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Desiring Orthodoxy (1908): G.K. Chesterton’s Turn toward Christianity
“Every one on this earth should believe, amid whatever madness or moral failure, that his life and temperament have some object on the earth. Every one on the earth should believe that he has something to give to the world which cannot otherwise be given. Every one should, for the good of men and the saving of his own soul, believe that it is possible, even if we are the enemies of the human race, to be the friends of God. The evil wrought by this mystical pride, great as it often is, is like a straw to the evil wrought by a materialistic self-abandonment. The crimes of the devil who thinks himself of immeasurable value are as nothing to the crimes of the devil who thinks himself of no value. With [Robert] Browning's knaves we have always this eternal interest, that they are real somewhere, and may at any moment begin to speak poetry. We are talking to a peevish and garrulous sneak; we are watching the play of his paltry features, his evasive eyes, and babbling lips. And suddenly the face begins to change and harden, the eyes glare like the eyes of a mask, the whole face of clay becomes a common mouthpiece, and the voice that comes forth is the voice of God, uttering His everlasting soliloquy.”—Robert Browning (1903)

Exploratory Questions

· What are some objections that are typically made about Christianity?
· Does history have anything to teach us about the nature of Christianity?

· Is human history progressing? If so, toward what?

· Can one base ethical and political reform upon situational values? Explain.

· What would a utopian society look like? Is it possible?

· Do all religions believe the same thing? Are all religions one?

· What does the cross tell us about the nature of Christianity?
· Why/How does someone come to believe?

The Extremes of Christian History (chapter 6)

Chapter 6 makes the vital move from Chesterton’s developing a trust in what can be known and not known and in a loyalty to the world to exploring his crumbling objections to the Christian faith. Here he begins to suspect that the objections to the Christian faith may tell us as much about the objectors as the subject in question:

Too optimistic



Too pessimistic

Too timid



Too warlike


Always one world faith


Faith is constantly adapting


Religion is admirably the same

Religion is absurd


Attacks the family


Perpetuates the family


Anti-women



Only good for women


World denying



Wealthy and luxurious


Denigrates sex



Overly fertile


Close-minded



Too divided in positions


Anti-Semitic



A Semitic faith

1. The argument from complex reality
· Anticipating irregularities (286-287)
· Convergence tacitly understood (287)

2. The argument from a deformed world’s perspectives
· Modern world’s own extremes (295, 298)

· The lack of balance in the critics (295-296)

3. The argument from holding together extremes
· The two natures of Christ (296)
· Finding the balance in the conflict (297)

· Seeks to hold together extreme opposites in order to preserve good in both (299-300)

· Providing a space for the wildness in both (300-301)

· Church uses both goods and offers places for their practice (302-304)

· The precarious balance that preserves human happiness (304-306)

Discussion Questions
1. Do you find Chesterton’s analysis of Christianity’s critics convincing? Why and/or why not?

2. Likewise, do you find his model of Christian history convincing? 

3. Is there a place for extremes in the Christian faith? Explain.

The Telos of the Eternal Revolution (chapter 7)

Chapter 7 deals with one set of alternate beliefs that was highly prized in Chesterton’s day—the trust in some kind of evolutionary ethic—Social Darwinism, evolutionary ethics, historical utopianism (e.g. Socialism)

1. Why evolution fails as the basis for a political ethic (307-310)
· 1st class: Trust in the new; trust in the Overman

· 2nd class: Fideism as to Nature’s coming change

· 3rd class: Action/Anticipation of the course of Nature

· 4th class: Evolution’s aim is what we want to happen

2. Why Progress needs a vision of the New Jerusalem (310-315)
· Evolution/Nature provides no human(e) moral principle (307-308, 314)

· The better metaphor of (re)form (310)
· Need for a fixed ideal (310-313)

· The danger of the slave’s mind (312)

· Revolution as restoration (315a)
3. Proportion requires an Artist (315b-319)
· Personality behind the world’s beauty (316)
· Nature is our sister (317)

· Proportion cannot equal drift (318)

· Fairy tales point to the need for reverence and disdain (318)

· Need for fixed and composite ideals (319)

4. The danger in human nature and the failure of utopias (320-328)
· Conservatism alone cannot deal with corruption (320)

· The doctrine of the Fall (321-323)
· Nolo episcopari (324-325)
· The need for eternal levity (326-327)

· The liberty to bind oneself (328)

Discussion Questions
1. Is evolution a possible basis for ethics? Why and/or why not?

2. Does Chesterton’s appeal to proportion and ideals help his case? Explain.

3. How do levity, humility, and loyalty help balance anything like a utopian vision?

A Christian Vision of Personhood (chapter 8)

Chapter 8 ostensively deals with the argument that all religions are the same, yet Chesterton uses this to focus on what he regards as the most immediate contender—Buddhism. At the heart of Chesterton’s turn to Christian faith is his conviction that Buddhism does not ultimately provide a basis for human personhood, free will, and courage.

· The shifting nature of ideological designations (330)

· Faith in monism and a closed cosmos (332)
· Versus the evidence for miracles (331-332)

· All religions do not teach the same thing (332)

· All religions use the language of rituals (333)

· The Christian saint versus the Buddhist saint (336-338)

· Love requires personality and difference (337)

· Why we need a transcendent and triune God (339-340)

· The serious danger of the possible (341-342)

· The courage of God in the cross (343)

· The non-existence of God leads to the non-existence of the human (344-345)

Discussion Questions
1. Why do we require an open cosmos to be truly human?
2. Why does Chesterton insist that all religions do not teach the same thing?

3. How do basic Christian beliefs affirm human personhood?

4. Do you find Chesterton meditation on the cross convincing? Why and/or why not?

The Living Teacher of Truth-telling Truth (chapter 9)

Chapter 9 brings Chesterton’s spiritual autobiography to a close by showing us how two trios of objections fell and how Mother Church affirmed in him his desires for adventure, truth, and joy.

The final objections
1. Can’t you take the principles without the dogma? (347ff.)

2. Aren’t human beings just another evolved animal? (348-349)

3. Isn’t faith just a pre-historic holdover? (349-350)
4. Doesn’t Christianity destroy human strength and pleasure? (350351)

5. Isn’t Jesus a weak and impractical creature? (351-352)

6. Aren’t the Dark Ages proof that Christianity is just superstition? (352)

7. Aren’t the Irish evidence that Christian culture is weak? (353-354)

Why Europe still has (still had) the jumps
· The evidence for miracles and the circularity of those who disbelieve (355-356)

· Faith as the prerequisite for seeing and receiving (356-357)

· The long tradition/experience of Christianity can be trusted (358-359)

· The Church as Mother and Truth-telling Truth (360-362)

· Only God knows our true identity/selves (363)

· Joy at the center of human identity (364-365)

Discussion Questions
1. Do you find Chesterton’s answers to the final objections satisfactory? Explain.

2. What is Chesterton’s view of the Church?

3. What wisdom does Chesterton have to offer us about human nature?
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