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Threads of a
Redeemed Heart

by Ravi Zacharias

One of the cardinal distinctions of 
the Judeo-Christian worldview versus
other worldviews is that no amount of
moral capacity can get us back into a
right relationship with God. Herein lies
the difference between the moralizing
religions and Jesus’s offer to us. Jesus
does not offer to make bad people

good but to make dead people alive.
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S
ome years ago, I read an article
in an in-flight magazine on the
subject of ethics. It began with a
provocative story undoubtedly
designed to instantly gain the

attention of the reader. It worked. The
writer described a man aboard a plane
who propositioned a woman sitting next
to him for one million dollars. She glared
at him but pursued the conversation and
began to entertain the possibility of so
easily becoming a millionaire. The pair
set the time, terms, and conditions. Just
before he left the plane, he sputtered,
“I—I have to admit, ma’am, I have sort
of, ah, led you into a lie. I, um, I really
don’t have a million dollars. Would you
consider the proposition for just—ah,
say—ah, ten dollars?”

On the verge of smacking him
across the face for such an insult, she
snapped back, “What do you think I am?” 

“That has already been established,”
he replied. “Now we’re just haggling over
the price.”

I have to admit that when 
I read this little anecdote, 
I felt more disgusted
with the man who did
the propositioning than with the woman
who was propositioned. I sensed some-
thing mean-spirited about the man who
made the offer. He obviously had set her
up for the kill. It seemed like one of
those manufactured stories where you
start with the endgame in view and move
backward to the start.

But as I reflected on the writer’s
conclusion—namely, that everyone has
his or her price—I questioned the
assumption. While we all may have a
price on some matters, I’m equally 

certain that there are other matters on
which no price is right and no sum of
money would cause one to budge. Would
a man who truly loved his wife or his
daughters sell them for a certain price? 
I think the answer is an overwhelming
“absolutely not!”

But then another thought entered
my mind. What does one make of the
charge that God himself has set up a
scheme in human relations where the
entire game is fixed? Perhaps Adam and
Eve could not have resisted the wiles of
the devil; perhaps sooner or later the fall
would have ensued. Isn’t this the way it
sometimes appears? First, it is, “Don’t
look.” Then it is, “Don’t touch.” At
least, that’s the way the skeptic
frames the scheme. One form of
desire or another would soon find
the price match, and Adam or 
Eve would succumb.
The garden may have changed,
but the tantalizing trade-offs 
continue as we barter away our 
souls. This dreadful moral

conflict rages within
cultures and
communities
and within
each human 

heart. What is this moral
plan about anyway? How does God
demand moral rectitude in the pattern 
he is weaving for you and me in the vast
design of the universe, when it seems 
both impossible and artificial?

THE SYSTEMIC DIFFERENCE
The fundamental difference between a
naturalist worldview and a religious
worldview is the moral framework. While

Taken from The Grand Weaver: How God Shapes Us Through the Events of Our Lives by
RAVI ZACHARIAS. Copyright © 2007 by Ravi Zacharias. Used by permission of
The Zondervan Corporation.
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a naturalist may choose to be a moral per-
son, no compelling rational reason exists
why one should not be amoral. Reason
simply does not dictate here. Pragmatism
may, but reason alone doesn’t allow one to
defend one way over another. Prominent
Canadian atheist Kai Nielson said it well:

We have not been able to show that
reason requires the moral point of
view, or that really rational persons
unhoodwinked by myth or ideology
need not be individual egoists or clas-
sical amoralists. Reason doesn’t decide
here. The picture I have painted for
you is not a pleasant one. Reflection
on it depresses me. . . . Pure practical
reason, even with a good knowledge of
the facts, will not take you to morality.1

Bertrand Russell admitted that he
could not live as though ethical values
were simply a
matter of personal
taste. That’s why
he found his own
views incredible.
“I do not know
the solution,” he concluded.2 Frederick
Nietzsche also said as much: “I, too, have
to end up worshipping at the altar where
God’s name is truth.”3While we cannot
escape the moral “stranglehold” our
moral bent puts us into, neither can 
naturalism explain either the inclination
toward morality or the conclusion.

So extreme a problem has this 
created for the naturalist that some have
gone to great lengths to deduce even that
there is no such thing as good or evil; all
of us merely dance to our DNA. This sits
very comfortably with them until they
irresistibly raise the question of all the
“evil” that religion has engendered.

The debate gains rational grounds
in the realm of religion, which is why it is
critical to understand the similarities and
foundational differences between various

religions. In every religion except Christ-
ianity, morality is a means of attainment.

In Hinduism, for example, every
birth is considered a rebirth, and every
rebirth is a means to pay for the previous
life’s shortcomings. To make up for this
obvious debit-and-credit approach,
Hinduism established the caste system 
to justify its fatalistic belief. Karma is 
systemic to the Hindu belief. You cannot
be a Hindu and dismiss the reality of karma.

