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Abstract

In this essay I argue for a line of descent, in terms of methodology
as an apologist, from J.H. Newman to G.K. Chesterton, and hence to
C.S. Lewis. I analyse aspects of Chesterton’s methodology as an apolo-
gist which strongly suggest the influence of Newman. I then argue that
Newman may have exercised a greater influence on Lewis’s method-
ology as an apologist, through Chesterton, than has previously been
realised. This raises questions for future study concerning Newman’s
possible influence, not only on Lewis, but on the other Inklings and
related thinkers such as Dorothy Sayers.
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Introduction

I will argue in this essay that, in terms of his methodology as an apol-
ogist, J.H. Newman’s influence on G.K. Chesterton may be greater
than has previously been recognised. I will then suggest that, through
Chesterton, Newman may have exercised a greater influence on C.S.
Lewis’s apologetics, in methodological terms, than has previously been
understood. The essay’s scope is restricted to analysis of methodology,
in relation to apologetics; I will not investigate epistemology or other
possible areas of influence.1 Instead, I will ask: did Newman influence
Chesterton in this area and, if so, did this influence lead, via Chester-
ton’s on C.S. Lewis, to Newman exercising significant influence on
Lewis’s methodology as an apologist?

1 For Newman’s influence on Chesterton’s epistemology, see David Pickering, ‘Chester-
ton’s Epistemology: A Study in the Development of Newman’s Doctrines’, Journal of
Inklings Studies 12, no. 1 (2022): pp. 91–109.
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A Study In Method 143

Newman’s influence on Chesterton has been observed for over a
century, by numerous scholars, in particular Ian Ker,2 also Sheridan
Gilley, Dermot Quinn, and David Paul Deavel.3 I will build on their
work by examining three areas of Newman’s methodology as an apol-
ogist which find echoes in Chesterton’s writing and have not been in-
vestigated in detail in relation to Chesterton. First, I will analyse the
effect in Newman’s work of his understanding of Christianity as an
‘idea’, in relation to the concept of worldview; secondly, I will dis-
cuss his inter-disciplinary approach to apologetics; thirdly, I will argue
that Chesterton used the concept of the Illative sense, and its corol-
laries in terms of ‘converging probabilities’ and ‘cumulation of prob-
abilities’, to construct modes of argument which put the potential in-
herent in these ideas into practice in apologetics in ways that New-
man himself left unexplored.4 The full significance of Chesterton’s use
of these aspects of Newman’s thinking in the construction of his own
methodology as an apologist may not have been thoroughly analysed.
Finally, I will discuss these three areas in relation to Lewis’s work and
suggest that Chesterton’s influence on Lewis, fully acknowledged by
Lewis himself,5 provided a channel through which Newman’s ideas in-
formed Lewis’s methodology in apologetics, to a greater extent than
has previously been recognised.

Newman, Chesterton, ‘Idea’, and Worldview

In An Essay on the Development of Doctrine, Newman describes Chris-
tianity as ‘an idea’. He explains what he means by this as follows: ‘The

2 Ian Ker has done important work in this area. Among other things, Ker points out that
Wilfrid Ward saw Chesterton as ‘the successor of Newman as an apologist for Christianity’,
and that Chesterton read, and wrote appreciatively of, Ward’s biography of Newman, pub-
lished in 1912, which deals extensively with Newman’s theology. I.T. Ker, G.K. Chesterton:
a biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 277-78.

3 David Paul Deavel, ‘An Odd Couple? A First Glance at Chesterton and Newman’, Lo-
gos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture 10, no. 1 (2007): pp. 116-35 (especially pp.
126-28). See also Dermot Quinn, ‘Newman, Chesterton and the Logic of Conversion’, The
Chesterton Review 34x, no. 3/4 (2013): pp. 49-60 (especially p. 58). See further Sheridan
Gilley, ‘Newman and Chesterton’, The Chesterton Review 32x, no. 1/2 (2006): pp. 41-55.

4 In his introduction to this work, Nicholas Lash notes that, while ‘the Grammar of Assent
is a seminal work in the philosophy of religion … if misunderstanding is to be avoided, it is
necessary immediately to add that its primary purpose is apologetic’; hence its relevance
to analysis of Newman’s methods in apologetics. John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a
Grammar of Assent, ed. Nicholas Lash (Notre Dame, Ind; London: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1979), pp. 254, 233, 12.

5 For instance, in his letter to Charles A. Brady, 29 October 1944, in C.S. Lewis, Letters
of C.S. Lewis, ed. W.H. Lewis (New York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1966), p. 205. Here,
Lewis, commenting on the influences on his own writing, cites Chesterton as ‘of course’ an
influence, ‘but more I think on thought than on imagination’.
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144 A Study In Method

idea which represents an object or supposed object is commensurate
with the sum total of its possible aspects, however they may vary in the
separate consciousness of individuals; and in proportion to the variety
of aspects under which it presents itself to various minds is its force and
depth, and the argument for its reality’.6 In shaping his argument thus
he steps away from discussion of individual doctrines in the context of
systematic theology and moves towards considering Christianity as a
whole, considering together ‘the sum total’ of all ‘possible aspects’ of
the Christian religion as a whole, not only theology. This integrative
and totalizing approach paves the way for the consideration of Chris-
tianity as a worldview: if Christianity can be discussed and pictured as a
totality, as a complex, composite ‘idea’ which includes social, cultural,
historical, theological, spiritual, philosophical, and other aspects in one
unified entity, then that unified whole implies a worldview, because the
view from such an integrated, holistic totality could be nothing less
than a worldview. To use a simple image, if Christianity as a whole
may be pictured as an ‘idea’, then the perspective on life as viewed
from that ‘idea’ can only be a Christian worldview.

