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FAITH & DOUBT—Part 1
(Mark 9:24)
1. REMEMBERING What are some devices and appliances that you used, or practices you engaged in
growing up that seem confusing to youth today or whose function has become a mystery to them?
2. REFLECTING What words and expressions—secular and religious terms—that you used growing up
that might be incomprehensible to young people today?
3. DISCOVERING Read the selection from the introduction to Mere Christianity by C. S. Lewis and
answer the questions that follow.
•

How would you describe—in your own words—what went wrong with the words “gentleman”
and “Christian” according to Lewis?

Lewis published Mere Christianity 65 years ago in 1952 and the book was based on radio addresses
he gave for the BBC from 1941-1944, during WWII. In light of that,
•

What are other ways that the word “Christian” has become distorted from its original meaning
in the 21st century?

•

What has it become associated with in modern American society and in the modern world?

•

What are other Christian beliefs that have suffered a twist in their meaning in our modern
world?

•

How might the church—we as Christians—have contributed to these misunderstandings?

4. CONNECTING How might the modern church—and the Mount Joy Church of God—strengthen
believers’ understandings of our classic, common doctrines and what resistance might surface?
5. RESPONDING: What steps will you take in the weeks ahead to strengthen your understanding of
our classic, common doctrines? Does Dorothy Sayers motivate or overwhelm you?
In the matter of Christian doctrine, a great part of the nation [England] subsists in an ignorance
more barbarous than that of the dark ages, owing to this slatternly habit of illiterate reading.
Words are understood in a wholly mistaken sense, statements of fact and opinion are misread and
distorted in repetition, arguments founded in misapprehension are accepted without examination,
expressions of individual preference are construed as ecumenical doctrine, disciplinary
regulations founded on consent are confused with claims to interpret universal law, and vice
versa; with the result that the logical and historical structure of Christian philosophy is
transformed in the popular mind to a confused jumble of mythological and pathological
absurdity…. The necessary condition for assessing the value of creeds is that we should fully
understand that they claim to be, not idealistic fancies, not arbitrary codes, not abstractions
irrelevant to human life and thought, but statements of fact about the universe as we know it.
(Dorothy Sayers, The Mind of the Maker)
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Excerpt from C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity
Far deeper objections may be felt – and have been expressed – against my use of the word
Christian to mean one who accepts the common doctrines of Christianity. People ask: ‘Who are you, to
lay down who is, and who is not a Christian?’ or ‘May not many a man who cannot believe these
doctrines be far more truly a Christian, far closer to the spirit of Christ, than some who do?’ Now this
objection is in one sense very right, very charitable, very spiritual, very sensitive. It has every available
quality except that of being useful. We simply cannot, without disaster, use language as these objectors
want us to use it. I will try to make this clear by the history of another, and very much less important,
word.
The word gentleman originally meant something recognizable; one who had a coat of arms and
some landed property. When you called someone “a gentleman” you were not paying him a compliment,
but merely stating a fact. If you said he was not “a gentleman” you were not insulting him, but giving
information. There was no contradiction in saying that John was a liar and a gentleman; any more than
there now is in saying that James is a fool and an M.A. But then there came people who said – so
rightly, charitably, spiritually, sensitively, so anything but usefully – “Ah but surely the important thing
about a gentleman is not the coat of arms and the land, but the behaviour? Surely he is the true
gentleman who behaves as a gentleman should? Surely in that sense Edward is far more truly a
gentleman than John?” They meant well. To be honourable and courteous and brave is of course a far
better thing than to have a coat of arms. But it is not the same thing. Worse still, it is not a thing
everyone will agree about. To call a man “a gentleman” in this new, refined sense, becomes, in fact, not
a way of giving information about him, but a way of praising him: to deny that he is “a gentleman”
becomes simply a way of insulting him. When a word ceases to be a term of description and becomes
merely a term of praise, it no longer tells you facts about the object: it only tells you about the speaker’s
attitude to that object. (A ‘nice’ meal only means a meal the speaker likes.) A gentleman, once it has
been spiritualised and refined out of its old coarse, objective sense, means hardly more than a man
whom the speaker likes. As a result, gentleman is now a useless word. We had lots of terms of approval
already, so it was not needed for that use; on the other hand if anyone (say, in a historical work) wants to
use it in its old sense, he cannot do so without explanations. It has been spoiled for that purpose.
Now if once we allow people to start spiritualising and refining, or as they might say
‘deepening’, the sense of the word Christian, it too will speedily become a useless word. In the first
place, Christians themselves will never be able to apply it to anyone. It is not for us to say who, in the
deepest sense, is or is not close to the spirit of Christ. We do not see into men’s hearts. We cannot judge,
and are indeed forbidden to judge. It would be wicked arrogance for us to say that any man is, or is not,
a Christian in this refined sense. And obviously a word which we can never apply is not going to he a
very useful word. As for the unbelievers, they will no doubt cheerfully use the word in the refined sense.
It will become in their mouths simply a term of praise. In calling anyone a Christian they will mean that
they think him a good man. But that way of using the word will be no enrichment of the language, for
we already have the word good. Meanwhile, the word Christian will have been spoiled for any really
useful purpose it might have served.
We must therefore stick to the original, obvious meaning. The name Christians was first given at
Antioch (Acts 11:26) to ‘the disciples’, to those who accepted the teaching of the apostles. There is no
question of its being restricted to those who profited by that teaching as much as they should have.
There is no question of its being extended to those who is some refined, spiritual, inward fashion were
‘far closer to the spirit of Christ’ than the less satisfactory of the disciples. The point is not a theological
or moral one. It is only a question of using words so that we can all understand what is being said.
When a man who accepts the Christian doctrine lives unworthily of it, it is much clearer to say he is a
bad Christian than to say he is not a Christian. (ix-xiv)