In Buddhism, while every birth is a
rebirth, the intrinsic payback is imper-
sonal because Buddhism has no essential
self that exists or survives. Life is a force
carried forward through reincarnations,
and the day you learn there is no essential
self and you quit desiring anything is the
day that evil dies and suffering ends for
you. The extinguishing of self and desire
through a moral walk brings the ultimate
victory over your imaginary individuality

and your
suffering.
Karma is
intrinsic to
Buddhism
as well, but

there is a different doctrine of self at
work. While in Hinduism every birth is a
rebirth, in Buddhism every birth is a
rebirth of an impersonal karma. Only the
best of Buddhist scholars are even quali-
fied to discuss these very intricate ideas.

In Islam, the system of tithing, the
tax system, the way women are clothed—
all the way to the legal structure and the
ultimate punishment reserved for apostasy
—express the moral framework in which
this religion operates. Even then, heaven
is not assured (which, ironically, is sensuous
in its experience). Only Allah makes the
decision about whether an individual gets
rewarded with heaven.

In the early days of Israel’s formation,
moral imperatives extended to every
detail of life. Hundreds of laws covered
everything from morals to diet to ceremony.

In every religion except Christianity,
morality is a means of attainment.



“Who gives whom the right to pronounce the other evil?” I have
heard this question countless times. The very word “morality” has
become a lightning-rod theme. “Who is to say what is good? How
audacious that anyone should lay claim to an absolute!” This lies
at the core of our entire moral predicament.
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In short, while moral rectitude dif-
fers in its details, it is, nevertheless, a factor
in determining future blessing or retribu-
tion. For the most part, both theistic and
pantheistic religions conveyed that idea.

But for the later Hebrews and, in
turn, the Christians, two realities make 
a crucial systemic and distinguishing 
difference. First and foremost, God is the
author of moral boundaries, not man and
not culture. Here, Islam and Judaism find
a little common ground, at least as the
basis. But there the superficial similarities
end because the two differ drastically on
the very possibility of ascribing attributes
to God, the idea of fellowship with God,
the entailments of violating his law, and
the prescription for restoration. God is
so transcendent in Islam that any analogi-
cal reference to him in human terms runs
the risk of blasphemy.

The book of Genesis, on the other
hand, shows God in close fellowship with
his human creation. It also gives numer-
ous possibilities to the first creation, with
just one restriction: no eating of the fruit
from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil. When Adam and Eve violated
that restriction, the second injunction
took effect: they were not to eat the fruit
from the tree of life. When you look
carefully at those two boundaries, one
following the other, you understand what
is going on. Eating the fruit from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil basi-
cally gave humanity the power to redefine
everything. God had given language,
identification, and reality to humankind.
He imparted to humans the power to

name the animals. But essential to the
created order was a moral framework
that the creation was not to name or
define. This was the prerogative of the
Creator, not of the creation. I believe
that this is what is at stake here.

Does mankind have a right to define
what is good and what is evil? Have you
never heard this refrain in culture after
culture: “What right does any culture
have to dictate to another culture what is
good?” Embedded in that charge is always
another charge: “The evil things that
have happened in your culture deny you
the prerogative to dictate to anyone else.”

Anyone living at the time and old
enough to recall will never forget the

outrage of some members of the media
when President Ronald Reagan
denounced the Soviet Union as an “evil
empire,” or when President George
W. Bush branded three nations as form-
ing an “axis of evil.” Ayatollah Khomeini
of Iran, in the meantime, remained well
within his own comfort zone when 
he pronounced the United States as a
“satanic power,” according to the same
members of the media.

Such moralizing goes on, always
with the same bottom line: “Who gives
whom the right to pronounce the other
evil?” I have heard this question countless
times. The very word “morality” has
become a lightning-rod theme. “Who is
to say what is good? How audacious that
anyone should lay claim to an absolute!”
This lies at the core of our entire moral
predicament, and it is truly fascinating,
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isn’t it? But we find an interesting twist
here, because this selective denial of
absolutes in morality does not carry over
into the sciences.

THE CONTRADICTORY
APPROACHES
In his book Glimpsing the Face of God,
Alister McGrath points out an obvious
truth that most miss.4He uses the illus-
tration of chemical formulas. Every mole-
cule of water has two atoms of hydrogen
and one atom of oxygen. The formula
H2O remains true, no matter what race
of people or what gender analyzes it. Can
one really say, “It’s not fair to oxygen that
there are two atoms of hydrogen in
water; so to be fair, there should be two
atoms of oxygen as well”? You can give
two atoms of oxygen, if you want to—but
if you drink it, it will bleach your insides
(if not worse), because that would make it
hydrogen peroxide and not water.
Naming and actual reality have a direct
connection in physics, even as they do in
morality and in metaphysics.