This holistic presentation of Christianity is evident again when New-
man writes of giving ‘an interpretation to the course of things’, of the
importance of ‘the voice of mankind, and the course of the world, that
is, of human life and human affairs’, in ‘acquiring’ the knowledge of
God, and of the need to ‘test, interpret, and correct’ what ‘the uni-
versal testimony of mankind … the history of society and the world’
present ‘to us for belief’.7 The implications of this approach are pro-
found. One major implication is methodological: the Christian apol-
ogist should address all these areas rather than restricting himself or
herself to the defence of particular doctrines. This constitutes a remark-
ably extensive agenda for apologetics, one which leads the apologist far
from the defensive posture and strictly theological focus of much con-
ventional apologetics, out to engage with diverse fields of knowledge,
intellectual, cultural, historical, literary, socio-political, and other. Did
Chesterton, in his apologetics, follow Newman’s lead in addressing ‘the
course of the world … of human life and human affairs’, testing and in-
terpreting ‘the history of society and the world’, and engaging with the
‘voice’ and the ‘universal testimony’ of humankind? Does his method-
ology as an apologist include a similarly ‘big picture’ approach, one
which addresses Christianity in terms of (what would today be seen as)
worldview?

Consider Chesterton’s article, ‘The Return of the Angels’, in the
Daily News of 14th March, 1903: this article is probably the closest
he came to outlining his overall approach to apologetics. In this article,

6 John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, ed. Ian Ker
(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), p. 34.

7 Newman, Grammar of Assent, 312, p. 303.
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he claims to be adopting the scientific ‘method of the hypothesis’. He
explains this method thus: ‘It can be most clearly and simply conveyed
in common language by saying that it is the principle that the best way
to see if a coat fits a man is not to measure both of them, but to try it
on. It is the replacing of the very slow, logical method of accumulating,
point by point, an absolute proof by a rapid, experimental and imagi-
native method which gives us, long before we can get absolute proof,
a very good working belief’. He suggests that the best way to test a
‘theory about the universe’ is to ‘assume it to be true’ and assess the
results of proceeding on that assumption:

If I discover with a start that, once assumed, it explains the boots on
my feet and the nose on my face, that my umbrella has a new and ra-
diant meaning, that my front door suddenly explains itself, that truths
about my cat and dog and wife and hat and sideboard crowd upon me
all day and every day, I believe that theory and go on believing it more
and more. … We know that with this idea once inside our heads a mil-
lion things become transparent as if a lamp were lit behind them. … the
fulfilments pour in upon us in so natural and continual a cataract that at
last is reached that paradox of the condition which is real belief. We have
seen so many evidences of the theory that we have forgotten them all.

In other words, he is arguing that when Christianity is tested by the
‘method of the hypothesis’ it provides a convincing and satisfying ex-
planation of our lives and experiences: the ‘spiritual theory’ of Chris-
tianity ‘rests … on the fact that the thing works out. We put on the
theory, like a magic hat, and history becomes translucent like a house
of glass’;8 in Chesterton’s view, it explains human experience, history,
and culture. This is the method he went on to employ throughout much
of his work. Where Newman talks of Christianity as an ‘idea’, Chester-
ton applies that totalizing concept to apologetics and uses the ‘method
of the hypothesis’ to attempt to demonstrate that Christianity, taken as
a complete ‘spiritual theory’, is able to offer a more satisfactory ex-
planation of human history and experience than its rivals; in modern
terms, both are presenting Christianity as a worldview.9

This sets up the framework of Chesterton’s apologetics: in New-
man’s terms, he makes ‘the sum total’ of Christianity’s ‘possible as-
pects’ the field of his discussions. That ‘sum total’ is consistently made
the measure of all other philosophies, ideologies, and philosophies in
Chesterton’s work. He presents the ability to encompass all that is en-
tailed in being human as a test for any belief system: not so much ask-
ing questions about divine authority or the supernatural, but asking if
that belief system is sufficient to provide a home for all that is human.

8 G.K. Chesterton, ‘The Return of the Angels’, The Chesterton Review 47, no. 3/4 (2021):
pp. 291-96 (pp. 292-96).

9 See James S. Cutsinger, ed., Reclaiming The Great Tradition: Evangelicals, Catholics
and Orthodox in Dialogue (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997).
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Thus, he judges Theosophy and other ‘modern attempts at Syncretism’
unfavourably because ‘They are never able to make something larger
than the Creed without leaving something out. I do not mean leaving
out something divine but something human; the flag or the inn or the
boy’s tale of battle or the hedge at the end of the field.’10 The Chris-
tian creeds, of course, do not literally refer to flags, inns, boys’ tales of
battles, or hedges at ends of fields. He uses these images to stand for
a larger vision of humanity, which he believes is implied by Christian
doctrine, and claims that Christianity offers more than other ideolo-
gies, philosophies, or religions, both at the social and cultural level –
in terms of leading to human fulfilment and flourishing – and, in more
directly theological and philosophical terms, in what, for example, it
can reveal about meaning and purpose.

Chesterton follows the same approach in Orthodoxy. In his introduc-
tion to that book, he writes that it will discuss ‘the actual fact that the
central Christian theology (sufficiently summarized in the Apostles’
Creed) is the best root of energy and sound ethics’.11 He does not, at
this point in his narrative, assert that ‘the central Christian theology’ is
true, or even mention what it includes. Rather than analyse the content
or truth value of that ‘central Christian theology’, he discusses the ef-
fects of a set of ideas in human experience. That means he can claim as
an ‘actual fact’ that Christian theology produces measurable, positive
results in human life, a claim that makes the results produced by that
theology, in terms of ‘energy and sound ethics’, a kind of experimen-
tal test of it, as if the concepts of Christian theology were points on a
theological compass, and the reader is asked to see what direction such
a compass might give. Similarly, in 1903, when asked why he was a
Christian, Chesterton replied, in his column in the Daily News: ‘Be-
cause I believe life to be logical and workable with these beliefs and
illogical and unworkable without them’.12 Again, he applies the test of
experience and affirms the explanatory power of Christianity, its ability
to give ‘an interpretation to the course of things’, in Newman’s terms.

