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INTRODUCTION

The Rhetoric of Christian Witness


Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person.

COLOSSIANS 4:6






BEFORE CONVERTING TO CHRISTIANITY, Augustine of Hippo had been teaching rhetoric—the study and practice of the art of persuasion—to students in Milan. But upon his conversion, he decided to resign from his prestigious teaching position there. Augustine would leave “the market of speechifying,” he explains in The Confessions, “so that young boys who were devoting their thoughts . . . to lying follies and legal battles, should no longer buy from [his] mouth the weapons for their frenzy.”1 Augustine had tasted “the real and all-surpassing sweetness” of the Lord, and he no longer wanted to teach students who sought to use rhetoric to make sinfulness seem desirable.2 Considered apart from his other writings, Augustine’s account of his conversion and ensuing career change in The Confessions might seem like a strange way to begin a book that aims, as the present work does, to illustrate and inspire faithful rhetorical activity in the life of the church. But the story does not end there.

Though he gave up his post at Milan, his newfound faith did not curtail his engagement with rhetoric as much as it repurposed it.3 Augustine’s subsequent writings reveal that he remained a master rhetorician (one who studies the art of persuasion) and a skilled rhetor (one who practices that art); however, his faith allowed him to carry out these activities with their proper end in view.4 From his conversion onward, Augustine sought to use rhetoric to “give conviction to . . . truth” and, ultimately, to help guide people into the joy and rest of the triune God.5

Augustine’s most thorough reflections on the relationship between Christianity and rhetoric occur in his groundbreaking book On Christian Teaching. Writing to readers who may worry that rhetoric is neither originally nor explicitly Christian, he argues that as long as rhetorical knowledge is in keeping with what Christians believe, we may put it into practice.6 Otherwise, those people who use rhetoric to “expound falsehoods” will have an advantage over people of faith.7 He asks, “Since rhetoric is used to give conviction to both truth and falsehood, who could dare to maintain that truth, which depends on us for its defence, should stand unarmed in the fight against falsehood?”8 The implied answer is, of course, nobody. While Augustine does go on to insist that skillful rhetoric (and, more specifically, eloquence) is unnecessary to bring about another’s salvation, he also contends that it can make Christian wisdom more palatable.9 “We often have to take bitter medicines,” he writes, “and we must always avoid sweet things that are dangerous: but what better than sweet things that give health, or medicines that are sweet? The more we are attracted by sweetness, the easier it is for medicine to do its healing work.”10 Truth presented persuasively is sweet medicine.

For Christian students seeking to learn how to offer this sweet medicine to others—that is, “to speak eloquently as well as wisely”—Augustine points out that the church is full of examples to follow. In fact, there are so many models that “even for students with the leisure to read it is more likely that their time will run out than that these authors will be exhausted.”11 Faithful rhetoric flourishes in the church.

More than fifteen hundred years later, Augustine’s reflections on rhetoric are as relevant as they have ever been, and contemporary Christians stand to benefit greatly from renewed attention to the subject. This opportunity exists because, despite the church’s frequent attempts at persuasion both inside and outside its walls, Christians do not typically discuss acts of witness in terms of the rhetorical tradition, and such acts are rarely accompanied by rhetorical reflection. Though rhetoric is taught in Christian classical education programs, writing and communication courses at Christian colleges, and some seminary classes, it is seldom mentioned in church settings. In sermons and Sunday school classes, one is much more likely to hear the topic of witness discussed in terms of apologetics. While these discussions may touch on rhetoric, the approaches championed by apologists often represent only a small slice of what the rhetorical tradition has to offer the church.12 What is more, Christian publishers have often left the subject of rhetoric to university presses, and on the rare occasion that rhetoric does make an appearance in a book from a Christian press, the subject is usually explored indirectly—again, usually under the guise of apologetics.13

To describe this state of affairs using the language of twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke, members of Christian congregations tend to engage in rhetorica utens (rhetorical practice) without sufficiently engaging in rhetorica docens (rhetorical theory).14 In light of the wealth of resources that the rhetorical tradition offers speakers and writers who hope to communicate with their audiences more effectively, such uncritical practice almost certainly results in missed opportunities for witness.15 It also hampers the church’s ability to critique and reform its own acts of proclamation, increasing the likelihood that Christians will actually alienate the very people they are trying to reach. All too often, in the process of attempting to persuade others of the good news of Jesus Christ, Christians take on rhetorical postures that are inimical to the proclamation of the gospel.16 When we do so, we need more than theology to return us to right practice. We also need theologically informed rhetorical reflection, which offers resources both to evaluate our communicative practices and to revise those practices in ways that are consistent with the one who chose the form of the cross as his primary bearing in relation to the world.17

This book responds to the church’s need for greater rhetorical reflection by inviting readers to consider the rhetorical artistry of five exemplars of Christian witness: C. S. Lewis, Dorothy L. Sayers, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Desmond Tutu, and Marilynne Robinson. By exploring the rhetoric of these Christians, the book aims to help change perceptions about rhetoric in the church and to demonstrate the importance of rhetorical reflection in a variety of ecclesial and cultural contexts. Though the book’s five central figures are not recognized first and foremost as rhetors or rhetoricians, their work brings into relief a long and immensely fruitful conversation between the rhetorical tradition and the Christian tradition, which begins in Paul’s epistles and continues to the present.


On Christianity and Rhetoric

One of the primary reasons for the absence of rhetorica docens in Christian congregations may be that, outside of academic contexts, the term rhetoric is almost always used pejoratively.18 The term’s negative connotations have a long history. Plato, who is often presented as one of rhetoric’s earliest detractors, circulated the view that rhetoric was inferior to dialectic (i.e., philosophy), suggesting that the former was concerned only with appearances, while the latter dealt with matters of truth.19 In Plato’s Gorgias, for example, Socrates famously dismisses rhetoric as a “knack,” which involved acts of “flattery” and was comparable to “pastry baking” and “cosmetics.”20 While Socrates speaks more favorably of rhetoric in the Phaedrus (and even sketches some prerequisites for persuasive practice), Plato has seldom been described as a champion of the art of persuasion.21

Christian Scripture has been read as dismissive of rhetoric as well, and the apostle Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth is often invoked in such discussions. In 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Paul contends that he shared the gospel with the Corinthians without using “lofty speech” or “plausible words of wisdom.” He did so, he tells them, in order that their faith would be built on God’s might and not his own. God’s strength would be the surer foundation. In a remark about these verses that betrays the lingering traces of the association between rhetoric and cosmetics, theologian Kevin Vanhoozer writes, “Paul seems to go out of his way to dissociate himself from orators who employ the rouge of rhetoric in order to make the gospel more attractive.”22 Vanhoozer’s comment does not indicate that he believes that Paul rejects rhetoric outright, nor does it suggest that he believes that Christians should reject rhetoric; nevertheless, comments such as this subtly reinforce negative views about rhetoric, providing fodder for those who would claim that 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 should be read as a prohibition against all uses of rhetoric. For some, Jesus’s remarks in Matthew 10:17-20 confirm the truth of such a prohibition. After warning his followers that they will be beaten and forced “to bear witness” in the sight of worldly powers and the peoples of the world, Jesus offers the following words of comfort: “When they deliver you over, do not be anxious how you are to speak or what you are to say, for what you are to say will be given to you in that hour. For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.” When this promise is read alongside Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, it is easy to see why some Christians may be hesitant to advocate for the study and practice of persuasion in their congregations.

