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A

 biography of a book may sound like an unusual concept, but books do have their own lives, and some
 books have shaped the world profoundly. That is especially true of religious books. Recognizing this, the
 religion editor of Princeton University Press instituted a series called the Lives of Great Religious Books.
So far, the volumes include The Book of Genesis, The Book of Job, The Book of Mormon, The Tibetan Book of
the Dead, Augustine’s Confessions, Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica, John Calvin’s Institutes, among others
published or forthcoming. When I was asked to contribute to this project, I saw C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity as
an appropriate addition to the series. Even though it is relatively new and is not, like many of the works, an official
authoritative text of a religious movement, it has a claim to being one of the most important religious works of the
twentieth century.
One of the remarkable features of the life of Mere Christianity is that, unlike most other books of its time, it is
even more popular today than when it first came out. During the first fifteen years of the twenty-first century, it sold
more than 3.5 million copies in English alone. It has been translated into more than thirty languages. I have been
told that, next to the Bible, it is the book most likely to have been read by educated Chinese Christians.
That is all the more remarkable because what became Mere Christianity was not originally planned as a book.
Rather, it began as a brief series of broadcasts on the BBC during England’s dark days in the early part of World
War II. Lewis’s presentations were successful enough for the BBC to invite him back for some additional broadcasts. Eventually he offered four such series. He collected and edited the first two series into a little paperback,
titled simply Broadcast Talks. These were soon published also in the States with the catchier title The Case for
Christianity. Lewis had suddenly become well known for The Screwtape Letters, first published in book form in
1942. During the next couple of years, he published the third and fourth sets of BBC talks, adding a few extra
chapters. These he titled Christian Behaviour and Beyond Personality. It is not even clear whose idea it was to
bring the three small paperbacks together as a single book. But in 1952 Lewis issued them together, lightly edited,
and with an important new preface that explained the meaning of his new title: Mere Christianity.
The story of the life of Mere Christianity has a number of fascinating dimensions. First, there is the story of its
origins. The setting during the trying days of World War II is particularly dramatic, and there is a good bit to say
about Lewis’s view of his “war service” as an apologist for traditional Christianity. In addition to the broadcasts, he
was traveling on many weekends to RAF camps to talk about Christianity to men whose life expectancies were
appallingly short as they faced bombing raids over Germany. These experiences helped furnish Lewis with a good
sense of how to communicate with the less educated, a skill that was essential for an Oxford don who wished to
reach a wide audience with his broadcasts.
Another significant part of the story has to do with the reception of the book. Lewis’s broadcasts and the original
paperbacks served a felt need for many people during the war years. So the publications were, with a few notable
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exceptions, well received both in Great Britain and the United States. Interestingly, in the States his strongest following was among the more traditionally inclined mainline Protestant denominations than among self-identified
fundamentalists or evangelicals. As someone known for smoking and drinking, Lewis did not quite fit the American
evangelical mold. Though they liked his supernaturalism and frank gospel message, some were suspicious of a few
aspects of his theology. It was only in the decade or so after Lewis’s death in 1963, a time when mainline interest
in him was fading, that he emerged as an iconic figure for American evangelicals, eventually standing second only
to Billy Graham in their hierarchy of “saints.”
One highlight of that story is the conversion of Charles Colson, convicted for involvement in the Watergate conspiracy. Colson’s best-selling book Born Again, emphasizing the role of Mere Christianity in his transformation,
appeared in 1976. Since then other conversion narratives, such as that of Francis Collins and multi-millionaire
Thomas S. Monaghan, founder of Domino’s Pizza, have added to the reputation of the book. Monaghan was one
of many Catholic admirers of Lewis’s work.
Lewis also has some distinguished successor apologists who acknowledge the influence of his work.
Among these are J.I. Packer, Peter Kreeft (another
Catholic), Francis Collins, Alister McGrath, N.T. Wright,
John Piper, and Timothy Keller.
Not everyone, of course, has liked the book. So another part of the story is the criticisms it has received.
Interestingly, the argument that probably more people
have found persuasive than any other has also been
the most criticized. That is the famous “trilemma”—
now popularly phrased that Jesus is either liar, lunatic,
or Lord. Though the argument had been around for
a long time, it became associated with Lewis. Critics
point out that it is not an airtight logical argument, since
there may be other explanations, such as that the Gospel writers only later attributed divinity to Jesus. One
can, for instance, readily find websites such as “Atheism 101, how to respond to the Liar, Lunatic, or Lord
argument.” Lewis was aware that the argument was not
airtight. In fact, in his original radio script he alluded to
and dismissed the fourth possibility, but he dropped that for the publications, probably thinking the point required
more explanation. Despite criticisms, Lewis also has some very able philosophical defenders. And many readers
continue to find his arguments compelling.
One challenge in writing this “biography” of Mere Christianity was to find a way to go beyond the stories of origins
and reception, as interesting as each of those is. So I chose to consider the “life” of the book as also involving its
“vitality.” What gives this book its ongoing vitality, contributing to its growth in popularity over the years? What is
the genius of this book? The answers are, of course, not original with me. I am in a sense distilling what has been
said by many writers who have reflected on Lewis’s marvelous effectiveness as an apologist. Here I’ll just summarize the seven traits I identify as contributing to the book’s genius in the hopes that these will whet the reader’s
appetite for more.
1. Lewis looks for timeless truths as opposed to the culturally bound. Lewis is well known for his rejection
of “chronological snobbery” or the idea that the latest fashionable ideas are likely to be the best. He maintained,
rather, that the beliefs that had lasted the longest were more likely to be true. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, Mere
Christianity is not dated in the way most other mid-twentieth-century books seem to be.
2. Lewis uses common human nature as the point of contact with his audiences. As a literary scholar,
Lewis looked for what was common in human experience. He combined that expertise with a good ear for listening
to his less-educated neighbors or tradespeople. So when it came to speaking on the BBC to just about every sort
of person, he knew where to begin—with our common sense that there is a right and a wrong. And unlike what
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one might expect of a university don, he could speak in simple terms that just about everyone could understand.
As in writing the Narnia tales, he knew how to put himself in the shoes of his audience.
3. Lewis uses reason in the context of experience, affections, and the imagination. Some people are
reluctant to open Mere Christianity, because they think it is mostly a set of arguments. Lewis was indeed sharp in
argument and debate. But he put whatever arguments he presented in the context of first appealing to his audiences’ imagination, longing, and desires. He used reason to remove some of the modern obstacles to belief. But
his appeal is to the whole person who intuitively recognizes that there is more to reality than modern culture may
allow. Lewis speaks of the disenchantment of the modern world, and one of the things he tries to do is to re-enchant
it by, as he says in his sermon “The Weight of Glory,” weaving a spell.
4. He is a poet at heart, using metaphor and the art of meaning in a universe that is alive. Lewis’s first
ambition was to be a poet, and he never lost the sensibility that realities are best expressed through images and
analogies that awaken the imagination. Mickey Maudlin, the religion editor who oversees Lewis’s publications at
HarperOne, has observed that in Mere Christianity, as in his fiction, Lewis invites the reader on an imaginative
journey. Similarly, while one might pick up Mere Christianity “because people say it is the best summary of what it
means to be a Christian and of what Christians believe,” Maudlin observes that soon you find that it is something
more:
What you find is the identification of a moral compass you did not realize existed, one that says you are not measuring up, the story of how God sent Jesus as an invasion into the world to start a revolution, that doctrines are really
maps to show you your choices and to guide you forward on your journey, and that all this about God, Jesus, and the
church is really about you: will you admit your need, receive God’s help, and start the process of being perfected,
made into a little Christ, so that you can pursue further adventures with God in his heavenly realm, the world you were
created to inhabit?1