This dimension of his methodology as an apologist can clearly be
seen throughout Chesterton’s work. For instance, in What’s Wrong with
the World, even though he states that ‘This book must avoid religion’,13

he nevertheless asks the reader to try the experiment of imagining what
would happen if Christ were made society’s guide to social progress. It
as if he suggests that society might steer itself by a theological compass

10 The Everlasting Man, in G.K. Chesterton, The Collected Works of G.K. Chesterton
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), II, p. 310.

11 Orthodoxy, in Chesterton, Collected Works, I, pp. 211, 215.
12 Daily News, in 1903, quoted in Dudley Barker, G.K. Chesterton: a biography (London:

Constable, 1973), p. 169.
13 G.K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World (London; New York: Cassell, 1910), p.

122.
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oriented around the human figure of Christ. Chesterton suggests that in
order to have social progress, it is necessary to have ‘a permanent hu-
man ideal’ and proposes Jesus Christ as that ideal, promising: ‘in deal-
ing with this, I will try to be as little transcendental as is consistent with
reason’.14 Then, in the rest of the book, he suggests what social effects
might follow from taking Christ, not as God incarnate, not as saviour
and lord, but as that ‘permanent human ideal’. By putting his argument
in terms of ‘actual fact’ and experience, rather than in terms of truth or
revelation, he keeps the discussion at the level of what can be measured
and observed in human experience rather than making claims involving
metaphysics or religious authority; he makes, in Newman’s terms, ‘the
course of things’, ‘the voice of mankind, and the course of the world,
that is, of human life and human affairs’ the field of operations of his
apologetics, rather than defending specific doctrines.15

Inter-disciplinary Apologetics

Secondly, let us reflect on the inter-disciplinary nature of Newman’s
methodology as an apologist: the close relationship between literature,
history, culture, and theology in his work is well-known. For instance,
the Essay on Development intertwines history and theology from be-
ginning to end.16 This close nexus of the theological and the historical
means that Newman’s view of history goes far beyond the boundaries
of what would be generally accepted in the academic study of history.
This is exemplified by his assertion, in 1841, that ‘The Christian
history is “an outward visible sign of an inward spiritual grace:”
… Christianity has an external aspect and an internal; it is human
without, divine within. To attempt to touch the human element without
handling also the divine, we may fairly deem unreal, extravagant, and
sophistical; we may feel the two to be one integral whole, differing
merely in aspect, not in fact. … All that is seen, – the world, the Bible,
the Church, the civil polity, and man himself, – are types, and, in their
degree and place, representatives and organs of an unseen world, truer
and higher than themselves’.17 It is an essentially sacramental view
of history, and one that expresses a Catholic and Christian world-
view, while being incompatible with any secular frame of thinking;

14 Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World, pp. 23, 22.
15 See David Pickering, ‘Natural Theology as a medium of communication: how the

legacy of G.K. Chesterton can help philosophers and theologians to preserve the public square
from secularization’, The Heythrop Journal LXI, no. 4 (2020): pp. 660-70.

16 Newman, Essay on Development, p. 29, and passim.
17 ‘Milman’s view of Christianity’, in John Henry Newman, Essays Critical and Histori-

cal (2nd edition) (London: Basil Montagu Pickering, 1872), II, pp. 186-248 (pp. 188, 193).
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it illustrates the correctness of Ker’s judgement that Newman saw
‘theological enquiry … as inseparable from the study of history’.18

The depth of the integration of theology with philosophy and culture
in Newman’s thinking can be illustrated by the curious case of Matthew
Arnold. Arnold is often seen as the ‘prophet of culture’, culture, that is,
as more or less a replacement for religion. Yet he wrote to Newman,
in 1868, of ‘your influence and writings … the impression of which is
so profound, and so mixed up with all that is most essential in what
I do and say’. In 1871, in another letter, Arnold insisted: ‘In all the
conflicts I have with modern Liberalism and Dissent … I recognize
your work’. He explains a little concerning Newman’s influence when
he writes, in that second letter: ‘nothing can ever do away the effect
you have produced upon me, for it consists in a general disposition of
mind rather than in a particular set of ideas’.19 Newman’s cultural crit-
icism was so bound up with his theological and philosophical writing
that Matthew Arnold, although departing from Newman theologically,
remained his declared disciple in his philosophical and cultural ‘gen-
eral disposition of mind’. This demonstrates the extent to which the
cultural, the philosophical, the literary, and the historical are bound up
with the theological in Newman’s work. Can something of the same re-
lationship between theology, philosophy, culture, literature, and history
be seen in Chesterton’s work?

Consider the article ‘Why I am a Catholic,’ in The Thing: in this ar-
ticle, Chesterton does not rely on theological argument but claims that
‘historical proofs’ speak for Catholic Christianity and against its rivals.
He argues that historical evidence, ‘true historical cases’, will vindicate
his theological position and disprove his opponents’. In the same article
he demonstrates how inter-disciplinary his apologetics is by supporting
his theological position with reference to ‘human and personal proofs’,
to ‘the colour and poetry and popularity of religion’, and to ‘the deep-
est lessons of practical psychology’. In short, he manages to provide an
explanation for his own Catholicism which avoids metaphysical ques-
tions, to a great extent, keeping his account largely at the level of ‘the
course of the world’ and the ‘voice of mankind’.

Chesterton’s approach to his opponents in debate, here and else-
where, also puts into practice Newman’s guidance about the need to
‘test, interpret, and correct’ what ‘the universal testimony of mankind
… the history of society and the world’ present ‘to us for belief’.
Chesterton does that testing, interpreting, and correcting with great rel-
ish. The example above is typical of his habit of combining an inter-
disciplinary critique of other philosophies and religions with an equally
inter-disciplinary presentation of a Catholic Christian alternative; neg-

18 I.T. Ker, The Achievement of John Henry Newman (London: Collins, 1990), p. 117.
19 John Henry Newman, The Letters and Diaries of John Henry Newman (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1978-2008), XXV. pp. 440-42.
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ative criticism of others’ views is married to a positive presentation
of his own. A Short History of England is a characteristic example: the
book combines two kinds of analysis into one narrative: a critique of the
Whig theory of English history, which saw the move from Catholicism
to Protestantism as part of a story of progress culminating in a secular
society; and a contrasting argument for a Catholic and Christian ver-
sion of English history. In this book, the two analyses are embedded in
the narrative itself.20 In another analysis of history, Chesterton argues:

The fact is this: that the modern world, with its modern movements, is
living on its Catholic capital. It is using, and using up, the truths that
remain to it out of the old treasury of Christendom; including, of course,
many truths known to pagan antiquity but crystallized in Christendom.21

Characteristically, he is not so much concerned with the overall his-
torical picture as with the role of Catholic Christianity in a given histor-
ical context, and also with attacking the Whig interpretation of history
and other historical schemes which depict the rise of secularism and
the decline of religion as progress.