Writing in the sixteenth century, the French humanist Peter Ramus reinforced Plato’s views by distinguishing rhetoric from philosophy and restricting the subject matter of the former. Ancient rhetoricians such as Cicero had taught their students that rhetoric consisted of five canons: invention, the practice of finding ideas, arguments, and means of persuasion; arrangement, the practice of ordering them; style, the practice of expressing them artfully; memory, the practice of storing them in the mind and recollecting them as particular situations warranted; and delivery, their public performance or presentation. Ramus reduced the established canons of rhetoric from five to two, transferring invention, arrangement, and memory to the realm of philosophy. “Dialectic,” Ramus argues in Brutinae Quaestiones, “has three parts—invention of stratagems and arguments, arrangement of these through the syllogism and method, and then memory. . . . Yet what then will be left for rhetoric? Not only style in tropes and figures . . . but also delivery. This alone is the proper virtue of rhetoric.”23 Ramus’s categories diminished rhetoric greatly. What once had been concerned with habits of mind and the intellect was reduced to matters of eloquence and stylistic embellishment. Ramus’s representations of rhetoric, much like Plato’s, framed rhetoric and truth as opposites, thereby contributing to public skepticism toward discourse described as rhetorical.24

Lest it seem that philosophers and theologians are solely responsible for the absence of rhetorica docens in Christian congregations, it should be noted that some members of the clergy as well as rhetoricians themselves may also be responsible for this state of affairs.25 Pastors and priests influenced by the aforementioned views about rhetoric may be hesitant to talk openly about the subject in their churches for fear that their congregations will come to see them as calculating or, worse, disingenuous and manipulative. And rhetoricians uninformed about Christianity may represent Christians in a way that turns off believers to the discipline: it is not uncommon to read scholarship in rhetorical studies that misrepresents Christians or presents them in an unflattering light.26 In light of negative representations of rhetoric by Christians and negative representations of Christians by rhetoricians, it is not surprising that one seldom hears talk about rhetoric within churches today.27

And yet, despite negative views about rhetoric, it is also the case that many Christian thinkers have engaged or embraced the rhetorical tradition.28 For example, Erasmus of Rotterdam, a Renaissance humanist as well as a Christian priest and theologian, wrote the rhetorical textbook On Copia of Words and Ideas, which promotes copiousness as a means of improving one’s style and has implications for other rhetorical concepts such as revision and invention. Hugh Blair, George Campbell, and Richard Whately—who, among their various professional roles, were all ministers—championed the use of rhetoric in schools and seminaries during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.29 And to cite just two contemporary scholars, David Cunningham and André Resner Jr. have recently advanced this conversation by publishing books that respectively explore theology as rhetorical and the intersections among theology, homiletics, and rhetoric.

This list is radically abridged—so much so, in fact, that one might make the claim that it is impossible to truly understand the Western rhetorical tradition apart from Christianity.30 And as the brief survey above suggests, Christian scholars and members of the clergy have been particularly active in engaging the tradition. For a whole host of reasons, it is vital that this engagement among scholars and clergy continue and expand; however, I want to suggest here that it is equally important that rhetorical reflection be recovered in, by, and for members of Christian congregations. I believe the people of God stand to benefit greatly from sustained and theologically responsible engagement with the Western rhetorical tradition.31

One reason for this is that Christians simply cannot avoid practicing rhetoric when witnessing. Rhetoric and truth are not opposites; rather, presentations of the truth are always rhetorical.32 Given rhetoric’s inevitability, it behooves Christians to reflect on rhetorical practice and learn how to do it well. Second, since all Christians are called to witness, the domain of rhetoric should not be occupied by seminarians, pastors, and scholars alone. All Christians should have access to the resources that the rhetorical tradition offers. Third, encouraging rhetorica docens among the laity has the potential to reinvigorate rhetorica utens in the church and enhance the church’s witness. Members of the laity are too often encouraged to witness using simple formulas, and such approaches frequently fail to meet the demands of context or the specific needs of individuals. The writings of Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, Augustine, Erasmus, Blair, Campbell, Whately, Burke, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, Charland, Cunningham, Resner, and many others offer us resources to do better. By weaving excerpts of the writings of these figures into our Sunday school classes, Christian education classes, book discussions, and sermons, we can expand our repertoire of approaches to Christian witness, address audiences inside and outside of the church more effectively, and perhaps even learn how to participate in worship more fully. Recovering rhetorica docens in, by, and for the church may help us reinvigorate rhetorica utens.33

Recovering rhetorical reflection and reinvigorating our rhetorical practice must begin with Scripture’s views about rhetoric.34 As I have already noted, both Jesus and Paul made remarks that speak to the matter, and interpretations about their comments vary widely. However, in an article exploring 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Matthew 10:17-20, and other relevant passages of Scripture, communication theorist Kenneth R. Chase observes that there is widespread agreement among Christian scholars that God works through our study and practice of rhetoric.35 After reviewing the relevant literature on 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Chase writes, “Paul’s dissociation of human eloquence and divine power . . . does not establish a clean break between the suasive resources of rhetorical art and the spiritual power of divine wisdom”; instead, Paul’s comments differentiate distinctly Christian rhetoric from non-Christian rhetoric.36 Chase then goes on to argue against the notion that rhetorical planning and the Spirit’s power are somehow mutually exclusive, making the case that Jesus’s instruction to his followers in Matthew 10:17-20 applies only in the circumstances mentioned by Jesus in the passage—namely, those situations in which a disciple is pressured to witness by those in power.37 Chase’s readings suggest that Scripture allows for the study and practice of the art of persuasion, provided that one is sensitive to the demands of context and maintains a proper perspective about human rhetorical power in relation to both God’s power and earthly powers. Such findings strike me as congruent with the rest of the biblical witness, which affirms and even celebrates the use of language across multiple genres for myriad purposes, including persuasion.

