone down before the beginning of the world. 78-80
The paradoxes of Christianity
The real trouble with this world of ours is not that it is an unreasonable world, nor even that it is a reasonable one. The
commonest kind of trouble is that it is nearly reasonable, but not quite. Life is not an illogicality; yet it is a trap for
logicians. It looks just a little more mathematical and regular than it is; its exactitude is obvious, but its inexactitude is
hidden; its wildness lies in wait. I give one coarse instance of what I mean. Suppose some mathematical creature from
the moon were to reckon up the human body; he would at once see that the essential thing about it was that it was
duplicate. A man is two men, he on the right exactly resembling him on the left. Having noted that there was an arm on
the right and one on the left, a leg on the right and one on the left, he might go further and still find on each side the
same number of fingers, the same number of toes, twin eyes, twin ears, twin nostrils, and even twin lobes of the brain.
At least he would take it as a law; and then, where he found a heart on one side, would deduce that there was another
heart on the other. And just then, where he most felt he was right, he would be wrong. 81-82
The eternal revolution
Is there any answer to the proposition that those who have had the best opportunities will probably be our best guides?
Is there any answer to the argument that those who have breathed clean air had better decide for those who have
breathed foul? As far as I know, there is only one answer, and that answer is Christianity. Only the Christian Church can
offer any rational objection to a complete confidence in the rich. For she has maintained from the beginning that the
danger was not in man’s environment, but in man. Further, she has maintained that if we come to talk of a dangerous
environment, the most dangerous environment of all is the commodious environment. I know that the most modern
manufacture has been really occupied in trying to produce an abnormally large needle. I know that the most recent
biologists have been chiefly anxious to discover a very small camel. But if we diminish the camel to his smallest, or open
the eye of the needle to its largest—if, in short, we assume the words of Christ to have meant the very least that they
could mean, His words must at the very least mean this—that rich men are not very likely to be morally trustworthy.
Christianity even when watered down is hot enough to boil all modern society to rags. The mere minimum of the Church
would be a deadly ultimatum to the world. For the whole modern world is absolutely based on the assumption, not that

the rich are necessary (which is tenable), but that the rich are trustworthy, which (for a Christian) is not tenable. You will
hear everlastingly, in all discussions about newspapers, companies, aristocracies, or party politics, this argument that the
rich man cannot be bribed. The fact is, of course, that the rich man is bribed; he has been bribed already. That is why he
is a rich man. The whole case for Christianity is that a man who is dependent upon the luxuries of this life is a corrupt
man, spiritually corrupt, politically corrupt, financially corrupt. There is one thing that Christ and all the Christian saints
have said with a sort of savage monotony. They have said simply that to be rich is to be in peculiar danger of moral
wreck. It is not demonstrably un-Christian to kill the rich as violators of definable justice. It is not demonstrably unChristian to crown the rich as convenient rulers of society. It is not certainly un-Christian to rebel against the rich or to
submit to the rich. But it is quite certainly un-Christian to trust the rich, to regard the rich as more morally safe than the
poor. A Christian may consistently say, “I respect that man’s rank, although he takes bribes.” But a Christian cannot say,
as all modern men are saying at lunch and breakfast, “a man of that rank would not take bribes.” For it is a part of
Christian dogma that any man in any rank may take bribes. It is a part of Christian dogma; it also happens by a curious
coincidence that it is a part of obvious human history. When people say that a man “in that position” would be
incorruptible, there is no need to bring Christianity into the discussion. Was Lord Bacon a bootblack? Was the Duke of
Marlborough a crossing sweeper? In the best Utopia, I must be prepared for the moral fall of any man in any position at
any moment; especially for my fall from my position at this moment. 122-23
A characteristic of the great saints is their power of levity. Angels can fly because they can take themselves lightly. This
has been always the instinct of Christendom, and especially the instinct of Christian art. Remember how Fra Angelico
represented all his angels, not only as birds, but almost as butterflies. Remember how the most earnest medieval art was
full of light and fluttering draperies, of quick and capering feet. It was the one thing that the modern Pre-raphaelites
could not imitate in the real Pre-raphaelites. Burne-Jones could never recover the deep levity of the Middle Ages. In the
old Christian pictures the sky over every figure is like a blue or gold parachute. Every figure seems ready to fly up and
float about in the heavens. The tattered cloak of the beggar will bear him up like the rayed plumes of the angels. But the
kings in their heavy gold and the proud in their robes of purple will all of their nature sink downwards, for pride cannot
rise to levity or levitation. Pride is the downward drag of all things into an easy solemnity. One “settles down” into a sort