There are endless other examples of his habit of combining theo-
logical investigations with help from a range of other disciplines. In
The Everlasting Man, for instance, his interpretation of comparative
religion works on the basis of the analysis of human experience and
of psychology: rather than divide religions geographically, he divides
religion ‘psychologically … into the strata of spiritual elements and
influences that could sometimes exist in the same country, or even in
the same man. … I believe some such classification will help us to sort
out the spiritual experiences of men much more successfully than the
conventional business of comparing religions’.22 Characteristically, he
here seeks to analyse religious history and religious experience to see if
his particular theological theories enable a better understanding of ‘the
spiritual experiences of men’ – once again he makes human experience
the test of his theology.

The breadth of his approach means that it does not entirely rely on
theological debate, nor is it individualistic. He does not see apologetics
only in terms of individual thinkers grappling with different arguments;
instead, he is very aware of its communal and social dimensions. For
instance, he questions the ideologies that might seek to replace religion
in a secular future, asking what social cohesion they could achieve:

Before we call either Culture or Humanism a substitute for religion,
there is a very plain question that can be asked in the form of a very

20 See G.K. Chesterton, A Short History of England (Sevenoaks: Fisher Press, 1994), pp.
1-176 (especially pp. 152-76).

21 ‘Is Humanism a Religion?’, in The Thing, in Chesterton, Collected Works, III, pp. 146-
56 (p. 147).

22 The Everlasting Man, in Chesterton, Collected Works, II, p. 219.
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homely metaphor. Humanism may try to pick up the pieces; but can it
stick them together? Where is the cement which made religion corporate
and popular, which can prevent it falling to pieces in a debris of indi-
vidualistic tastes and degrees? What is to prevent one Humanist wanting
chastity without humility, and another humility without chastity, and an-
other truth or beauty without either? The problem of an enduring ethic
and culture consists in finding an arrangement of the pieces by which
they remain related, as do the stones arranged in an arch.23

Chesterton here, typically, argues about how well belief systems
work in practice, not just discussing theoretical truth, but also actual
cultural and ethical effects. He makes that argument at a social, not an
individual, level, testing different schools of thought by their effects
on communal life. This social and communal dimension broadens his
apologetics considerably.

When Chesterton writes, ‘The historic advantage of religion was that
it made every part of a man’s life, art and ethics and the rest, dependent
upon a general view of life itself’,24 this formulation places religion
(and, by implication, theology) at the heart of a multi-disciplinary un-
derstanding of ‘every part’ of life, including ‘art and ethics and the
rest’. Here, as so often, Chesterton positions theology as a close part-
ner of historical and literary studies and other intellectual disciplines.
Examples might be cited from many books and essays: perhaps the
most sustained application of his theological analysis of history came
in The Everlasting Man and A Short History of England; his theological
interpretation of culture can be seen particularly clearly in his biogra-
phies, of Watts, Dickens, and others; his theological understanding of
human experience in the Father Brown stories and his other fiction,25

and in his Autobiography. This inter-disciplinary approach is itself very
well suited to Chesterton’s worldview apologetics, because the differ-
ent disciplines he involves in his work multiply the number of different
‘converging probabilities’ he can create to point towards validation of
a Christian worldview.

These examples show how Chesterton tries in his Christian apolo-
getics to deconstruct the arguments and narratives of other belief sys-
tems and tell what he considers to be a better and more accurate story
with regard to historical progress and the role of Christianity in history.
He combines theological with historical, cultural, and philosophical ar-
guments to analyse human experience, history, and culture, not just
to support a Christian worldview, but also to dissect and deconstruct

23 ‘Is Humanism a Religion?’, in The Thing, in Chesterton, Collected Works, III, pp. 146-
56 (p. 156).

24 Daily News, 1 August 1903, in G.K. Chesterton, The Man who was Orthodox, ed. A.
L. Maycock (London: D. Dobson, 1963), p. 117.

25 See, for example, G.K. Chesterton, The Man Who Was Thursday: a nightmare (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1972); G.K. Chesterton, Manalive (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1947).
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the claims of alternative worldviews. He consistently uses theology in
combination with other disciplines for the analysis of human experi-
ence, culture and history.

Chesterton’s treatment of his own theology underlies the inter-
disciplinary nature of his work: he refers to theology, in combination
with other disciplines, to give direction to his discussions. He consis-
tently uses the ideas that form his architecture of meaning, the frame-
work of his theology, as reference points in his work, as if they were,
so to speak, the points of a ‘theological compass’. He sets these ideas
as hypotheses before his readers to consider what value they have as
guides to life, by seeing what effects and what explanatory power they
may have in human culture, history, and experience generally, outside a
specifically religious context. Each time this ‘theological compass’ ap-
pears in different arguments and narratives it points towards validation
of aspects of a Christian worldview, thus providing, on each occasion it
appears, another of those ‘converging probabilities’ of which Newman
wrote, converging from the different contexts of Chesterton’s writing to
create a pattern of evidence in favour of a Christian worldview. Rather
than argue over untestable truth claims he refers to testable human ex-
perience. He regularly asks, of his own and other belief systems, not
just ‘Is it true?’ but ‘Does it work?’ His analysis is directed very often
towards the practical effects of Christian and other ideas, not just their
theoretical truth. In all this he reflects Newman’s views on the impor-
tance of ‘the voice of mankind, and the course of the world, that is, of
human life and human affairs’, in ‘acquiring’ the knowledge of God,
and of the need to ‘test, interpret, and correct’ what ‘the universal tes-
timony of mankind … the history of society and the world’ present ‘to
us for belief’.