This does not mean, as Augustine suggested, that our witness will necessarily be compromised if we fail to engage in the study and practice of rhetoric. God often acts powerfully in spite of our own actions. What is more, it is ultimately God who underwrites the church’s rhetorical practices and makes them persuasive (or not). It is necessary to admit, therefore, that there may be some limits to what we can say about the persuasiveness of the church’s witness. As Jesus says to Nicodemus in the Gospel of John, “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:8). But to admit that God works through our rhetorical practices—and, therefore, that we cannot know everything about how these practices function to persuade—is not to say that the persuasiveness of our witness is completely inscrutable to us. In light of that fact, I seek to call the church to engage in a more robust dialogue with the rhetorical tradition in hopes that such dialogue will help us better understand, and enhance the effectiveness of, our witness.

One of the tradition’s—and this book’s—key rhetorical concepts is ēthos.38 According to Aristotle, ēthos is one of three rhetorical appeals by which a rhetor persuades an audience.39 Ēthos, the appeal to one’s character or credibility, accounts for the fact that a rhetor’s ability to persuade an audience is tied to who the rhetor is or who he or she appears to be. Arguments from ēthos can take many different forms, and we can get a sense of this variety by considering the apostle Paul’s rhetoric, which presents us with an argument from ēthos that flips the notion on its head. As André Resner Jr. has noted, the apostle Paul constructs a “reverse-ēthos argument” in his first letter to the church at Corinth.40 Recognizing that one’s weaknesses are actually strengths when understood in light of the logic of the cross of Christ, Paul embraces the accusations of his detractors. He uses the critiques meant to undermine his rhetorical authority in order to justify that authority. Resner’s observations remind us that, because Christians cling to the wisdom of the cross, our exploration of the rhetoric of Christian witness may reveal communicative postures and strategies that are at odds with what previous rhetoricians have taught us about persuasion.41 This is not to say, however, that all of the rhetorical moves described in the proceeding pages will look identical to Paul’s “reverse-ēthos argument.” This book presents readers with a variety of ways that Christians have established ēthos when witnessing, both individually and collectively.42 That said, in these pages I have tried to focus on rhetorics that all find their power in the gospel of Jesus Christ.




Rhetorics of Worship

Over the course of the book, I draw on the work of theologians such as Simon Chan, Stanley Hauerwas, Jennifer M. McBride, and John Webster to make the case that some of the most persuasive forms of Christian witness are constructed by the worshiping body of Christ.43 This argument extends recent work about the relationship between liturgy and Christian formation.44

In Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, philosopher James K. A. Smith suggests that the liturgies we participate in, whether they are Christian or not, order our loves and influence who we are, how we think and feel, and what we do in the world.45 Smith goes on to demonstrate, in this book and subsequent ones, just how crucial Christian worship practices are, both for our spiritual formation and also for our educational, missional, and political endeavors. Jennifer M. McBride makes a related point in Radical Discipleship: A Liturgical Politics of the Gospel—a book that grew out of McBride’s involvement with a justice-seeking Christian community in Atlanta, Georgia.46 McBride’s work in the community coincided with the seasons of the Christian year, which, she claims, brought the value of observing “a deeply liturgical life” home to her.47 To emphasize this point, McBride organizes the chapters of her book according to the seasons of the Christian year.48 Her account of her journey from Advent through Pentecost with the Atlanta-based community instructively highlights that, for those seeking to follow the gospel of Jesus Christ, one’s own formation is indeed a matter of great import. But McBride’s account also highlights that individual formation alone is insufficient: one’s “personal transformation” also ought to be connected to “social and personal transformation.”49 Thus, her book’s procession through the Christian year highlights the “social and political significance of [each] liturgical season.”50

Smith’s trilogy and McBride’s Radical Discipleship do an excellent job of explaining how liturgies relate to Christian formation as well as “social and political” transformation; however, more work is needed that considers the implications of Smith’s and McBride’s arguments about liturgy for the rhetoric of Christian witness.51 That is, we need to consider not only how worship forms our identities and transforms social and political realities but also how worship forms Christians into people fit to respond to the communicative challenges of the Great Commission. Put another way, we need to extend existing conversations about the ways that Christian liturgies shape the character of individuals and society by considering how our liturgies relate to various constructions of rhetorical character, or ēthos.52

This study comprises five interconnected case studies and a concluding chapter that attempts to weave the preceding chapters together. Each case study explores the rhetoric of an influential Christian writer, focusing on his or her appeals to ēthos or another closely related concept. This material is arranged so as to present information from the history of rhetoric more or less chronologically. But the book’s more fundamental structure proceeds according to the church’s clock. Taking a cue from McBride, my chapters track with the times and seasons of the church year: Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. And the book also keeps time on a smaller scale. As my titles and epigraphs suggest, each chapter is themed around a different element of the Christian worship service: collect, creed, sermon, confession, Eucharist, and benediction.53 This arrangement stems from my conviction that such ways of ordering time are among the church’s, and indeed all of humanity’s, greatest rhetorical achievements.

The church year is, as Phillip Pfatteicher rightly notes, a “collective composition, shaped over many centuries, even millennia, by diverse hands and many cultures.”54 The same is true of patterns of Christian worship. And these collective compositions—the church year and patterns of Christian worship—can be persuasive: they can function, to cite Augustine’s adaptation of Cicero’s formula, “to instruct, delight, and move” us.55 What is more, as Smith and others have shown, the forms and practices associated with the church year and Christian worship can “constitute our character,” both individually and collectively.56 Rhetoricians refer to discourse that functions this way using the term constitutive rhetoric (a notion we will return to later in the book). Through their persuasive and constitutive functions, rhetorics of the church year and Christian worship orient us in particular ways toward God and one another. But even more significant for my purposes, these rhetorics orient us in particular ways toward the world, shaping the rhetoric of our witness. In other words, the rhetorics of the church year and Christian worship are not just for those inside the church but for the whole of humanity. This book, then, invites Christians to pay greater attention to the relationship between our rhetorics of worship and witness. Attending to the ways that we worship God throughout the seasons of the church year may help us respond to Paul’s exhortation to season our speech (Col 4:6).57

My use of Paul’s metaphor of seasoned speech should not be taken to mean that I think rhetoric’s scope ought to be limited to matters of presentation (as Plato, Ramus, and even Augustine suggested). Practicing rhetoric is not simply about flavoring the truth with a dash of eloquence; it involves the discovery, invention, analysis, interpretation, construction, recollection, arrangement, and presentation of information, knowledge, and wisdom. And rhetorical activity is also not merely about appearances. It can be profoundly true. Consider, for example, Pfatteicher’s following comments about the church year, keeping in mind my remark that this way of ordering time is indeed rhetorical:

The liturgical year is not a mere commemoration of the events of the Gospel; it is in fact the actualization of these events, their renewal upon earth. Thus the act of salvation—begun in Bethlehem, accomplished on Good Friday, vindicated on Easter Day, crowned on Ascension Day—is an ever-continuing process as its fruits are made real in the lives of those who accept this redemption. The Church’s calendar, its day-by-day observance of the liturgical year, is not only a pious recollection of historic events and people. The liturgical year is not a lifeless representation of the events of the past or a bare record of a former age. It is rather Christ himself who is ever living in his Church.58


Therefore, though stylistic elements are included in my conception of “seasoned speech,” they are far from the whole. I also use the phrase to refer to speech that resonates with the seasons of the church year as well as speech that stems from our liturgical-rhetorical traditions and, thus, has been “fitted for use” or “matured.” To be clear, I am not using the phrase to suggest that speech that resonates with a particular season of the church year must only be used during that season; rather, I want to maintain that we ought to study seasonally relevant speech so that, to borrow again from Paul, we will “be ready in season and out of season” (2 Tim 4:2).