So the question arises, Why do we
readily accept the restrictive absolutes of
chemical structures but refuse to carry
these absolutes into our moral frame-
work? The answer is obvious: we simply
do not want anyone else to dictate our
moral sensitivities; we wish to define
them ourselves. This is at the heart of our
rejecting of God’s first injunction. It has
very little to do with the tree and every-
thing to do with the seed of our rebellion,
namely, autonomy. We wish to be a law
unto ourselves.

Of course, we also wish to have 
control over the tree of life. We desire
perpetual and autonomous existence—in
effect, wanting to play God. Even though
we did not author creation, we wish to
author morality and take the reins of life.
Combine the two attitudes, and it boils
down to this: we want to live forever on
our own terms.

In the first chapter of this book, I
referred to the address I delivered at a
prestigious university on the subject
“What Does It Mean to Be Human?” A
professor of medical ethics from another
university had the next presentation. 
It didn’t take long to sense that we were
poles apart in our starting point. After 
listening to her views (neither medical nor
ethical, it seemed to me, but rather just
moral autonomy masquerading as science),
she paid me the ultimate compliment. She
said, “I have never met anybody with
whom I have disagreed more.” So I chose
to agree with her on that point.

During the question and answer
time that followed, a few things emerged.
The first was her confident but naive
optimism that, with all the tools in our
hands, we could shape our future in
genetics and engineer whatever we want
to. She spoke in very altruistic terms
about everything from the elimination of
disease to the utilization of human
cloning. Her arrogance, pathetic in its
ignorance, added insult to injury when
she gave not one whit of objective basis
for what her ethical standards would be
with regard to all of this.

When the organizers opened the
floor to questions, one woman stood and
said to me, “I was very offended by your
comment that the heart of humanity is
evil.” Between the professor, who placed
the power to live or die in human hands,
and the questioner, who denied the
depravity of the human heart, we had the
garden of Eden in front of our eyes all
over again. In Adam and Eve’s defense,
they, at least, felt ashamed after they had
made the wrong choice. By contrast, our
brilliant contemporaries have a chest-
out, clenched-fist audacity and think
that by shouting louder their arguments
become truer.

I recall that Malcolm Muggeridge
once said that human depravity is at once
the most empirically verifiable fact yet



[8] JUST THINKING • RAVI ZACHARIAS INTERNATIONAL MINISTRIES

most staunchly resisted datum by our
intellectuals. For them, H2O as the 
formula for water is indisputable; but in
ethics, man is still the measure—without
stating which man. This is the fundamen-
tal difference between a transcendent
worldview and a humanistic one.

But the question arises as to what
makes the Christian framework unique.
Here we see the second cardinal difference
between the Judeo-Christian worldview
and the others. It is simply this: no
amount of moral capacity can get us 
back into a right relationship with God.

The Christian faith, simply stated,
reminds us that our fundamental prob-
lem is not moral; rather, our fundamental
problem is spiritual. It is not just that we
are immoral, but that a moral life alone
cannot bridge what separates us from
God. Herein lies the cardinal difference
between the moralizing religions and
Jesus’ offer to us. Jesus does not offer to
make bad people good but to make dead
people alive.

WORLDVIEWS APART
A brief glance at the basis of the laws that
have come down to us through religious
history gives us a clue. The Code of
Hammurabi, originating in Eastern
Mesopotamia, is one of the oldest legal
codes we have, dating back to about 2500
BC. In addition to the preamble and the
epilogue, it contains 282 prescriptions for
conduct dealing with a wide range of situ-
ations. The last of the codes reads as fol-
lows: “If a slave say to his master, ‘I am
not your slave,’ if they convict him, his
master shall cut off his ear.”

About a thousand years after this
came the Laws of Manu, considered an
arm of Vedic teaching. This codebook
begins by telling us how ten sages went to
the teacher Manu and asked him what
laws should govern the four castes. The
response came in 2,684 verses covering
several chapters.

A few centuries later emerged the
teachings of the Buddha, who rejected
the caste system and built his prescription
for conduct on “the four noble truths”:

1. the fact of suffering
2. the cause of suffering
3. the cessation of suffering
4. the eightfold path that can end suffering

About a millennium later came
Muhammad in the sixth century after
Christ. His instructions came in the “five
pillars [or injunctions]” of Islam: the Creed;
the Prayers; the Tithe; the Fast; and the
Pilgrimage (some add Jihad as the sixth).
All of these are prescribed in specific
ways. The injunctions address every
detail imaginable. The Hadith (a narrative
record of the sayings and traditions of
Muhammad) became the basis of the
practices and customs of all Muslims.