The Illative Sense and Methodology

Newman refers to the Illative Sense as the ‘power of judging and con-
cluding’ in ‘all concrete matters’;26 its judgements involve the working
of both intellect and imagination, which he calls ‘these two concur-
ring and coincident courses of thought’.27 He takes the view that in
the ‘concrete matters’ of life, perfect proofs are not possible and so
the Illative sense must make its judgements on the basis of ‘converging
probabilities’ and ‘cumulation of probabilities’,28 which provide the
best available guides to truth in this complicated and imperfect world.
How far does Chesterton’s methodology as an apologist develop and
embody Newman’s ideas, in this respect? Can the imprint of something

26 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 276, 281.
27 Newman, Grammar of Assent, p. 94.
28 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 254, 233.

C© 2023 Provincial Council of the English Province of the Order of Preachers.

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12798 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12798


152 A Study In Method

like Newman’s idea of the Illative sense be discerned in Chesterton’s
methods as an apologist?

I have already argued, above, that such an imprint can clearly be
seen, and I will now summarise the argument and develop it further.
First, Chesterton repeatedly uses his own, popularised version of New-
man’s ideas regarding the Illative sense in suggesting that arguments
from a wide variety of contexts which converge to support a particular
position are more convincing than a single line of argument. Perhaps
the first person to observe this was Wilfrid Ward, in an early review
of Orthodoxy: he noted that the ‘Paradoxes of Christianity’ chapter of
Orthodoxy ‘gives us a rough and unphilosophical expression of the line
of reasoning’ in Newman’s Grammar of Assent concerning the Illative
sense;29 other scholars have made similar observations.30 Secondly,
Chesterton’s strategy of finding common ground by insisting that his
beliefs rest on the same kinds of evidence as an agnostic’s beliefs leads
him away from making formal, logical arguments against his oppo-
nents and towards arguing on ground common to himself and his non-
religious readers, by finding converging reasons which together point
towards a conclusion which may not be provable but can be shown to
be highly probable, in his readers’ own terms. Thirdly, he does not just
incorporate the idea of the Illative sense into his modes of argument in
individual books; throughout his entire oeuvre he provides more and
more ‘converging probabilities’, from more and more different con-
texts, which collectively build up the convergence of many different
lines of thought in a ‘cumulation of probabilities’ across many genres.

This approach can be clearly discerned in Orthodoxy. Here he de-
scribes the grounds for his belief in Christianity in these terms: as an
‘accumulation of truth’, commenting, ‘a man is not really convinced
of a philosophic theory when he finds that something proves it. He
is only really convinced when he finds that everything proves it’, that
proof being demonstrated by ‘converging reasons’ and a ‘multiplicity
of proof’. He insists that ‘my own case for Christianity is rational; but
it is not simple. It is an accumulation of varied facts, like the attitude
of the ordinary agnostic. But the ordinary agnostic has got his facts all
wrong’. Here and elsewhere, he avers that his arguments do not rely on
mystical or metaphysical grounds accessible only to the religious, but
instead exist in the same world of evidence as an agnostic’s arguments.
He is clear that he believes:

quite rationally upon the evidence. But the evidence in my case, as in
that of the intelligent agnostic, is not really in this or that alleged demon-

29 Wilfrid Ward, ‘Mr Chesterton among the Prophets’, in Wilfrid Ward, Men and Matters
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1914), pp. 105-44 (p. 123).

30 For example, William Oddie, Chesterton and the romance of Orthodoxy: the making
of G.K.C., 1874-1908 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 362. Ker, Chesterton, pp.
277-78.
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stration; it is in an enormous accumulation of small but unanimous facts.
… a man may well be less convinced of a philosophy from four books,
than from one book, one battle, one landscape, and one old friend. The
very fact that the things are of different kinds increases the importance
of the fact that they all point to one conclusion.31

Chesterton’s methodology as an apologist incorporates this insight:
he tries to provide his readers with an ‘accumulation of small but unan-
imous facts’ of very different kinds which collectively provide ‘con-
verging reasons’ for the conclusions to which he is trying to lead them.

Over the course of his career, his individual arguments and narra-
tives present a series of hypotheses that, collectively, provide, in New-
man’s terms, the convergence of many different lines of thought in a
‘cumulation of probabilities’ which build a pattern of evidence in sup-
port of a Christian worldview. As they interpret and explain aspects of
human culture, experience, and history, the individual writings which
comprise Chesterton’s apologetics present the reader with ‘converging
probabilities’, all pointing towards the trustworthiness of the Christian
worldview on which those writings are based.

Newman to Lewis via Chesterton

I have argued that in these three important respects Chesterton’s
methodology as an apologist so closely resembles that of Newman as to
give strong indications of influence. What of C.S. Lewis and the next
generation of Christian apologists? Might Newman’s influence have
reached through Chesterton to affect Lewis’s methodology as an apol-
ogist? Lewis was himself very clear that Chesterton had been a great
influence on him,32 writing, for example, that ‘the case for Christian-
ity in general is well given by Chesterton,’ and calling Chesterton’s
The Everlasting Man, ‘the best popular apologetic I know’.33 Iain Ben-
son and numerous others have charted the evidence for this in consid-
erable detail.34 Zachary Rhone has analysed the relationship between
Chesterton and Lewis at the level of worldview, observing many affini-
ties and shared patterns of thought: he notes that in their apologetics
both contrast a Christian humanist, mystical worldview with an empir-

31 Orthodoxy, in Chesterton, Collected Works, I, pp. 287, 354, 348. For further discussion
of the role of the Illative sense in Chesterton’s epistemology, see Pickering, ‘Chesterton’s
Epistemology’, pp. 91-109.

