Mere Christianity- CS Lewis

Random note: in typing these up after reading it years ago, and reading Houellebecq more
recently, it is apparnet that Lewis has great and frequent use of colon, while Houllebecq frequent
use of semi-colon (and McCarthy ant-punctuation). All interesting stlye choices.

“And secondly, I think we must admit that the discussion of these disputed points 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 liekly to deter him from entering any Christian communion than to draw
hum ino our own. Our divisions should never be discussed except in the presence of those who
have already come to believe that there is one God and that Jesus Christ is His only Son.”

“Ever since I served as an infantryman in the First World War, I have had a great dislike of
people who, themselves in ease and ssafety, ussue exhortations to men in the front line.”

“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.”

“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
unworthility of it, it is much clearer to say he is a bad Christian than to say he is not a Christian.”

“Now what interests me about all these remarks [‘How’d you like it if anyone did the same to
you?’ ‘that’s my seat, [ was there first’ ‘Come on, you promised’] is that the man who makes
them is not merely saying that the other man’s behaviour does not happen to please him. He is
appealing to some kind of standard of behavior which he expects the other man to know about.
And the other man very seldom replies ‘to hell with your standard.” Nearly always he tries to
make out that what he has been doing does not really go against the standard...”

“For our present purpose I need only ask the reaser to think what a totally different morality
would mean. Think of a country where people were admired for running away in battle, or where
a man felt proud of double-crossing all the people who had been kindest to him.”

“If we do not believe in decent behavor, why should we be so anxious to make excuses for not
having behaved decently? The truth is, we believe in decenty so much-- we feel the Rule of Law
pressing on us so-- that we cannot bear to face the fact that we are breaking it, and consequently
we try to shift the responsibility.”

“Think once again of a piano. It has not got two kinds of notes on it, the ‘right’ notes and the
‘wrong’ ones. Every single note is right at one time and wrong at another. The Moral Lae is not
any one instinct or set of insticts: it is something which makes a kind of tune (the tune we call
goodness or right conduct) by directing the instincts.”

“In fact, of course ,we all do believe that some moralities are better than others....The moment
you say that one set of moral ideas can be better than another, you are, in fact, measuring them



both by a standard, saying that one of them conforms to that standard more nearly than the
other.”

“The law of gravity tells you what stones do if you drop them; but the Law of Human Nature
tells you what human beings ought to do and do not.”

“I am not angry-- except perhaps for a moment before I come to my senses-- with a man who
triups me up by accident; I am angry with a man who tries to trip me up even if he does not
succeed. Yet the first has hurt me and the second has not.”

“The Life-Force is a sort of tame God. You can switch it on when you want, but it will not bother
you. All the thrills of religion and none of the cost. Is the Life-Force the greatest achievement of
wishful thinking the world has yet seen.”

“In religion, as in war and everything else, comfort is the one thing you cannot get by looking for
it. If you look for truth, you may find comfort in the end: if you look for comfort you will not get
either comfort or truth-- only soft soap and wishful thinking to begin with and, in the end,
despair.”

“If the whole universe has no meaning, we should never have found out that it has no meaning:
just as, if there were no light in the universe and therefore no creatures with eyes, we should
never know it was dark. Dark would be a word without meaning.”

“Free will, though it makes evil possible, is also the only thing that makes possible any love or
goodness or joy worth having.”

“God cannot give us a happiness and peace apart from Himself, because it is not there. There is
no such thing.”

“We can all understand how a man forgives offences against himself. You tread on my toes and I
forgive you, you steal my money and I forgive you. But what should we make of a man, humself
unrobbed and untrodden on, who announced that he forgave you for treading on other men’s toes
and stealing other men’s money?....Yet this is what Jesus did. He told people that their sins were
forgiven...He unhesitatingly behaved as if He was the party chiefly concerned....I am trying here
to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to
accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t acept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing
we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not
be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic-- on a level with the man who says he is a
poached egg-- or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man
was, nad is, the Song of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Hum up for a
fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord
and God.”

“The central Christian belief is tha tChrist’s death has somehow put us right with God and given
us a fresh start. Theories as to how it did this are another matter. A good many different theoreis
have been held as to how it works; what all Christians are agreed on is that tit does work.”