of selfish seriousness; but one has to rise to a gay self-forgetfulness. A man “falls” into a brown study; he reaches up at a
blue sky. Seriousness is not a virtue. It would be a heresy, but a much more sensible heresy, to say that seriousness is a
vice. It is really a natural trend or lapse into taking one’s self gravely, because it is the easiest thing to do. It is much
easier to write a good Times leading article than a good joke in Punch. For solemnity flows out of men naturally; but
laughter is a leap. It is easy to be heavy: hard to be light. Satan fell by the force of gravity. 125
The Romance of Orthodoxy
The man of the nineteenth century did not disbelieve in the Resurrection because his liberal Christianity allowed him to
doubt it. He disbelieved in it because his very strict materialism did not allow him to believe it… Liberalism only means
the liberty of man. A miracle only means the liberty of God… The Catholic Church believed that man and God both had a
sort of spiritual freedom. Calvinism took away the freedom from man, but left it to God. Scientific materialism binds the
Creator Himself; it chains up God as the Apocalypse chained the devil. It leaves nothing free in the universe. And those
who assist this process are called the “liberal theologians”. 132-33
There is a phrase of facile liberality uttered again and again… :”the religions of the earth differ in rites and forms, but
they are the same in what they teach.” It is false; it is the opposite of the fact. The religions of the earth do not greatly
differ in rites and forms; they do greatly differ in what they teach. 134
Lastly, this truth is yet again true in the case of the common modern attempts to diminish or to explain away the divinity
of Christ. The thing may be true or not; that I shall deal with before I end. But if the divinity is true it is certainly terribly
revolutionary. That a good man may have his back to the wall is no more than we knew already; but that God could have
his back to the wall is a boast for all insurgents for ever. Christianity is the only religion on earth that has felt that
omnipotence made God incomplete. Christianity alone has felt that God, to be wholly God, must have been a rebel as well
as a king. Alone of all creeds, Christianity has added courage to the virtues of the Creator. For the only courage worth
calling courage must necessarily mean that the soul passes a breaking point—and does not break. In this indeed I
approach a matter more dark and awful than it is easy to discuss; and I apologise in advance if any of my phrases fall
wrong or seem irreverent touching a matter which the greatest saints and thinkers have justly feared to approach. But in
that terrific tale of the Passion there is a distinct emotional suggestion that the author of all things (in some unthinkable
way) went not only through agony, but through doubt. It is written, “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.” No; but the
Lord thy God may tempt Himself and it seems as if this was what happened in Gethsemane. In a garden Satan tempted
man: and in a garden God tempted God. He passed in some superhuman manner through our human horror of
pessimism. When the world shook and the sun was wiped out of heaven, it was not at the crucifixion, but at the cry from
the cross: the cry which confessed that God was forsaken of God. And now let the revolutionists choose a creed from all
the creeds and a god from all the gods of the world, carefully weighing all the gods of inevitable recurrence and of
unalterable power. They will not find another god who has himself been in revolt. Nay (the matter grows too difficult for

human speech), but let the atheists themselves choose a god. They will find only one divinity who ever uttered their
isolation; only one religion in which God seemed for an instant to be an atheist. 144-45
Authority and the adventurer
Many a sensible modern man must have abandoned Christianity under the pressure of three such converging convictions
as these: first, that men, with their shape, structure, and sexuality, are, after all, very much like beasts, a mere variety of
the animal kingdom; second, that primeval religion arose in ignorance and fear; third, that priests have blighted societies
with bitterness and gloom. Those three anti-Christian arguments are very different; but they are all quite logical and
legitimate; and they all converge. The only objection to them (I discover) is that they are all untrue. If you leave off
looking at books about beasts and men, if you begin to look at beasts and men then (if you have any humour or
imagination, any sense of the frantic or the farcical) you will observe that the startling thing is not how like man is to the
brutes, but how like he is. It is the monstrous scale of his divergence that requires an explanation. That man and brute
are like is, in a sense, a truism; but that being so like they should then be so insanely unlike, that is the shock and the
enigma. That an ape has hands is far less interesting to the philosopher than the fact that having hands he does next to
nothing with them; does not play knuckle-bones or the violin; does not carve marble or carve mutton. People talk of
barbaric architecture and debased art. But elephants do not build colossal temples of ivory even in a rococo style; camels
do not paint eve bad pictures, though equipped with the material of many camel’s-hair brushes. Certain modern
dreamers say that ants and bees have a society superior to ours. They have, indeed, a civilization; but that very truth only
reminds us that it is an inferior civilization. Who ever found an ant-hill decorated with the statues of celebrated ants?