32 See C.S. Lewis, Surprised by joy (London: Collins, 2012), pp. 220-22, 260.
33 Quoted in Sheldon Vanauken, A Severe Mercy (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1979),

pp. 92, 90.
34 See Benson’s list of Lewis’s copious notes on and references to Chesterton: Iain Ben-

son, ‘The Influence of the Writings of G.K. Chesterton on C.S. Lewis. The Textual Part’, The
Chesterton Review XVII, no. 3/4 (1991): pp. 357-67. See also the other essays in that issue
of The Chesterton Review, which focused on links between Chesterton and Lewis.
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ical, materialist scientism which provides knowledge without wisdom,
attempts an illusory complete knowledge, and loses clear distinctions
between good and evil, thus creating a shifting morality. Rhone’s very
thorough study has provided a vast weight of evidence for Chesterton’s
influence on Lewis, without, however, exploring Newman’s role.35

Chesterton’s influence can be discerned in all the three areas of
methodology discussed in this essay. In relation to worldview, consider
The Abolition of Man: in this book, rather than relying on Christian
authorities, Lewis makes the Tao central to his defence of natural law
and calls numerous authorities from other religions and philosophies to
support his case for a Christian theological anthropology.36 His strategy
in his book resembles that pursued by Chesterton in The Everlasting
Man, and numerous other works. In The Everlasting Man Chesterton
suggests that the best dreams of ‘all the sages’ were fulfilled in Christ
and that ‘all heathen humanity’ are conscious of the Fall.37 In Ortho-
doxy, he brings in all humanity and all religions as witnesses for the
Christian concept of sin: ‘All humanity does agree that we are in a net
of sin … The ancient masters of religion … began with the fact of
sin’.38 In the same book, he declares: ‘the whole human race has a tra-
dition of the Fall … every race of mankind remembers it’, again calling
on authorities far beyond the Christian tradition to support Christian
ideas.

Lewis works in a similar fashion at the beginning of Mere Chris-
tianity and in The Abolition of Man. In Mere Christianity, he argues
that the ‘moral teaching’ of ‘the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, Hin-
dus, Chinese, Greeks and Romans’ is ‘very like … our own’.39 Having
begun The Abolition of Man by citing Confucius, and continued it by
calling on numerous other non-Christian sages as supporters of his ar-
gument, he ends the book with an appendix of citations which provide
‘illustrations of the Natural Law’, citations which are mostly not from
Christian sources.40 As they read this appendix, students of Newman
may well be reminded of his reference to ‘the primary teachings of
nature in the human race, wherever a religion is found and its work-
ings can be ascertained’,41 or of one of his letters of 1877, in which
he writes that Christianity continues a revelation that goes back to the
dawn of time, so that he can see ‘the fragments of the great doctrines

35 Zachary A. Rhone, The Great Tower of Elfland: The Mythopoeic Worldview of J. R.
R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, G. K. Chesterton, and George MacDonald (Kent, OH: Kent State
University Press, 2017), See especially pp. 12-13, 102-08, 117-55.

36 See C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (London: HarperCollins, 2001), For example,
opening epigraph, also pp. 15-18.

37 The Everlasting Man, in Chesterton, Collected Works, II, pp. 308-11, 226.
38 Orthodoxy, in Chesterton, Collected Works, I, pp. 335, 217.
39 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (London: Collins, 2012), p. 6.
40 Lewis, Abolition of Man, Epigraph, pp. 15-18, 83-101.
41 Newman, Grammar of Assent, p. 324.
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of Christianity in classical mythology’, adding: ‘For myself I have no
difficulty in referring it, as so many Christian writers do, to a primeval
tradition which is universal’.42 In The Abolition of Man, Lewis in ef-
fect relates a Christian concept of natural law to ‘a primeval tradition
which is universal’.43 In Newman’s terms, he is bringing ‘the common
voice of mankind’ to bear on his argument, presenting that testimony
as being in accord with a Christian ‘interpretation’ of ‘the course of
things.’44

Lewis, in Alister McGrath’s words, argued that a Christian world-
view ‘was able to offer a more satisfactory explanation of common
human experience than its rivals’;45 this was very much Chesterton’s
approach, and he built on Newman’s ideas in forming this way of work-
ing. Here Lewis, like Chesterton, follows the path envisioned by New-
man in his call for Christian apologists to give ‘an interpretation to the
course of things’, and investigate ‘the voice of mankind, and the course
of the world, that is, of human life and human affairs’, in ‘acquiring’ the
knowledge of God, and of the need to ‘test, interpret, and correct’ what
‘the universal testimony of mankind … the history of society and the
world’ present ‘to us for belief’.46 The term ‘worldview’ was not yet
in common use in English when Newman wrote those words,47 but he
is sketching out the parameters of a precursor of the worldview apolo-
getics of which Chesterton and Lewis are the great twentieth-century
exemplars.

To illustrate Chesterton’s influence, let us reflect on what is perhaps
Lewis’s most famous line. In Orthodoxy, Chesterton writes: ‘The one
created thing which we cannot look at is the one thing in the light of
which we look at everything. Like the sun at noonday, mysticism ex-
plains everything else by the blaze of its own victorious invisibility’.48

42 John Henry Newman, The Letters and Diaries of John Henry Newman (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1978-2008), pp. xxviii, 257.

43 See Michael Ward, After Humanity: A Guide to C.S. Lewis’s The Abolition of Man
(Park Ridge, IL: Word on Fire Academic, 2021), pp. 187-89. Ward interprets Lewis as argu-
ing that ‘there is only one ethical system and we already stand within it’, a position which
relates closely to Newman’s concepts of ‘a primeval tradition which is universal’ and of ‘the
universal testimony of mankind’.

44 Newman, Grammar of Assent, 270, pp. 312-13.
45 Alister E. McGrath, Richard Dawkins, C.S. Lewis and the meaning of life (London:

SPCK, 2019), pp. 17-18.
46 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 312, 303.
47 The Oxford English Dictionary notes that the English term is derived from the German

Weltanschauung. The term Weltanschauung came into use, untranslated, in English-language
works in the late nineteenth century. The English term worldview, however, did not come into
common use until after this time; although the first use recorded by the OED is in 1848, the
German version was still widely used in the last years of the century. See David K. Naugle,
Worldview: The History of a Concept (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2002),
pp. 6-13, 55-107.