“In other words, fallen man is not simply an imperfect creature who needs improvement: he is a
rebel who must lay down his arms...Now repentance is no fun at all. It is something much harder
than merely eating humble pie...And here comes the catch. Only a bad person needs to repent:
only a good person can repent perfectly....He could surrender His will, and suffer and die,
because He was man; and He could do it perfectly because He was God....I have heard some
people complain that if Jesus was God as well as man, then His sufferings and death lose all
value in their eyes ‘because it must have been so easy for Him.... But surely that is a very odd
reason for not accepting them? The teacher is able to form the letters for the child because the
teacher is grown-up and knows how to write. That, of course, makes it easier for the teacher; and
only because it is easier for him can he help the child....To what will you look for help if you
will not look to that which is stronger than yourself.”

“I believe there is such a place as New York. I have not seen it myself. I could not prove by
abstract reasoning that there must be such a place. I believe it because reliable people have told
me so. The ordinary man believes in the Solar System, atoms, evolution, and the circulation of
the blood on authority-- because the scientists say so. Every historical statement in the world is
believed on authority. None of us has seen the Norman Conquest or the defeat of the Armada.
None of us could prove them by pure logic as you prove a thing in mathematics. We believe
them simply because people who did see them have left writings that tell us about them: in fact,
on authority.”

“A live body is not one that never gets hurt, but one that can to some extent repair itself. In the
same way a Christian is not a man who never goes wrong, but a man who is enabled to repent
and pick himself up and begin over again after each stumble-- because the Christ-life is inside
him, repairing him all the time, enabling him to repeat (in some degree) the kind of voluntary

death which Christ Himself carried out.”

“The Christian thinks any good he does comes from the Christ-life inside him. He does not think
God will love us because we are good, but that God will make us good because He loves us; just
as the roof of a greenhouse does not attract the sun because it is bright, but becomes bright
because the sun shines on it.”

“In fact, because Christ said we could only get into His world by being like children, many
Christians have the idea that, provided you are ‘good’, it does not matter being a fool. But that is
a misunderstanding. ...Christ never meant that we were to remain children in intelligence on the
contrary. He told us to be not onlyu ‘as harmless as doves’, but also ‘as wise as serpents.” He
wants a child’s heart byt a grown-up’s head. He wants us to be simple, single-minded,
affectionate, and teachable...”

“Temperance referred not specially to drink, but to all pleasures; and it meant not abstaining, but
going the right length and no further....One of the marks of a ceratin type of bad mnan is that he
cannot give up a thing hmself without wanting everyone else to give it up. That is not the
Christian way.”



“And anyhow, that is not how Christiantiy works. When it tells you to feed the hungry it does not
give you lessons in cookery.... It was never intended to replace or supersede the ordinary himan
arts and sciences...”

“All the same, the New Testament, without going into details, gives us a pretty clear hint of what
a fully Christian society would be like... We should feel that its economic life was very
socialistic... but that its family life and its code of manners were rather old fashioned.... Each of
us would like some bits of it, but I am afraid very few of us would like the whole thing. That is
just what one would expect if Christianity is the total plan for the humna machine.”

“I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe rule is to
give more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, luxies,
amusements, etc. is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own,
we are probably giving away too little. If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I should
say they are too small. There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot do because our
charities expenditure excludes them.”

“That explains what always used to puzzle me about Christian writers; they seem to be so very
strict at one moment and so very free and easy at another. They talk about mere sins of thought
as if they were immensely important: and then they talk about the most frightful murders and
treacheries as if you had only got to repent and all would be forgiven. But I have come to see that
they are right. What they are always thinking of is the mark which the action leaves on that tuny
central self which no one sees in this life but which each of us will have to endure-- or enjoy--
for ever. One man may be so placed that his anger sheds the bllod of thousands, and another so
placed that however angry he gets he will only be laughed at. But the little mark on the soul may
be much the same in both.”

“If anyone says that sex, in itself, is bad, Christianity contradicts him at once. But, of course,
when people say, ‘Sex is nothing to be ashamed of”, they may mean, ‘the state into which the
sexual instinct has now got is nothing to be ashamed of”. If they mean that, I think they are
wrong. I think it is everything to be ashmaed of. There is nothing to be ashamed of in enjoying
your food: there would be everything to be ashamed of if half the world made food the main
interest of their lives and spent their time looking at picture of food and dribbling and smacking
their lips.”