Who has seen a bee-hive carved with the images of gorgeous queens of old? No, the chasm between man and other
creatures may have a natural explanation, but it is a chasm. We talk of wild animals; but man is the only wild animal. It is
man that has broken out. All other animals are tame animals; following the rugged respectability of the tribe or type. All
other animals are domestic animals; man alone is ever undomestic, either as a profligate or a monk. So that this first
superficial reason for materialism is, if anything, a reason for its opposite: it is exactly where biology leaves off that all
religion begins.
It would be the same if I examined the second of the three chance rationalist arguments; the argument that all that we
call divine began in some darkness and terror. When I did attempt to examine the foundations of this modern idea I
simply found that there were none. Science knows nothing whatever about pre-historic man; for the excellent reason
that he is pre-historic. A few professors choose to conjecture that such things as human sacrifice were once innocent and
general and that they gradually dwindled; but there is no direct evidence of it, and the small amount of indirect evidence
is very much the other way. In the earliest legends we have, such as the tales of Isaac and of Iphigenia, human sacrifice is
not introduced as something old, but rather as something new; as a strange and frightful exception darkly demanded by
the gods. History says nothing; and legends all say that the earth was kinder in its earliest time. There is no tradition of
progress; but the whole human race has a tradition of the Fall. Amusingly enough, indeed, the very dissemination of this
idea is used against its authenticity. Learned men literally say that this pre-historic calamity cannot be true because every
race of mankind remembers it. I cannot keep pace with these paradoxes.
And if we took the third chance instance, it would be the same; the view that priests darken and embitter the world. I
look at the world and simply discover that they don’t. Those countries in Euro which are still influenced by priests, are
exactly the countries where there is still singing and dancing and coloured dresses and art in the open-air. Catholic
doctrine and discipline maybe walls; but they are the walls of a playground. Christianity is the only frame which has
preserved the pleasure of Paganism. We might fancy some children playing on the flat grassy top of some tall island in
the sea. So long as there was a wall round the cliff’s edge they could fling themselves into every frantic game and make
the place the noisiest of nurseries. But the walls were knocked down, leaving the naked peril of the precipice. They did
not fall over; but when their friends returned to them they were all huddled in terror in the centre of the island; and their
song had ceased.
Thus these three facts of experience, such facts as go to make an agnostic, are, in this view, turned totally round. I am
left saying, “Give me an explanation, first, of the towering eccentricity of man among the brutes; second, of the vast
human tradition of some ancient happiness; third, of the partial perpetuation of such pagan joy in the countries of the
Catholic Church.” One explanation, at any rate, covers all three: the theory that twice was the natural order interrupted
by some explosion or revelation such as people now call “psychic.” Once Heaven came upon the earth with a power or
seal called the image of God, whereby man took command of Nature; and once again (when in empire after empire men
had been found wanting) Heaven came to save mankind in the awful shape of a man. This would explain why the mass of
men always look backwards; and why the only corner where they in any sense look forwards is the little continent where
Christ has His Church. I know it will be said that Japan has become progressive. But how can this be On
an answer when even in saying “Japan has become progressive. we really only mean, “Japan has become European”? But
I here not so much to insist on my own explanation as to insist on original remark. I agree with the ordinary unbelieving
man in street in being guided by three or four odd facts all pointing - something; only when I came to look at the facts I
always found they pointed to something else. 151-54

…
Instead of looking at books and pictures about the New Testament I looked at the New Testament. There I found an
account, not in the least of a person with his hair parted in the middle or his hands clasped in appeal, but of an
extraordinary being with lips of thunder and acts of lurid decision, flinging down tables, casting out devils, passing with
the wild secrecy of the wind from mountain isolation to a sort of dreadful demagogy; a being who often acted like an
angry god—and always like a god. Christ had even a literary style of his own, not to be found, I think, elsewhere; it
consists of an almost furious use of the a fortiori. His “how much more” is piled one upon another like castle upon castle
in the clouds. The diction used about Christ has been, and perhaps wisely, sweet and submissive. But the diction used by
Christ is quite curiously gigantesque; it is full of camels leaping through needles and mountains hurled into the sea.