Approximately fourteen centuries
before Christ (scholars debate the
exact date), the Hebrew people

received the Ten Commandments. An
extraordinary first line gives the basis of
the Ten Laws: “I am the LORD your
God, who brought you out of Egypt, out
of the land of slavery. You shall have no
other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2 – 3).

To miss this preamble is to miss 
the entire content of the Mosaic law. It
provides the clue to each of the systems
of law that have emerged through time.
Here the Hebrew-Christian worldview
stands distinct and definitively different.
Redemption precedes morality, and not
the other way around. While every moral
law ever given to humanity provides a
set of rules to abide by in order to avoid
punishment or some other retribution,
the moral law in the Bible hangs on the
redemption of humanity provided by God.

Something else emerges with stark
difference. If you notice, the moral law in
the other legal codes separates people
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(the Laws of Manu, the caste system, the
Code of Hammurabi with the slave/
owner distinction). In Islam, the violator
is inferior to the obedient one. By con-
trast, in the Hebrew-Christian tradition,
the law unifies people. No one is made
righteous before God by keeping the law.
It is only following redemption that we
can truly understand the moral law for
what it is—a mirror that indicts and calls
the heart to seek God’s help. This makes
moral reasoning the fruit of spiritual
understanding and not the cause of it.

The first four of the Ten Command-
ments have to do with our worship of
God, while the next six deal with our
resulting responsibilities to our fellow
human beings. These commandments
base a moral imperative on our spiritual
commitment, first toward God and 
second toward humanity. This logic is
unbreakable. We see the various compo-
nents come into place—the exclusivity
and supremacy of one God; the sacredness
of his very name; the entanglement of
means as they become ends in themselves;
the sanctity of time as God gives it to us.

Taken in a single dimension, the 
Ten Commandments show us the tran-
scending reality of God’s existence and
his distance from us. We cannot truly live
without understanding this distance and
who God is. Within this framework we
learn that God blesses and judges, that
his judgments can last generations from
the deed, that his love deserves our ulti-

mate pursuit, that worship is both timely
and timeless. The human condition in
and of itself cannot touch this reality. 
Any life that does not see its need for
redemption will not understand the truth
about morality.

A UNIVERSE FRAMED
When you look at the first book of the
Bible, you begin to see very quickly what
God meant when he pronounced his 
creation “good.” God intended to create
something good so that his creation
would display his very creative power and
his communion goal. Those twin realities
framed the universe.

Human beings are born creators.
They fashion their tools, discover new
ways of doing things, find shortcuts, and
revel in their new inventions. This genius
reflects the very character of God and
the capacity imbued by him to humanity.
But here one also comes up against a 
serious challenge. Do boundaries have to
be drawn, and do man’s goals have to fit
within those boundaries?

Recently, while sitting in the depar-
ture area of an airport, I read an adver-
tisement that boasted, “No boundaries:
Just possibilities.” A tantalizing thought
indeed. Are there really no boundaries to
anything? If no boundaries exist for me,
does it follow that no boundaries exist for
everyone else? The most fascinating thing
about the created order is that God set
but one stipulation for humanity. Once

The question arises as to what makes the Christian
framework unique. Here we see the second cardinal 
difference between the Judeo-Christian worldview and
the others. It is simply this: no amount of moral capacity
can get us back into a right relationship with God. 
The Christian faith, simply stated, reminds us that our
fundamental problem is not moral; rather, our fundamental
problem is spiritual.
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In this story, we see all the elements of the human fall and the
power of a redeemed heart. Morality alone would dictate that
he gets what he deserves. A redeemed heart says, “Let me bind his
wounds because what needs attention is his soul.” Morality
alone says, “There is nothing reasonable in the man’s request.” The
redeemed heart says, “The reason by which we live is the heart of
mercy that does not keep a ledger.”

humanity violated that single rule and
took charge, however, hundreds of laws
had to be passed, because each injunction
could die the death of a thousand qualifi-
cations through constant exceptions to
the rule.

The bane of my life is flying. I have
to get on a plane at least two or three
times a week. The wordiness of what we
are not allowed to do while on board
always intrigues me. The passenger hears
that to tamper with, disable, or destroy
the smoke detector in the bathroom of
an airplane is a criminal offense. But
could someone really destroy or disable it
without tampering with it? The answer is
yes, if it could be done without touching
the device. But then again, the whole idea
of tampering with the smoke detector
really deals with its effectiveness in
detecting smoke, doesn’t it? Ah, but that’s
where we get into technicalities in a court
of law. This manipulation of wording and
morality lies at the core of all autonomy.
The moral law will always stand over and
above and against a heart that seeks to be
its own guide.

One of my colleagues in ministry
recently told me of a visit he had made to
a mutual friend in Cape Town, South
Africa. As they were enjoying the evening
together, they heard a huge crash. It took
them a few moments to locate its
source, and when they went outside,
they saw in the front of their driveway a
car that had been literally smashed off
its undercarriage. Someone hurtling
along at a high rate of speed had missed

a turn and had run headlong into the
parked car. The driver, however, had
managed to speed off.