These poetic sensibilities underscore the previous point that, while Lewis appeals to the reason, he does so
in the context of exciting the imagination. As in the Narnia tales, he invites his readers to see that the narrative
of their own lives is set in the midst of a much larger real-life cosmic drama. They are invited to imaginatively see
themselves as within a real cosmic drama in which a loving but dangerous God is inviting us to be remade.
5. His subject is “mere” Christianity. This point, which he elaborates in his 1952 preface, is closely related to
his deep historical consciousness. By “mere Christianity” he meant the beliefs that Christians through the ages had
shared, beliefs that had been around “long before I was born and whether I like it or not.” Contrary to those who
thought that Christianity with the disputed points omitted would be only a “vague and bloodless” lowest common
denominator, he was confident that the perennial common beliefs were in fact substantial and powerful.
The concept of “mere Christianity” as something that binds Christians of all sorts together may have even more
resonance in the twenty-first century than it did in Lewis’s time. Today denominational loyalties have weakened,
and most Christians are willing, as Lewis urged, to be generous to those in other communions. Protestants and
Catholics, for instance, are much more ready to recognize their commonalities than they were two generations
ago. And as is illustrated by the various societies that bear his name or the organizations that describe their views
as “mere Christian,” C.S. Lewis is one of the hallmarks that Christians of many communions have in common.
6. “Mere Christianity” is not “cheap grace.” “Mere” Christianity is not minimal Christianity. It does not offer
“cheap grace,” to use Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s term. It is not easy or “safe.” Rather, readers find that they are being
drawn in to an understanding of Christianity that is going to be extraordinarily demanding on them personally.
They are being asked to give up their very “self” as a sovereign entity and to experience Christ living in them. “To
become new men means losing what we now call ‘ourselves.’ Out of our selves, into Christ, we must go.”2 So part
of the appeal of Mere Christianity is that the journey on which Lewis invites readers to join him is fulfilling because
it is demanding.
7. Finally, the lasting appeal of Mere Christianity is based on the luminosity of the gospel message itself.
In an essay on literary criticism (C.S. Lewis and E.M.W. Tillyard, The Personal Heresy: A Controversy), Lewis observed that the poet should not be inviting the reader to look at the poet, but rather pointing the reader to “look at
that.” Lewis succeeds admirably in pointing the reader toward the subject. As others have observed, he does not
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simply present arguments; rather, he acts more like a friendly companion on a journey. To expand on that image:
he is like a companion on a hike who is an expert naturalist and points out all sorts of flora or tiny flowers or rock
formations that you would have missed on your own. When you see the wonders, you are duly impressed with
your guide as an intermediary, but, particularly if that guide leads you to one of the most astonishing mountain
peaks and sights that you have ever seen, the beauty of the objects themselves overwhelms your attention. You
are deeply grateful to your guide, but that is not the essence of your unforgettable encounter with that beauty. So
Lewis points his audiences toward seeing Christianity not as a set of abstract teachings but, rather, as something
that can be experienced and enjoyed as the most basic and the most beautiful of all realities. v
Notes:
1

 ickey Maudlin, “The Perennial Appeal of C.S. Lewis,” presentation at the C.S. Lewis festival, Petoskey, MI, October 2012. I am grateful to Maudlin for
M
furnishing me with a typescript of his talk.
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C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (1952; repr., New York: Touchstone, 1996), 189.

Ever since I became a Christian I have thought that the best, perhaps
the only, service I could do for my unbelieving neighbours was to explain
and defend the belief that has been common to nearly all Christians
at all times.
			 					C.S Lewis
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