Overview

Chapter one explores how C. S. Lewis establishes goodwill in his writings through an analysis of his essays in God in the Dock. The chapter introduces readers to Aristotle’s explanation of the ways that rhetors can establish the argument from ēthos. Chapter two analyzes Dorothy L. Sayers’s radio play He That Should Come and several of her other writings to make the case that Sayers utilizes what Quintilian refers to as enargeia to confront her audience with the audacity of the creeds. Chapter three explores Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s work in light of Kenneth Burke’s descriptions of identification and division. I focus on Bonhoeffer’s attempts to align himself with or distance himself from various audiences and the resultant clarity or obscurity of his witness with respect to these audiences. Chapter four brings Desmond Tutu’s appeals as chair of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission into conversation with journalist Antjie Krog’s account of the TRC. In this chapter, I suggest that Krog’s book Country of My Skull serves as an act of repentance in response to Tutu’s constitutive rhetoric of ubuntu. Chapter five offers a reading of Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead trilogy in light of premodern understandings of ēthos. To borrow two phrases from rhetorician Michael J. Hyde’s discussion of ēthos, my analysis suggests that Robinson’s narrative rhetoric “grants . . . living room to” the Christian faith, helping her readers to “feel more at home” with belief and some of its most difficult questions.59

The arc of the book’s argument is to move from a discussion of individual postures of Christian witness (ēthos as an appeal to an individual’s character) to a discussion of communal ones (ēthos as an appealing gathering place). In light of this trajectory, the final chapter breaks from the conventions of previous chapters. Instead of looking at the rhetorical postures of an influential individual, I bring back all of the book’s figures and introduce readers to Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia in order to reflect on the polyvocality of Christian witness.

Taken together, the chapters demonstrate that Christians can enhance the persuasiveness of our witness as individuals and create a hospitable community for wanderers and wayfarers by paying careful attention to both the rhetorical tradition and our own liturgical practices. In brief, I want to encourage church members to reflect on various aspects of the rhetorical tradition, highlight important and practical ways of establishing ēthos when witnessing, and bring the rhetorical facets of Christian worship into relief.

It is my hope that the rhetorics of Christian witness explored in this book will provide fodder for reflection, discussion, and perhaps even imitation.60 In both the Western rhetorical tradition and the Christian tradition, imitation has long been viewed as a highly worthwhile practice. Ancient rhetoricians taught their students the art of rhetoric by having them imitate model texts, and many contemporary speech and writing teachers (myself included) still ask the same of their students.61 Correspondingly, the apostle Paul encouraged the people at Corinth to model their lives on him even as he modeled his own life on the Lord Jesus, writing, “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor 11:1). And Thomas à Kempis began the first chapter of his great devotional work, The Imitation of Christ, by suggesting that followers of Jesus Christ ought to “imitate His life and His ways, if we truly desire to be enlightened and free of all blindness of heart.”62

Practicing imitation as a rhetor, a disciple of Jesus Christ, or both does not mean that we simply copy what has come before us. As rhetorician Michael Leff noted, practicing imitation was not understood by ancient rhetoricians to involve “mere repetition or mechanistic reproduction of something found in an existing text.”63 Rather, it was seen as an instrument of invention, of making something new by way of remaking something old.64 Such invention was partially a product of the rhetor’s unique rhetorical situation. Existing forms had to be transformed to meet the distinctive demands of the present context.65 Invention also resulted from other creative activities involved in the practice of imitation, including, Leff suggested, the recovery, interpretation, application, and re-embodiment of prior language use.66 The major figures discussed here all practice rhetoric in this more dynamic sense, remaking past practices in present contexts to witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Their words are grounded firmly in the truth, but they have been seasoned with the salt of the saints who went before them.

May this study of their speech season your own.
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PREPARING THE WAY

C. S. Lewis and the Goodwill of Advent



A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”

ISAIAH 40:3





Merciful God, who sent your messengers the prophets to preach repentance and prepare the way for our salvation: Give us grace to heed their warnings and forsake our sins, that we may greet with joy the coming of Jesus Christ our Redeemer; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.

CONTEMPORARY COLLECT FOR THE SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT,
THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER





I have not tried to prove that the religious sayings are true, only that they are significant: if you meet them with a certain good will, a certain readiness to find meaning. For if they should happen to contain information about real things, you will not get it on any other terms.

C. S. LEWIS, “THE LANGUAGE OF RELIGION”







CLIVE STAPLES LEWIS WORSHIPED at Holy Trinity Anglican Church, a small parish church in Headington Quarry, Oxford.1 The stone building has a side entryway leading into the nave, which, though not as famously snug as the church where the poet George Herbert served as rector, is a charmingly intimate worship space. A single row of stone columns runs parallel to the center aisle, a design feature that Lewis took advantage of when worshiping there. He almost always sat toward the back of the nave, on the far side of one of the pillars. When I visited the church nearly eighteen years ago, I made a point of sitting as close as I could to the spot that Lewis once sat, hoping to experience worship from his chosen vantage point. I cannot recall a word from the sermon that day, but I do remember thinking that Lewis’s spot was a very comfortable one. After the service ended, I rose from my seat to find Lewis’s gravestone. Parishioners were still filing out of the church, and an older gentleman and I started to chat while we waited to exit the building. He mentioned that he had been going to Holy Trinity for a long time and that he had known Lewis.

“What was he like?” I asked, a bit too eagerly.

I could tell immediately from the man’s amused expression that this question was not new to him, and he had a ready answer designed to poke fun at tourists who made their reverence for Lewis known. Eyes twinkling, the man replied, “He used to sit around and smoke his pipe and look for someone to set right.”