My friends noticed a huge puddle of
water at the scene and deduced that the
fleeing culprit must have damaged his
radiator and could not have gone far. So
they jumped into their car and drove a
hundred yards to a street corner. As they
rounded the corner, they saw a steaming
vehicle on the side of the road, with two
teenagers standing alongside, looking
shaken and bewildered and at a loss for
what to do. It turned out that they had
taken their dad’s brand-new, high-priced
vehicle without his knowledge. My friend
Peter, a very successful businessman, as
well as a very tenderhearted follower of
Jesus Christ, pulled over next to the
young men. 

Seeing them so shaken, Peter said,
“May I pray with you and ask God to
comfort you and see you through this
ordeal?” The young men looked rather
surprised but nodded their heads. Peter
put his hands on their shoulders and
prayed for them. No sooner had Peter
said his “Amen” than one of the young fel-
lows said, “If God loves me, why did he
let this happen to me?”

Imagine the series of duplicitous
acts that preceded that question, and you
see the human heart for what it is. Did
God set this boy up, or did the boy set
God up? You see, when you understand
that God determines the moral frame-
work and that any violation of it is to
usurp God, you learn that it is not God
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who has stacked the deck; the issue is our
own desire to take God’s place.

WHAT PLACE, THEN, 
FOR MORALITY?
While at a conference in another country,
I was approached by a young woman,
who asked if she could talk to me private-
ly. Once we found a couple of chairs and
sat down to talk, I learned that she was
miles away from the land of her birth and
had lived through some horrendous expe-
riences. She had a beautiful mother, but
her father, as she worded it, did not have
the same admirable looks. Through an
arranged marriage, they had begun their
lives together, but the father always resented
his wife’s looks and the many compliments
given to her, while none ever came his
way. His distorted thinking took him
beyond jealousy to fears that some man
might lure her away, and so he made his
plan to snuff out any such possibility. One
day, he returned home, and while talking
to his wife in their bedroom, he reached
into his bag, grabbed a bottle of acid, and
flung the contents into her face. In one
instant, he turned his wife’s face from
beautiful to horrendously scarred. He
then turned and fled from the house.

At the point of our conversation,
two decades had gone by since mother
and daughter had last seen him. The
young woman, now in her twenties, had
been a little girl when this tragic event
took place, and yet the bitterness in her
heart remained as fresh as the day she
saw her mother’s face turned from beauty
to ugliness—so hideou    
little one to cover her own face so she
wouldn’t have to see what had been done.

But the story did not end there. Just
a few days before our conversation, the
mother, who had raised the family on her
own, had heard from the husband who
had deserted her. He was dying of cancer
and living alone. He wondered if she
would take him back and care for him in
this last stage of his illness. The audacious

plea outraged this young woman. But the
mother, a devout follower of Jesus Christ,
pleaded with her children to let her take
him back and care for him as he prepared
to die.

In this story, we see all the elements
of the human fall and the power of a
redeemed heart. Morality alone would
dictate that he gets what he deserves. A
redeemed heart says, “Let me bind his
wounds because what needs attention is
his soul.” Morality alone says, “There is
nothing reasonable in the man’s request.”
The redeemed heart says, “The reason by
which we live is the heart of mercy that
does not keep a ledger.” Morality says,
“It’s all about whether you think it’s right
or not.” The redeemed heart says, “What
would God have me do in this situation?”
Morality says, “Make your own judgments.”
The redeemed heart says, “Don’t make a
judgment unless you are willing to be
judged by the same standard.” In short,
morality is a double-edged sword. It cuts
the very one who wields it, even as it
seeks to mangle the other.

I have often wondered if many who
name the name of Jesus have missed this
truth. I think, too, that in missing this,
we miss the larger point often hidden in
what appears to be the main point. When
we stand before God, it would not sur-
prise me to find out that the real point of
the story of the prodigal son was really
the older brother; that the real point of
the good Samaritan was the priest and
the Levite who went on their way; that
the real point of the women arriving first
at the tomb was that the disciples hadn’t;
that the real point of the story of Job was
the moralizing friends. Those who play
by the rules sometimes think that this is
all there is to it and that they merit their
due reward. Yet God repeatedly points
out that without the redemption of the
heart, all moralizing is hollow.

In the garden it was not we who
were set up but we who tried to set God
up by blaming him for the situation and
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then wishing to redefine everything. Had
we obeyed everything, we still would have
lost if we had errantly concluded that we
deserved what the garden offered. What,
then, of the moral law in the believer?