48 Orthodoxy, in Chesterton, Collected Works, I, p. 231.
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Compare Lewis’s famous remark: ‘I believe in Christianity as I be-
lieve that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it, but because by
it I see everything else’.49 Change the word ‘mysticism’ for the word
‘Christianity’ and the two statements are conceptually very similar.50

These statements epitomize a central aspect of the methodology used
by Chesterton and Lewis in their apologetics: they are attempting to
illustrate the explanatory power of a Christian worldview, using the vi-
sual metaphor to indicate that Christianity enlightens our vision, like
the sun, enabling explanation and understanding of ‘human experi-
ence’.51

In terms of interdisciplinary approach, Lewis constantly brings his-
tory, literature, culture, and philosophy into play in theological argu-
ment. This can be seen across his work: to list but a few short pieces,
we might cite ‘Is Theology Poetry?’, ‘Christianity and Culture’, ‘Chris-
tianity and Literature’, ‘Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What’s
To Be Said’, and ‘On the Transmission of Christianity’.52 Another re-
semblance is that he takes a very positive attitude towards the value of
pagan writings, following in a tradition of which Newman and Chester-
ton were also a part. In Newman’s Apologia, he affirms the view that
‘pagan literature, philosophy, and mythology, properly understood’ are
‘but a preparation for the gospel’.53 Lewis takes a similarly sympathetic
view to the insights of pagan philosophy, literature, and mythology.54

To take a specific example, in the essay ‘Myth became fact’, Lewis
follows very much the line of argument of Chesterton’s The Everlast-
ing Man, in compressed form. In that book, Chesterton argues that
‘Mythology is a search’ which is fulfilled by encounter with the In-
carnation, which ‘fulfilled not merely the mysticism but the material-
ism of mythology’, and that philosophy is also a search, for ‘the truth
of things’, which is also completed and fulfilled in the revelation of
Christ; this fulfilment builds on the existing search, so that ‘for phi-
losophy as much as mythology, that reward was the completion of the
incomplete’; he suggests that because it is both myth and fact the In-
carnation can satisfy, on the one hand, the poet and the mystic, whose

49 C. S. Lewis, ‘Is Theology Poetry?’ in C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory: And Other
Addresses (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), p. 140.

50 Zachary Rhone has noted this resemblance. Rhone, Great Tower of Elfland, p. 152.
51 The ancestry of this imagery, of course, goes back to the biblical assertion that Jesus

Christ is ‘the true light, which enlightens everyone’ and his own description of himself as
‘the light of the world’. John 1: 9, 8: 12. The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version,
Anglicized ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1995).

52 C. S. Lewis, C.S. Lewis: essay collection and other short pieces, ed. Lesley Walmsley
(London: HarperCollins, 2000), pp. 10-21, 71-92, 411-20, 526-28, 611-16.

53 John Henry Newman, Apologia pro vita sua, ed. William Oddie (London: Dent, 1993
(orig. pub. 1864)), p. 106.

54 For example, Lewis, Abolition of Man, pp. 15-18, 21-22, 39.
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thinking centres on the imagination, and, on the other hand, the philoso-
pher, whose work is built on reason.55

In ‘Myth became fact’, Lewis writes in the same terms, asserting
that ‘The heart of Christianity is a myth which is also a fact’, and this
satisfies both ‘the poet’ and ‘the philosopher’. Like Chesterton, Lewis
insists on the need for both myth and fact: ‘In the enjoyment of a great
myth we come nearest to experiencing as a concrete what can other-
wise be understood only as an abstraction … What flows into you from
the myth is not truth but reality (truth is always about something, but
reality is that about which truth is)’; he adds that humans ‘receive’
myth with ‘imaginative embrace’, whereas ‘Human intellect is incur-
ably abstract’.56 His terminology here, and the distinctions he makes,
parallel Newman (and Chesterton followed Newman closely in this).57

Newman argued that religious dogmas are ‘discerned, rested in, and
appropriated as a reality, by the religious imagination’ and ‘held as a
truth, by the theological intellect’; he also gave an important role to the
concrete, as opposed to the abstract: ‘What is concrete exerts a force
and makes an impression on the mind which nothing abstract can rival.
… It is in human nature to be more affected by the concrete than by the
abstract’.58 Lewis is using the same categories, with the same relation-
ships between reason and imagination, and between the concrete and
the abstract.

Lewis also follows Newman and Chesterton in the very positive use
he makes of that branch of philosophy known as natural theology. New-
man was once again the precursor, in his extremely sympathetic treat-
ment of natural religion and, hence, of the natural theology implicit in
the natural religion he endorsed. In the second of his University Ser-
mons he writes: ‘There is, perhaps, no greater satisfaction to the Chris-
tian than that which arises from his perceiving that the Revealed system
is rooted deep in the natural course of things, of which it is merely the
result and completion; that his Saviour has interpreted for him the faint
or broken accents of Nature; and that in them, so interpreted, he has, as
if in some old prophecy, at once the evidence and the lasting memorial
of the truths of the Gospel’. He goes so far as to claim that there is no
‘essential character of Scripture doctrine’ which is not to be found in
what he called ‘the Dispensation of Paganism’; that Natural and Re-
vealed Religion ‘coincide in declaring the same substantial doctrines’,
with the exception of ‘one solitary doctrine, which from its nature has
no parallel in this world’, the Incarnation; and that, ‘concerning Divine

55 The Everlasting Man, in Chesterton, Collected Works, II, pp. 306-17.
56 C.S. Lewis, ‘Myth became Fact’, in C. S. Lewis, C.S. Lewis: essay collection and other

short pieces, pp. 138-42.
57 See Pickering, ‘Chesterton’s Epistemology’, pp. 91-109.
58 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 49-50.
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Providence’, ‘Nature and Scripture … teach the same great truths’.59

While Newman writes of natural religion here, he refers to ‘substantial
doctrines’ and ‘great truths’ which take him on to clearly theological
ground, showing that a particular natural theology is involved in his
conception of natural religion.