There was, of course, some truth in the man’s wry remark: Lewis could often be found sitting and smoking with his friends at Oxford pubs such as The Eagle and Child or The Lamb and the Flag, and he himself admitted that he was in the business of correcting misunderstandings and false assumptions about Christianity.2 On occasion he was as argumentative and curmudgeonly as the man’s comment implies.3 But as those familiar with Lewis’s writings know, the persona Lewis developed in his prose is seldom haughty or holier-than-thou. He shares his vast knowledge with others but wears his learning lightly, calls people to righteousness but sidesteps self-righteousness, and meets his audiences on their terms but manages to avoid even a hint of disdain. C. S. Lewis has much to teach us about how to season our speech.

Scholars and critics have long recognized Lewis’s potent persuasiveness and acute audience awareness. Lewis is also routinely praised for his versatility as a writer: many have commented on the fact that he employs a wide variety of literary devices and genres to make his convictions convincing.4 What is more, Lewis himself seems to have thought deeply about persuasive language: in his speeches and essays, he often reflects openly on how best to appeal to particular audiences.5 However, in spite of widespread praise for Lewis’s persuasiveness as well as his own interest in the topic, only a relatively small group of scholars have turned to rhetoric to understand Lewis’s corpus, and many who have done so have argued that we need more scholarship exploring how Lewis’s writings work rhetorically.6

This gap in the critical conversation may be the result of Lewis’s own intellectual preferences. As Greg M. Anderson notes in a superb piece on Lewis’s rhetoric, Lewis received some training on the subject from his classics teacher, Harry Wakelyn Smith (or, as Lewis refers to him in Surprised by Joy, Smewgy).7 However, though Lewis held Smewgy up as one of his two best instructors, he clearly preferred the study of dialectic to that of rhetoric.8 According to James Como, Lewis’s personal library bears witness to this fact. Como points out that works by ancient rhetors are in short supply in Lewis’s collection, and he also highlights that one of Lewis’s logic books contains copious notes while his copy of Aristotle’s On Rhetoric contains none.9 Perhaps even more telling is Gary L. Tandy’s observation that none of Lewis’s many writings focus exclusively on rhetoric.10

Lewis’s own preference for dialectic over rhetoric should not, however, discourage us from an exploration of his rhetoric. As many who study his rhetoric have noted, Lewis self-identified as “an apologist and a rhetor” on one occasion and as “a born rhetorician” on another.11 And almost all of the scholars who write about Lewis from a rhetorical perspective have called attention to the apology of rhetoric that appears in his A Preface to Paradise Lost.12 Lewis writes, “I do not think (and no great civilization has ever thought) that the art of the rhetorician is necessarily vile. It is in itself noble, though of course, like most arts, it can be wickedly used.”13 Rhetoric has been dismissed repeatedly by writers throughout the subject’s history, so much so that today the term is almost always used pejoratively outside of academic contexts. But as this passage indicates, Lewis knew better, probably as a result of his familiarity with the trivium as well as his immense knowledge of the medieval period and the Renaissance.14

Moreover, in spite of the fact that Lewis did not mark his copy of Aristotle’s On Rhetoric, a few recent studies have made fruitful connections between Lewis’s writings and the works of rhetoricians. Both Tandy and Anderson frame their studies of Lewis’s rhetoric using Aristotle’s explanation of rhetoric.15 Benjamin Fischer and Philip C. Derbesy make a compelling case that Lewis’s imitative approach is similar to Quintilian’s rhetorical counsel.16 And Jerry Root, who makes the claim that “the thing that generates Lewis’s holding power is his rhetoric,” draws on the work of twentieth-century rhetorician Richard M. Weaver to illuminate what Lewis is doing rhetorically in his writings.17 As the aforementioned scholars have demonstrated and as I attempt to show in what follows, considering Lewis’s works in relation to rhetorical theory can deepen our understanding of Lewis’s writings and the appeal of his witness.

The present chapter advances existing conversations about Lewis’s rhetoric through an investigation of appeals to ēthos in his nonfiction, with a special emphasis on the essays that appear in his collection God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics.18 This particular conceptual focus is warranted in part by existing Lewis scholarship. For example, after highlighting Lewis’s grasp of the rhetorical appeals of ēthos, pathos, and logos, Jerry Root adds, “Perhaps the mode most strongly evident in him is ethos.”19 Building on such insights, I contend that a primary way that Lewis establishes ēthos is by demonstrating what Aristotle referred to as eunoia, goodwill toward one’s audience.20 Lewis’s rhetoric of goodwill—which involves addressing audiences on their own terms, adopting a forthright yet humble stance, and cultivating communities of goodwill, helps him achieve one of his chief aims as a writer: “preparing the way” for the coming of the Lord into people’s lives.21 In this respect, Lewis’s manner of witnessing echoes one of the great themes of Advent worship, which invites Christians to prepare for the annual celebration of the birth of Christ and, at the same time, for his return at the end of time. We also hear Advent themes in Lewis’s emphasis on the doctrine of the incarnation, his explanation of the concept of joy, and his conversion experience (all of which are also related to his rhetoric of goodwill). C. S. Lewis’s life and rhetoric speak the language of the Advent season.


C. S. Lewis’s Ēthos


According to Aristotle’s On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, ēthos is one of three rhetorical appeals by which a rhetor persuades an audience.22 Ēthos, the appeal from character, is Aristotle’s attempt to account for the fact that a rhetor’s ability to persuade is tied to who the rhetor is—or who the rhetor appears to be to an audience. The term may be used to describe both the “prior reputation” that the rhetor brings to a rhetorical situation (sometimes called extrinsic ēthos, because the appeal is based outside of the discourse at hand) as well as the character that a rhetor establishes for himself or herself as a result of the discourse (called intrinsic ēthos, because the appeal is constructed within the speech or writing).23 While much could be said about Lewis’s extrinsic ēthos, for the purposes of this chapter, I focus on Lewis’s rhetorical artistry and explore the way he establishes intrinsic ēthos in his writings.24

An observation by Michael Ward provides a good starting place for this discussion. Ward has claimed that Lewis “keeps his own Christian persona off-stage almost entirely” in his writings.25 This comment is not unlike observations made by Owen Barfield about Lewis’s work. According to Stephen Logan, “Owen Barfield remarked that reading a poem of Lewis’s produced an impression ‘not of an “I say this,” but of a “This is the sort of the thing a man might say.”’”26 Logan maintains that “Barfield was noticing an impulse in Lewis towards self-abnegation which, paradoxically, but in a way fully consistent with Christian teaching, became a distinctive feature of his literary personality.”27 Citing both Barfield and Logan, Benjamin Fischer and Philip C. Derbesy agree with this assessment, noting that Lewis’s “self-abnegation is present throughout his career.”28

I agree that Lewis does not often hold himself up as a model for other Christians to imitate and that he tends toward self-abnegation, especially when writing about faith. However, I think Ward’s claim that Lewis’s “Christian persona” is rarely visible goes too far, limiting our understanding of what such a persona can entail. While it may be true that Lewis seldom discusses his practice of Christianity in the first person, it does not necessarily follow that Lewis’s Christian persona is hidden from view. There are many ways to establish a Christian persona (one of which is self-abnegation), and Christians may establish a Christian persona without referring to their own religious acts overtly.