How does this work out in my own
life? What place does the moral law have?
The threads are many, the pattern 
complex—but the analysis is simple. 
Your moral framework is critical in the
respect you show for yourself and your
fellow human beings. Think of it as the
coinage of your life and your day-to-day
living. But this coinage has no value if it 
is not based on the riches of God’s plan
for your spiritual well-being.

Morality is the fruit of your knowl-
edge of God, conscious or otherwise. 
But it can never be the root of your claim
before God. Morality can build pride as
well as philanthropy; true spirituality will
never submit to pride. Having said all
that, morality is still the ground from
within which the creative spirit of art and
other disciplines may grow. But if they
grow to exaggerate who we are, then it is
morality for morality’s sake. If it sprouts
toward heaven, it points others to God.

The moral law also serves as a pro-
found reminder that in God there is no
contradiction. The moral law stands as a
consistent, contradiction-free expression
of God’s character. If I violate this law, I
bring contradiction into my own life, and
my life begins to fall apart. This is why a
humble spirit, as it honors God, realizes
how near and yet how far it is from God.

POINT OTHERS TO THE
SOURCE
C. S. Lewis has a remarkable little illus-
tration in his book The Screwtape Letters.
The senior devil is coaching the younger
one on how to seduce a person who
hangs between belief and disbelief in the
Enemy (the Enemy here being God). So
the younger one sets to work on keeping
this man from turning to God. But in the

end, after all the tricks and seductions,
the individual is “lost to the Enemy.”
When the defeated junior devil returns,
the senior one laments and asks, “How
did this happen? How did you let this one
get away?”

“I don’t know,” says the young imp.
“But every morning he used to take a
long walk, just to be quiet and reflective.
And then, every evening he would read a
good book. Somehow during those books
and walks, the Enemy must have gotten
his voice through to him.”

“That’s where you made your mis-
take,” says the veteran. “You should have
allowed him to take that walk purely for
physical exercise. You should have had him
read that book just so he could quote it
to others. In allowing him to enjoy pure
pleasures, you put him within the
Enemy’s reach.”5

Lewis’s brilliant insight applies to
morality as well. Pure morality points you
to the purest one of all. When impure, it
points you to yourself. The purer your
habits, the closer to God you will come.
Moralizing from impure motives takes
you away from God.

Let all goodness draw you nearer,
and let all goodness flow from you to
point others to the source of all goodness.
God’s conditions in the garden of Eden
were not a setup, any more than the
temptation of Jesus in the wilderness was
a setup or that the long journey to Egypt
was a setup. God wants us to understand
our own hearts, and nothing shows this
more than the stringent demands of a law
that discloses we are not God — and 
neither had we better play God. Once we
understand this and turn to him, we find
out the truth of what the psalmist wrote:
“To all perfection I see a limit, but [the
Lord’s] commands are boundless” (Psalm
119:96). True fulfillment and the possibility
of boundless enjoyment come when we
do life God’s way. When we do it our way,
we only enslave ourselves.
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God wants us to understand our own hearts, and nothing
shows this more than the stringent demands of a law that
discloses we are not God — and neither had we better play
God. Once we understand this and turn to him, we find out
the truth of what the psalmist wrote: “To all perfection 
I see a limit, but [the Lord’s] commands are boundless”
(Psalm 119:96).

True love engenders a life that honors its
commitment. That is the role of obedi-
ence to God’s moral precepts—putting
hands and feet to belief, embodying the
nature of what one’s ultimate commit-
ment reflects—the very character of
God. Jesus said to let our lives so shine
before people that they would glorify
God as a result (see Matthew 5:16) — this
is the end result of a life that takes the
moral commands seriously.

So how does one pull together the
strings in this whole business of morals?
Whatever you do, whether it be at work
or in marriage, through your language or
your ambitions, in your thoughts or your
intents, do all and think all to the glory of
God (see 1 Corinthians 10:31) and by the
rules he has put in place — rules that
serve not to restrain us but to be the
means for us to soar with the purpose 
for which he has designed all choices.

Ravi Zacharias is Founder and President
of Ravi Zacharias International
Ministries.

1Kai Nielson, “Why Should I Be Moral?”
American Philosophical Quarterly 21 (1984), 90.
2Bertrand Russell, “A Letter to The Observer,”
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3Cited in Philip Novak, The Vision of Nietzsche
(Rockport, Mass.: Element, 1996), 11.
4 See Alister McGrath, Glimpsing the Face of God
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 39 – 40.

5 See C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (1942;
repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 63 – 67.

Some time ago, I was speaking at
the University of South Queensland in
Australia. It was shortly after the death
of one of Australia’s great entertainers,
Steve Irwin. I was answering the question
of whether there is meaning in suffering
and evil from the Christian worldview;
flanking me were a Muslim scholar and
the local president of the Humanist
Association. A question came from the
floor about Steve Irwin’s destiny. What did
these worldviews have to say about this?