Morally it is equally terrific; he called himself a sword of slaughter, and told men to buy swords if they sold their coats for
them. That he used other even wilder words on the side of non-resistance greatly increases the mystery’ but it also, if
anything, rather increases the violence. We cannot even explain it by calling such a being insane; for insanity is usually
along one consistent channel. The maniac is generally a monomania. Here we must remember the difficult definition of
Christianity already given; Christianity is a superhuman paradox whereby two opposite passions may blaze beside each
other. The one explanation of the Gospel language that does explain it, is that it is the survey of one who from some
supernatural height beholds some more startling synthesis. 155
…
My own case for Christianity is rational; but it is not simple. It is a cumulation of various facts, like the attitude of the
ordinary agnostic. But the ordinary agnostic has got his facts all wrong. He is a non-believer for a multitude of reasons;
but they are untrue reasons. He doubts because the Middle Ages were barbaric, but the weren’t; because Darwinism is
demonstrated, but it isn’t; because miracles do not happen, but they do; because monks were lazy, but they were very
industrious; because nuns are unhappy, but they are particularly cheerful; because Christian art was sad and pale, but it
was picked out in peculiarly bright colours and gay with gold; because modern science is moving away from the
supernatural, but it isn’t, it is moving towards the supernatural with the rapidity of a railway train. But among these
million facts all flowing one way there is, of course, one question sufficiently solid and separate to be treated briefly, but
by itself; I mean the objective occurrence of the super- natural. In another chapter I have indicated the fallacy of the
ordinary supposition that the world must be impersonal because it is orderly. A person is just as likely to desire an
orderly thing as a disorderly thing. But my own positive conviction that personal creation is more conceivable than
material fate, is, I admit, in a sense, undiscussable. I will not call it a faith or an intuition, for those words are mixed up
with mere emotion, it is strictly an intellectual conviction; but it is a primary intellectual conviction like the certainty of
self of the good of living. Any one who likes, therefore, may call my belief in God merely mystical; the phrase is not worth
fighting about. But my belief that miracles have happened in human history is not a mystical belief at all; I believe in
them upon human evidences as I do in the discovery of America. Upon this point there is a simple logical fact that only
requires to be stated and cleared up. Somehow or other an extraordinary idea has arisen that the disbelievers in miracles
consider them coldly and fairly, while believers in miracles accept them only in connection with some dogma. The fact is
quite the other way.
The believers in miracles accept them (rightly or wrongly) because they have evidence for them. The disbelievers in
miracles deny them (rightly or wrongly) because they have a doctrine against them. The open, obvious, democratic thing
is to believe an old apple-woman when she bears testimony to a miracle, just as you believe an old apple-woman when
she bears testimony to a murder. The plain, popular course is to trust the peasant’s word about the ghost exactly as far
as you trust the peasant’s word about the landlord. Being a peasant he will probably have a great deal of healthy
agnosticism about both. Still you could fill the British Museum with evidence uttered by the peasant, and given in favour
of the ghost. If it comes to human testimony there is a choking cataract of human testimony in favour of the
supernatural. If you reject it, you can only mean one of two things. You reject the peasant’s story about the ghost either
because the man is a peasant or because the story is a ghost story. That is, you either deny the main principle of
democracy, or you affirm the main principle of materialism—the abstract impossibility of miracle. You have a perfect
right to do so; but in that case you are the dogmatist. It is we Christians who accept all actual evidence—it is you
rationalists who refuse actual evidence being constrained to do so by your creed. But I am not constrained by any creed
in the matter, and looking impartially into certain miracles of medieval and modern times, I have come to the conclusion
that they occurred. All argument against these plain facts is always argument in a circle. If I say, “Medieval documents
attest certain miracles as much as they attest certain battles,” they answer, “But medievals were superstitious”; if I want
to know in what they were superstitious, the only ultimate answer is that they believed in the miracles. If I say “a peasant
saw a ghost,” I am told, “But peasants are so credulous.” If I ask, “Why credulous” the only answer is—that they see
ghosts. Iceland is impossible because only stupid sailors have seen it; and the sailors are only stupid because they say
they have seen Iceland. It is only fair to add that there is another argument that the unbeliever may rationally use against
miracles, though he himself generally forgets to use it. 158-59
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