One way that Lewis establishes his Christian persona is by peppering his comments about Christianity with expressions of delight.29 His writing, as many other scholars have noted, is winsome—a word that comes to us from the Old and Middle English wynsum (meaning “pleasant, agreeable, [and] delightful”) and includes the root wyn (meaning “joy”).30 Witnessing the delight and joy of others is itself often a great delight, and the deep pleasure Lewis takes in things outside himself makes many of his writings an absolute joy to read, thereby enhancing their appeal. Furthermore, such delight is especially appealing because of the vigor with which he expresses it. Alan Jacobs refers to this feature of Lewis’s writing as gusto and suggests that it really only comes into view after Lewis’s conversion.31 Though Lewis seldom discusses his post-conversion life in the first person, his Christian persona is not absent in his writings; rather, it is displayed through his delight, winsomeness, and gusto.

Gary L. Tandy, who has written one of the most thorough explorations of Lewis’s rhetoric to date, highlights other important features of Lewis’s intrinsic ēthos. Tandy correctly observes that Lewis displays humility when writing about topics in which he does not consider himself an expert and authority when writing about his areas of expertise.32 But of all of the ways Tandy describes Lewis’s ēthos, the one most essential to his book’s argument is certitude.33 While Tandy’s work goes a long way toward describing Lewis’s intrinsic ēthos and, for that matter, many other rhetorical features of his writing, Tandy himself acknowledges at the conclusion of his book that there are “other rhetorical stances and stylistic mannerisms” to be explored, and he urges scholars to “shift their focus from Lewis’s ideas and personality to the works themselves.”34 In what follows, then, I take up Tandy’s call, highlighting another important facet of Lewis’s Christian ēthos. His writings are, I argue, seasoned with goodwill toward his audiences. Looking at Lewis’s work in light of goodwill helps us understand many features of his witness.35




A Rhetoric of Goodwill

Aristotle does not define goodwill (eunoia) explicitly, but his comments about the concept provide us with enough information to arrive at a working definition. In On Rhetoric, Aristotle claims that there are three ways to construct ēthos within one’s discourse. One can demonstrate good sense (a persuasive speaker knows the right thing to do in particular situations); good moral character (a persuasive speaker is one who, having discovered the right thing to do in a specific situation, does not lie about it); and goodwill toward one’s audience (a persuasive speaker is one who does not withhold “the best advice” about the right thing to do in a particular situation).36 These three ways of demonstrating ēthos build on one another. One must have good sense in order to practice good moral character, otherwise one’s honesty will result in the circulation of incorrect notions. And one must have both good sense and good moral character to practice goodwill, otherwise one’s counsel will be either unintentionally incorrect or deliberately false. Thus, although Aristotle never gives us a formal definition of goodwill, we can infer from his description that goodwill involves sharing one’s good sense with one’s audience forthrightly.

Furthermore, Aristotle implies that there is a connection between goodwill and friendship. Shortly after he mentions goodwill, he informs readers that he will elaborate on it later, claiming that “good will and friendliness need to be described in a discussion of the emotions.”37 Curiously, however, Aristotle does not return to the notion in the section of On Rhetoric devoted to the emotions.38 William Fortenbaugh contends that Aristotle does not use the term again because—like Callicles and Socrates in Plato’s Gorgias, who “treat good will and friendship interchangeably”—Aristotle views the concepts as closely related to each other.39 To the extent that there is a difference between the two concepts for Aristotle, it likely has to do with the rhetor’s expectations. Unpacking a relevant passage from book 8 of Aristotle’s Ethics, Craig R. Smith notes that the difference between Aristotle’s understanding of friendship and his conception of goodwill is that those who practice goodwill are not looking for its recipients to respond in kind.40 Unlike acts of friendship, Aristotelian goodwill is a gift given solely for the benefit of another.41

We can round out our understanding of the concept by turning to Lewis’s own work. Like Aristotle, Lewis did not write extensively about goodwill, but he does make a few comments that shed light on the nature of the concept. First, in the passage that serves as my epigraph for this chapter, Lewis suggests that goodwill involves a “readiness to find meaning.”42 In other words, practicing goodwill requires cultivating receptivity: one must be willing to listen to, and at times embrace, others’ ideas.43 Lewis’s brief definition here seems especially pertinent for rhetors. One who has not been attentive to the needs of his or her audience can hardly hope to appeal to them. Secondly, in “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” Lewis explains that loving another involves “a steady wish for the loved person’s ultimate good as far as it can be obtained.”44 The phrase raises the stakes of our discussion of goodwill. Lewis is not only interested in the current well-being of his audiences but in their ultimate well-being, which, for Lewis, is resurrection life with God. Consequently, Lewis’s practice of goodwill does not involve compromising his core convictions or downplaying the seriousness of a situation to save face; rather, it involves honesty and, when necessary, a willingness to challenge his audiences.

Having defined goodwill, let us now look more closely at how Lewis practiced it. While much could be said, I focus here on the following aspects of Lewis’s prose: his willingness to address his audiences on their own terms, his forthright yet humble stance, and his attempts to cultivate communities characterized by goodwill. Though Lewis scholars have touched on these aspects of his writing before, to the best of my knowledge, no one has united these aspects of Lewis’s prose around Aristotelian goodwill, and it is my hope that the concept of goodwill will serve as a lens to see his writings anew.45

Addressing audiences on their own terms. In 1948 Lewis was asked to write an article on the challenges that Christians have to confront when sharing their faith with “modern unbelievers.”46 Those who gave Lewis this assignment must have thought that such a prompt would be perfect for him, but Lewis begins the article by highlighting a problem with his assignment. There is not one kind of modern unbeliever. He writes, “The difficulties [of the task] vary as the audience varies. The audience may be of this or that nation, may be children or adults, learned or ignorant.”47 In light of this wrinkle, Lewis decides to limit his remarks by considering non-Christians of a particular nation, social class, and age group. He chooses English-speaking, working-class adults. But even among this group, the matter is not a simple one according to Lewis, since many different belief systems are represented.48 What is more, the people Lewis is trying to write about have different intellectual abilities, different views about the value of history, and different English dialects.49

Lewis’s observations speak to the necessity of learning about one’s audience members before addressing them, and his willingness to do such legwork is an important aspect of his rhetoric of goodwill. Because he took the time to learn about his audiences, Lewis felt he could address their theological needs more effectively. Some of the clearest examples of this view appear in his “Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger.” Dr. Norman Pittenger had written a review of Lewis’s work, critiquing it for the way that Lewis presented God in relation to the world. Doctrinally speaking, he faulted Lewis’s presentation of the transcendence and immanence of God, suggesting that Lewis exaggerated the former while repudiating the latter.50 Lewis responds, “I freely admit that, believing both, I have stressed the transcendence of God more than His immanence. I thought, and think, that the present situation demands this. I see around me no danger of Deism but much of an immoral, naive and sentimental pantheism. I have often found that it was in fact the chief obstacle to conversion.”51 Without abandoning the orthodox position that God is both wholly other than his creation and intimately involved in it, Lewis chooses to give more emphasis to one of these realities based on the needs of his audience.52 He tries to demonstrate a care for his audience that is both theological and rhetorical.