The humanist’s answer was hollow,
ignoring the issue of what happened after
death: “Nothing really, just to celebrate a
life now gone.” That was it.

The Muslim said that Steve’s good
deeds would be measured against his bad
deeds. That was it — a balance in hand
with weights. It really was a clever answer
that dodged the real question. So I asked
him, “Are you saying that all of his good
deeds would usher him to paradise?” He
was quite taken aback by my question
and stated that I was introducing a 
different issue. And so it is in his faith. 
In response, I noted that, based on the
teachings of Jesus, morality was never a
means of salvation for anyone. The moral
threads of a life were intended to reflect
and honor the God we served; they are
not a means of entering heaven.

Why does a man honor his vows?
Why does a woman honor her vows? Is it
to earn the love of their spouse, or is it to
demonstrate the sacredness of their love?
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Rebels Without a Pause
by Stuart McAllister

At this moment in our cultural 
history, the dominant images 
and icons are those positioned 
as “against.” Against what? 
Everything, it seems. Yet the 
notion of freedom is an issue 
that requires serious thinking.

[ s p i r i t u a l
s u b v e r s i o n ]
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T
he image is imprinted on all
of our minds. He sits astride 
a motorcycle and dares any
who come to get in his way.
The sleek young man, in his

early 20s, is clad in a black leather jacket,
blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a white 
T-shirt. His hair is greased back with a
cigarette behind his ear, and he comes
with an attitude and a sneer on his lip.
Meet the rebel.

Carrying hefty pounds of attitude,
style, and image, he is a force to be 
reckoned with. Whether in the form of
Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront or
James Dean as the iconic figure in the
1955 movie Rebel Without a Cause, the 
values and the vision of the rebel spread
like wildfire in the culture and as some-
thing uniquely American: the dream of
endless liberation. From Bill Haley and
the Comets who wanted to “rock around
the clock” to Elvis who insisted no one
step on his “blue suede shoes,” a new
vision was born that took hold in the
consciousness of the West but has since
spread globally.

It began with the young and the
restless and it had a message. All inherited
life, all social structures, were seen as 
limiting or restricting. Parents, society,
the school, the “Man,” they all stood for
inhibition and holding people back from
real life. It was not cool. Non-conformity
became the new conformity and it was
addictive. The age-old repressive struc-
tures of obedience to parents, hard work
at school, civility and honor in society,
and marriage and family life were subject
to constant attack and exposure as 
agents of repression. These repressive
structures, beliefs, and values had to
change or go. Nothing, it was believed,
should impede the free expression of the
individual in his or her quest for life.

I remember well the feelings I had
as a youth growing up in Scotland. My

father was part of the generation that
fought in World War II. His icons, which
he shared with us, were Frank Sinatra,
Matt Monroe, Dean Martin, Perry
Como, and the Big Band sounds of Glenn
Miller. I grew up listening to this as what
I thought was our music, until a visiting
cousin from South Africa introduced us
to the new sounds of Simon and
Garfunkel, then the Beatles, the Rolling
Stones, and so it went.

As a teenager in the late 60s and
early 70s, I found myself, for many 
reasons, angry and wanting to be free. 
I found in the music, movies, and mood
of my time, a language, a feeling, a rage
against what was. I would sit in my room
and listen to Deep Purple in Rock and
Black Sabbath and feel the pulsating
rhythm of rage and power. I wanted to be
free—and by “free” I meant free to do
whatever I wanted, wherever I wanted, in
any way I wanted. I was working out an
age-old rebellion from the beginning of
time. Of course, I did not know that
then, but years later I could see meaning
in what at the time was little more than
raging emotions.

My friends and I loved the rock
singer Alice Cooper and his song “School’s
Out,” which climaxes in the chorus with
the cry “School’s been blown to pieces.”
What kid did not want that? I never
stopped to question any of this. I never
gave it all much thought. I just knew
instinctively that non-conformity was the
new conformity. Somehow, in some way,
so-called society conspired to create
morality and to impose controls on all
those who were duped by custom, which
then led them to surrender to the rules.
As part of the young and the restless, I
was not going to submit or bow to the
restrictions of others. I would resist, fight,
struggle. I’d be a rebel without a pause. 
I took every opportunity to live this out,
flaunting conventions, mocking those who
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Western culture has made a fortune in the marketing of the
concept of the rebel. It has also paid a huge cost. The deep
sense of meaninglessness that characterizes what historian
Paul Johnson calls “modern times,” which is taught as the
science of life in our education system and often embraced in
our arts, is having an untold effect in the lives of many.

followed the system, seeking my own
pleasure and desires as number one, all
the time feeling superior, above morality,
not bound by the limits of lesser mortals.