“Thirdly, people often misunderstand what psychology teaches about ‘repressions’. It teaches us
that ‘repressed’ sex is dangerous. But ‘repressed’ here is a technical term: it does not mean
‘suppressed’ in the sense of ‘denied’ or ‘resisted’.... When an adolescent or an adult is engaged
in resisting a conscious desire, he is not dealing with a repression nor is he in the least danger of
creating a repression....Finally, though I have had to speak at some length about sex, I want to
make it as clear as [ possibly can that the center of Christian morality is not here. If anyone
thinks that Christians regard unchasitty as the supreme vice, he is quite wrong. The sins of the
flesh are bad, but they are the least bad of all sins. All the worst pleasures are purely spiritual: the
pleasure of putting other people in the worng, of bossing...of back-biuting...”



“The idea that ‘being in love’ is the only reason for remaining married really leaves no room for
marriage as a promise at all. If love is the whole thing, then the promise can add nothing; and if it
adds nothing, then it should not be made...The Christian law is not forcing upon the passion of
love something which is foreign to that passion’s own nature: it is demanding that lovers should
take seriously something which their passion of itself impels them to do.”

“Knowledge can last, principles can last, habits can last; but feelings come and go...Love in this
second sense-- love as distinct from ‘being in love’-- is not merely a feeling. It is a deep unity,
maintained by the will and deliberately strengthened by habit.... It is on this love that the engine
of marriage is run: being in love was the explosion that started it.”

“This is, I think, one little part of what Christ meant by saying that a thing will not really live
unless it first dies. It is simply no good trying to keep any thrill: that is the very worst thing you
can do. Let the thrill go-- let it die away-- go on through that period of death into the quieter
interest and happiness that follow-- and you will find you are living in a world of new thrills all
the time.”

“My own view is tha the Churches should frankly recogniuze that the majority of the British
people are not Christians, and therefore, cannot be expected to live Christian lives. There ought
to be two distinct kinds of marriage: one goverened by the State with rules enforced on all
citizens, the other goverened by the Chruch with rules enforced by her own members. The
disctintion ought to be quite sharp, so that a man knows which couples are married in a Christian
sense and which are not.”

“The need for some head follows from the idea that marriage is permanent.... When there is a
real disagreement, what is to happen? Talk it over, of course; but I am assuming they have done
that and still failed to reach agreement. What do they do next? They cannot decide by a majority
ote, for in a council of two there can be no majority. Surely, only one or other of two things can
happen: either they must separate and go their own ways or else one or other of them must have
a casting vote. If marriage is permananet, one part must, in the last resort, have the power of
deciding the family policy.”

“I said in a previos chapter that chastity was the most unpopular of the Christan virues. But I am
not sure [ was right. I belive there is one even more unpopular. It is laid down in the Christian
rule ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” Because in Chrsitan morals ‘thy neighbour’
includes ‘thy enemy’ [Note: is this always true? I would say no (only to the neighbour being the
enemy, not to the principle of forgiving the enemy) because neighbor is constrained by
geography (else, if would just say love everyone as yourself)], and so we come up agianst this
terrible duty of forgiving our enemies.”

“Everyone says forgiveness is a lovely idea, until they have something to forgive, as we had
during the war.”

“We might try to understand exactly what loving your neighbor as yourself means. I have to love
him as I love myself. Well, how exactly do I love myself.? Now that I come to think of it, I have
not exactly got a feeling of fondness or affection for myself, and I do not even always enjoy my



own society. So apparently ‘Love your neighbor’ does not mean ‘feel fond of him’... This is an
enormous relief. For a good many people imagine that forgiving your enemies means making out
that they are really not so bad fellows after all, when it is quite plain that they are. Go a step
further. In my most clear-sighted moments not only do I not think myself a nice man, but I know
that [ am a very nasty one. I can look at some of the things I have done with horror and
loathing.... Now that I come to think of it, I rememebr Christian teachers telling me long ago
that [ must hate a bad man’s actions, but not hate the bad man: or, as they would say, hat the sin
but not the sinner.”