Along similar lines, Lewis also practices a rhetoric of goodwill by translating theological discourse into language that is more readily understandable. Observing that doing so requires learning the vernacular of one’s audience, Lewis basically recommends that the Christian rhetor ought to determine how words are being used—not surprising advice coming from someone who wrote a book called Studies in Words—and then translate one’s message accordingly.53 Lewis strongly believed that these acts of translation were the responsibility of all Christians and that translation was an especially important practice for future members of the clergy to learn. He stresses, “Every examination for ordinands ought to include a passage from some standard theological work for translation into the vernacular.”54

Lewis himself was particularly good at this sort of translation, and he quickly developed a reputation for it. When his picture appeared on the cover of Time in 1947, the writeup on him compared his eloquence and wit to that of G. K. Chesterton and described his “special gift for dramatizing Christian dogma,” which involved “putting old-fashioned truths into a modern idiom.”55 Lewis seems to have agreed with Time’s characterization of him, discussing his own translation efforts in ways that suggest he viewed it as an important aspect of his vocation. Having watched the theological jargon of churchmen and the passionate appeals of evangelists fail to persuade people of the truth of the gospel, he had recognized a part he could play.56 His role was, he wrote, “simply that of a translator—one turning Christian doctrine, or what he believed to be such, into the vernacular, into language that unscholarly people would attend to and could understand.”57

The metaphors Lewis uses in this discussion are particularly instructive. Lewis claims that using sophisticated language would have been ineffective because it would have given audience members the impression that he was “facing both ways” and “sitting on the fence.”58 Such imagery implies that the language writers use places them in relation to their audiences. When writers do not use a language that is familiar to their audiences, they often come across as outsiders; conversely, when they engage in acts of translation, they are often able to build bridges to their audiences and come alongside them. Had Lewis chosen not to translate Christian doctrine into the vernacular, he suggests that his presentation of doctrine would have made him seem two-faced, uncertain, insincere, and even deceptive; however, by translating doctrine from the language of clerics and academics into everyday language, he was better able to meet his audiences’ needs—a hallmark of goodwill.59

Adopting a forthright yet humble stance. It is important to note that Lewis’s rhetoric of goodwill did not involve sugarcoating Christian doctrine or ingratiating himself to his audiences. Rather, he frequently made forceful and direct calls for repentance throughout his writings, often in conjunction with warnings about the second coming of Christ.60 Remarks from his essay “The World’s Last Night” offer a particularly striking example. He writes, “The doctrine of the Second Coming teaches us that we do not and cannot know when the world drama will end. The curtain may be rung down at any moment: say, before you finished reading this paragraph.”61 Lewis’s use of the second person in this passage is arresting, forcing readers to look up from the page and wonder if the end will be momentarily at hand.

Similarly arresting is the last page of The Great Divorce, Lewis’s allegory about the fate of souls in the afterlife. In the book, Lewis (the narrator, who we later find out is dreaming) travels on a bus with other ghosts to a country between heaven and hell. There, the dead are given the choice—representing a lifetime of choices—either to turn from their sinful selves, become whole and solid creatures, and journey to the mountains of heaven or to cling to their sins and return to what for them will become hell. Accompanied for part of his journey by guide George MacDonald (a character based on one of Lewis’s foremost literary influences), Lewis witnesses soul after soul make the decision, and a surprising number of them choose to take the bus back to hell. There is not, however, an endless amount of time for the ghosts to make their decisions: Lewis learns that when the sun rises, all choice will cease. At the end of the book, as he is talking with MacDonald, that is precisely what happens—and the description of the eschaton calls into question James Como’s claim that he “never uses bald fear of the sort resembling the motivating horror of . . . that old divine Jonathan Edwards.”62 When the first rays of morning arrive, Lewis trembles in fear and can only manage a brief look over his shoulder. His immobility is accompanied by assaulting sights and sounds. The sunbeams are lethal arrows, and the sounds of the wood are—at least to Lewis’s ears—a cacophony of noises in which the song of angels is joined by howling animals. Lewis shrieks, hides his face, and cries out, “I am caught by the morning and I am a ghost.”63 Then his head is crushed by the light of the dawn. His dream, it turns out, is a terrifying nightmare—and a wake-up call. Even though Lewis the author never explicitly asks his readers to turn from their sins, when his book’s narrator falls out of the chair where he had been sleeping and wakes up, we readers know that we, too, have been called to wake up and repent.

Lewis’s appeals to fear may strike some readers as heavy-handed, and others may find the ways that he talks about his audiences condescending. However, while there are certainly times in Lewis’s writings when these charges stick, such moments are rare: Lewis relinquishes pride far more often than he relishes in it, and his prose seems to be characterized less by self-importance than by self-renunciation. The excerpt from The Great Divorce illustrates the point. While the passage is indeed a call to repent, it is Lewis himself who is at the center of the story and is most in need of repentance: the conclusion of The Great Divorce should be read not only as a call to repentance but also as a confession.

There is, moreover, an intellectual humility that permeates Lewis’s work.64 In “Answers to Questions on Christianity,” for example, Lewis admits that he knows “nothing at all” about the subject of modern industry, that he does not “know the solution” to the dehumanizing effects of factory work, and that he “may be wrong” about one of his arguments.65 Twice he reminds his audience that he is “only a layman.”66 Elsewhere, when discussing the translation of Christian doctrine into the vernacular, Lewis is quick to note that the practice of translation has had the effect of humbling him.67 Lewis also defends others against attacks on their intellect. He rejects the claim that the first readers of Scripture were inferior intellectually, and he is adamant that children should not be talked down to.68 Regarding the proper conduct toward children, he also writes, “We must of course try to do them no harm: we may, under the Omnipotence, sometimes dare to hope that we may do them good. But only such good as involves treating them with respect.”69 Hoping to do others good in a respectful way—such an idea neatly encapsulates Lewis’s rhetorical approach and gets at the very essence of his goodwill.