In A Grammar of Assent, Newman claims that ‘we find in Scripture
our Lord and His Apostles always treating Christianity as the comple-
tion and supplement of Natural Religion’, and, in words highly rele-
vant for apologists and their apologetics strategies, declares that those
who are likely to respond to arguments for Christianity are: ‘those only
whose minds are properly prepared for it; and by being prepared, I
mean to denote those who are imbued with the religious opinions and
sentiments which I have identified with Natural Religion’.60 Chester-
ton and Lewis follow in Newman’s footsteps here, as they both use
natural religion and natural theology to ‘properly prepare’ their readers
for Christian argumentation, in works such as The Everlasting Man,
Orthodoxy, Mere Christianity, The Problem of Pain, and The Abolition
of Man.

Lewis’s use of natural theology relates closely to Newman’s think-
ing, as developed by Chesterton. In Mere Christianity and The Prob-
lem of Pain he uses natural theology to make the case for Christianity
in philosophical terms, without reliance on revelation; Chesterton, in a
less rigorously philosophical way, used natural theology in Orthodoxy,
until the very end of that book, and for the greater part of The Ever-
lasting Man. To take a specific example, in Mere Christianity, Lewis
begins his argument with the assertion that ‘the human race’ is ‘haunted
by the idea of a sort of behaviour they ought to practise’;61 in A Gram-
mar of Assent, Newman takes conscience as his ‘first principle, which
I assume and shall not attempt to prove’; both start with conscience.62

Lewis proceeds to make natural law foundational to his argument in
both Mere Christianity and The Abolition of Man, linking natural law
closely to conscience, as Newman does.

Newman’s stringent critique of Paley’s natural theology63 has ob-
scured the fact that his treatment of natural religion denotes a positive
attitude towards the natural theology implicit in the natural religion he
discusses in such enthusiastic terms. Newman did not himself draw out
the full theological implications of his view of natural religion, yet a re-

59 John Henry Newman, Second University Sermon, ‘The Influence of Natural and Re-
vealed Religion Respectively’, in John Henry Newman, Newman’s University Sermons: fif-
teen sermons preached before the University of Oxford 1826-43, ed. Donald M. MacKinnon
& J. Derek Holmes (London: SPCK, 1970), pp. 16-36 (18, 21, 31, 34).

60 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 302, 303, 323.
61 Lewis, Mere Christianity, p. 6.
62 Newman, Grammar of Assent, p. 97.
63 Patrick J. Fletcher, ‘Newman and Natural Theology’, Newman Studies Journal 5, no. 2

(2008): pp. 26-42.
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ligion must have a theology, and his warm support for natural religion
indicates support for the forms of natural theology that are implied by
and embodied in that natural religion. Chesterton goes on to develop
Newman’s ideas in this regard, making explicit the natural theology
implicit in Newman’s view of natural religion; Lewis, in a more aca-
demic manner, employs a similar strategy as regards natural theology
in The Abolition of Man, The Problem of Pain, and Mere Christianity.

In relation to the Illative sense, Lewis, like Chesterton and Newman,
took the view that Christianity can be shown to be probable but that
conclusive and final proofs are not possible in many debates. Chester-
ton uses ‘converging reasons’ and the ‘accumulation of varied facts’ to
build towards his conclusions in a way that parallels Newman’s use of
‘converging probabilities’ and ‘cumulation of probabilities’;64 Lewis
takes a very similar approach. For example, he writes in a letter to
Sheldon Vanauken: ‘I do not think there is a demonstrative proof (like
Euclid) of Christianity, nor of the existence of matter, nor of the good
will & honesty of my best & oldest friends. I think all three are (except
perhaps the second) far more probable than any alternatives’. Lewis
continues: ‘As to why God doesn’t make it demonstratively clear: are
we sure that He is even interested in the kind of Theism which would be
a compelled logical assent to a conclusive argument?’65 Lewis’s ‘prob-
able’ echoes Newman’s and Chesterton’s emphasis on the role of prob-
ability and the absence of final and ‘conclusive argument’ in such mat-
ters; like Newman, Lewis is making probability ‘the very guide of life’
(Newman, of course, was following Joseph Butler in this).66

Conclusion

I have argued that Newman set a methodological precedent in three ar-
eas of his work as an apologist: Christianity as worldview or ‘idea’; an
interdisciplinary approach to apologetics, with a particular emphasis
on relating the philosophical, literary, and historical to the theological;
and the use of the illative sense or probability as a means of achieving
moral certainty in concrete cases of judgement. This essay has laid out
evidence for the claim that first Chesterton and then Lewis worked in
a similar manner in their apologetics, so that there are substantial dis-
cernible resemblances between Lewis’s methodology as an apologist
and Chesterton’s, with Chesterton being directly influenced by New-
man, and Lewis largely indirectly, via Chesterton. This led to strong
affinities in their apologetics strategies,

64 Newman, Grammar of Assent, pp. 254, 233, see also 329-30.
65 Vanauken, A Severe Mercy, p. 92.
66 Sheridan Gilley, Newman and his Age (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2003), p.

58.
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For all the differences between them in terms of style and context, the
methodological resemblances between Chesterton and Lewis are very
substantial; both present an implied and implicit Christian worldview,
in the light of which they critique and interpret all that crosses their
paths; both follow a similarly inter-disciplinary approach; and rely on
methods analogous to Newman’s use of the ‘illative sense’ in much of
their argumentation. Given Lewis’s enormous worldwide readership,
a line of descent from Newman to Lewis, via Chesterton, may have
been very significant in the development of English apologetics. Much
attention has been given to Newman’s influence at the scholarly level;
this article directs attention to his influence, through Chesterton and
Lewis, at the popular level, in the hope that it will encourage further
study of the methodological links between Newman and Chesterton
and the other Inklings, as well as related Christian thinkers such as
Dorothy Sayers.
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