“All killing is not murder any more than all sexual intercourse is adultery [in relation to his belief
that the death penalty is sometimes justified, [ am not sure I agree, but do agree with the
distinction between murder and killing]”

“The vice I am talking about is Pride or Self-Conceit: and the virtue opposite to it, in Christian
morals, is called humility. You may remember, when [ was talking about sexual morality, |
warned you that the centre of Christian morals did not lie there. Well, now we have come to the
center.... Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, only our of having more of it than the
next man. We say htat people are proud of being rich, or clever, or good-loking, but they are not.
They are proud of being richer, or cleverer, or better-looking than others [personal note: think on
where this leaves room for benefit of competition].”

“We say in English that a man is ‘proud’ of his son, or his father, or his school or regiment, and it
may be asked whetehr ‘pride’ in this sense is a sin. I think it depends on what, exactly, we mean
by ‘proud of’. Very often, in such sentences, the phrase ‘is proud of” means ‘has a warm-hearted
admiration for’. Such an admiraiton is, of course, very far from being a sin.”

“I said in an earlier chapter that there are four ‘Cardinal’ virtues (prudence, temperance, justice,
and fortitude) and three ‘Theological’ virtues. The three Theolofical ones are faith, hope, and
charity.... The caridnal ones are those which all civilized people recognize, the theolofical are
those which, as a rule, only Christians know about.”

“Do not waste time bother whether you ‘love’ your neighbor; act as if you did. As soon as we do
this we find one of the great secrets. When you are behaving as if you loved someone, you will
presently come to love him.”

“Good an evil both increase at compound interest.”

“Hope is one of the Theological virtues, This means that a continual looking forward to the
eternal world is not (as some modern people think) a form of escapism or wishful thinking, but
one of the things a Christian is meant to do. It does not mean that we are to leave the present
world as it is. If you read history you will find that the Christians who did most for the present
world were just those who thought most of the next.”

“The Christian says, ‘Createres are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires
exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well,



there is such a thing as water...If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can
satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”

“There is no need to be worried by facetious people who try to make the Christian hope of
‘Heaven’ ridiculous by saying they do not want ‘to spend eternity playing harps’. The answer to
such people is that if they cannot understand books written for grown-ups, they should not talk
about them. All the scriptureal imagery (harps, crowns, godl, etc.) is, of course, a merely
symbolical attempt to express the inexpressible.”

“Faith, in the sense in which I am here using the word, is the art of holding on to things your
reason has once acepted, in spite of your changing moods.”

“If you devoted every moment of your whole life exclusively to His service you could not give
Him anything that was not in a sense His own already. So that when we talk of a man doing

anything for God or giving anything to God, I will tell you what is really like. It is like a small
child going to its father and saying ‘Daddy, give me a sixpence to buy you a birthday present.”

“God is not hurried along in the Time-stream of this universe any more than an author is hurried
along in the imaginary time of his own novel. He has infinite attention to spare for each one of
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us.

“Before going on, notice the practical imporance of this. All sorts of people are fond of repeating
the Chrstian statement that ‘God is love’. But they seem not to notice that the words ‘God is
love’ have no real meaning unless God contains at least two persons... Of course, what these
people mean when they say that God is love is often something quite different: they really mean
‘Love is God.’ They really mean that our feelings of love, however and wherever they arise, and
whatever results they produce, are to be treated with great respsect. Perhaps they are: but that is
something quite different from what Christians mean by the statement ‘God is love’. They
believe that the living dynamic activity of love has been going on in God forever and has created
everything else.”

“If there is a God, you are, in a snese, alone with Him. You cannot put Him off with speculations
about your next door neighbors or memories of what you have read in books. What will all that
chatter and hearsay count (will you even be able to rememeber it? When the anaesthetic fog
which we call ‘nature’ or ‘the real world’ fades away and the Presence in which you have always
stood becomes palpable, immeadiate, and unavoidable.”

“Sameness is to be found most among the most ‘natural’ men, not among those who surrender to
Christ. How monotonously alike all the great tyrants and conquerors have been: how gloriously
different are the saints.”