Cultivating communities of goodwill. A final aspect of Lewis’s rhetoric worth noting here is his cultivation of communities of goodwill. I noted earlier that Aristotle suggests that goodwill is associated with friendship and the emotions, but he does not elaborate on the point. Even so, Aristotle’s suggestion is useful for our purposes because it moves us beyond the idea that ēthos is tied solely to the rhetor’s character. As we have seen, goodwill is as much concerned with the rhetor’s audience as it is with the rhetor. It stretches its bearer toward his or her audience. When writers and speakers establish goodwill, they are not simply building up their own ēthos but also that of the communities of which they and their audience members are a part. Such communities exhibit characteristics of goodwill practiced by their individual members: they are distinguished by forthright yet humble conversation, attentiveness, and responsiveness to the needs and ideas of individual members, and—for Lewis and other Christians—a shared desire among members to help one another toward resurrection life. Lewis’s writings reveal that he was deeply committed to creating and participating in these kinds of communities. In his social circles, Lewis sought to build up, in the words of Christopher Mitchell, “an atmosphere where faith could be possible—rationally and imaginatively plausible—and where it could grow and thrive.”70

The most famous example in Lewis’s life of this community building, of course, was the Inklings—a group of thinkers and writers who haunted Oxford pubs such as the Eagle and Child and discussed theology and literature over pipes and pints.71 But Lewis’s cultivation of goodwill extended beyond the Inklings. John V. Fleming suggests, for instance, that Lewis’s “generosity of spirit” flowed not only to his mates but also to his critics.72 One example of Lewis’s display of generosity toward his critics appears in an exchange between Lewis, S. L. Bethell, and George Every.73 While Lewis’s comments in the exchange represent “an early step in his spiritual pilgrimage” (according to Walter Hooper), they showcase Lewis’s goodwill prominently.74 Lewis is forthright about his disagreements with Bethell and Every, and he also admits his omissions and seeks points of agreement with them, especially in his “Peace Proposals for Brother Every and Mr. Bethell.”75 Lewis also extended goodwill to his students: he showed them compassion and met them where they were.76 The care Lewis showed to student Kenneth Tyran when Tyran was facing personal difficulties is a particularly notable example.77 Alan Jacobs, who offers a detailed and moving account of Lewis’s interactions with Tyran in The Narnian, observes that Lewis “knew the difference that he could make in the lives of his pupils by sheer kindness.”78 Furthermore, Lewis extended goodwill far and wide through his remarkable letter-writing practices.79 At the height of his career, Lewis devoted an incredible amount of time and energy to personal correspondence, sharing the rhetoric of goodwill with one audience member at a time.

Lewis was particularly adamant that members of Christian communities demonstrate goodwill toward one another. Only in such an environment would non-Christians find the church an attractive and hospitable place to reside. For that reason, in his writings for non-Christians, Lewis almost always chose to focus his energies on highlighting shared beliefs among all Christians as opposed to disagreements.80 “The discussion of . . . disputed points,” he writes at the beginning of Mere Christianity, “has no tendency at all to bring an outsider into the Christian fold. So long as we write and talk about them we are much more likely to deter him from entering any Christian communion than to draw him into our own.”81 As Walter Hooper has noted, Lewis’s correspondence with Rev. Edward T. Dell illustrates the point.82

In the final year of Lewis’s life, Dell wrote to Lewis, asking if he would write a review of Bishop John A.T. Robinson’s book Honest to God. Lewis had already written a charitable response to an article-length summary of Robinson’s book that had appeared in The Observer, in which he downplayed the theological differences between the two men.83 But the book went too far. Robinson claimed that the Bible’s truth is mythological in nature, and he maintained that Christians should abandon the “unashamedly supranaturalistic” position of Scripture and reconceptualize God as “the ground of our being.”84 Robinson’s argument called into question several tenets of orthodox Christianity, including the idea of the incarnation. And as if these attacks on orthodoxy were not enough to incite a response from Lewis, Robinson also took several shots at Lewis throughout the book. However, while Lewis would have had much to criticize about Honest to God, he declined Dell’s offer to review the book.85 In his response to Dell’s inquiry, he wrote, “I’d rather keep off Bishop Robinson’s book. I should find it hard to write of such a man with charity, nor do I want to increase his publicity.”86 When Dell persisted, trying to entice Lewis by noting that he would receive monetary compensation for writing the review,87 Lewis replied as follows:


I’m afraid I must stick to my position. Even if I wanted to abandon it—and I don’t—I could hardly do so now that you have mentioned the fee! What would you yourself think of me if I did? There will be implicit answers to some of Robinson’s nonsense in parts of a book on prayer which I’ve just finished, and I can “do my bit” much better that way.

A great deal of my utility has depended on my having kept out of all dog-fights between professing schools of “Christian” thought. I’d sooner preserve that abstinence to the end. I wd. like to oblige you personally, if I could, but I don’t feel this is a way in which I can. Forgive me.88



For Lewis, responding to Robinson would have come at the expense of Christian charity and might have been disastrous for those outside of the faith; therefore, such a response—though theologically justified—had to be avoided. Lewis was interviewed about a week after he sent his reply to Dell, and the interviewer asked him about Honest to God. Lewis simply remarked, “I prefer being honest to being ‘honest to God,’” and he left it at that.89

Though Lewis was adamant about cultivating goodwill among Christians, he was also interested in building communities of goodwill that were not exclusively Christian. He was, for example, an active member of the Oxford Socratic Club, a group of Christians and atheists who came together regularly to debate matters of belief and unbelief. It was a community in which participants attempted to value the arguments of one another: each side, Lewis noted in a piece about the club, hoped to hear “the best” of what the other side had to offer and to present the most compelling cases for their own positions.90 Comparing the club’s interactions to those in the Socratic dialogues, Lewis wrote, “At the very least we helped to civilize one another; sometimes we ventured to hope that if our Athenian patron were allowed to be present, unseen, at our meetings he might not have found the atmosphere wholly alien.”91

Lewis’s willingness to dialogue openly with non-Christians about matters of faith seems to have made some Christians uneasy. To those Christians who viewed the Oxford Socratic Club’s proceedings as irreverent, Lewis offered the following defense: “Christianity is not merely what a man does with his solitude. It is not even what God does with His solitude. It tells of God descending into the coarse publicity of history and there enacting what can—and must—be talked about.”92 In other words, at the heart of Lewis’s participation in the Oxford Socratic Club—and, for that matter, at the heart of many of his expressions of goodwill—was the coming of the Word into the world.
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