MODERN TIMES
Many years on, I note how Western culture
has made a fortune in the marketing of
the concept of the rebel. It has also paid a
huge cost. The deep sense of meaning-
lessness that characterizes what historian
Paul Johnson calls “modern times,” which
is taught as the science of life in our edu-
cation system and often embraced in our
arts, is having an untold effect in the lives
of many. Albert Camus, himself a product
of and witness to the modern era, studied
the issue of the rebel in depth and wrote,
“Rebellion is born of the spectacle of irra-
tionality, confronted with an unjust and
incomprehensible condition. But its
blind impulse is to demand order in the
midst of chaos, and unity in the very
heart of the ephemeral.” 

The rebels (who came in many forms
and types) resisted inherited order. They
rejected God or the gods; they resisted
inherited values. They struggled for life in
a world that seemed absurd and found
older so-called “proven truths”1 as empty
and vacuous. Life was, for them, a journey
and a struggle for liberation in which
each sought to find the truth that worked
for them in their generation. Each life,
each individual became its own project of
self-definition and self-authentication.

What began as a fringe movement
amongst thinkers, artists, and political

agitators, over time turned mainstream as
business execs and wise producers began
to see how much money could be made in
marketing this lifestyle and its products.
Rebellion could make good business sense!

From the 70s onward, by constant
exposure and ever new expressions of the
quest for freedom, our cultural norm
would be shaped by the notion of perma-
nent rebellion. A good example is seen in
the movie world of cops and robbers, as
we were introduced to “Dirty Harry.” He
was a California homicide detective
(played by Clint Eastwood) who did not
play by the rules but who got the bad guy
by any means possible, including torture.
Many embraced this new image. If you
can’t get results by playing fair and you
see that the system is all corrupt anyway,
then as Eastwood said, with his Magnum
44 Justice, “A man’s gotta do what a man’s
gotta do.”

The problem is that men doing
what they gotta do is like a broken
record. Going back to Genesis and the
rebellion against God’s word in the gar-
den (Genesis 3) and on to the building of
the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11), the idea
has been “Let’s make a name for our-
selves.” Rebellion, however, is portrayed
as cool, hip, and liberating. It means
never bowing to anything or anyone
other than the self, your desires, or your
own will. The power and attraction is
seen in always having a cause and in
always fighting against the latest form of
inhibition or oppression. The rebel is the
heroic icon of our time.
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We are told constantly by experts and gifted authors that there
is no God. We are told that we are the result of matter in
motion, of random forces plus chance and necessity. We are told
that there is no meaning in life and according to Richard
Dawkins, “We dance to our DNA.” Why then, do we not
adapt? Why are we still rebelling?

degree). Starfleet Prime Directives are
ignored, and once again the “bad” good
guy does what it takes to overcome the
“bad, bad guy” with the help of, for a 
limited time, the “good” bad guy. (This is
Khan, the genetically enhanced human
warrior unfrozen from his cryogenic
sleep for military aims who is, in fact, the
bad “bad guy.”) 

These makeovers are now common.
We take an older text, inject a healthy
dose of attitude, skepticism, sex, and
whatever shock factor counts. And Presto!
We have the latest and trendy version
that glorifies the rebel and heroic vision
of rule breaking!

MORE OF THE SAME
At this moment in our cultural history,
the dominant images and icons are those
positioned as “against.” Against what?
Everything, it seems. Camus sheds light
for us: “Metaphysical rebellion is the
movement by which man protests against
his condition and against the whole of
creation. It is metaphysical because it 
contests the ends of man and of creation.”3

We are told constantly by experts and
gifted authors that there is no God. We
are told that we are the result of matter in
motion, of random forces plus chance and
necessity. We are told that there is no
meaning in life and according to Richard
Dawkins, “We dance to our DNA.” 

Why then, do we not adapt? Why
are we still rebelling? Instead of going
with the flow and accepting what is as it

The English writer and journalist
G.K. Chesterton understood the deep
destructive sense of what was being 
conveyed—and consequently damaged—
by what was viewed in his time as modern.
He wrote, “The modern world seems to
have no notion of preserving things 
side by side, of allowing its proper and
proportionate place to each, of saving the
whole varied heritage of others. It has no
notion except that of simplifying some-
thing by destroying nearly everything.”2

The new narrative was one that seemed
to despise all that was older, to sneer at
inherited wisdom, and to glory in the
replacement of the old with the new, 
no matter what the cost. This vision of
creative destruction is one that took hold
with vigor.

Recently, we have been introduced
to the re-envisioned Star Trek. Previously,
it was Batman, Iron Man, and other 
earlier expressions of American folk
mythologies that were revamped. In
Gene Roddenberry’s original utopian
vision, the explorers of the future were
envisioned (by him) as more civilized,
honorable, and wise. They were those
who would seek to do that which is right.
Starfleet’s dream was a civilizing, educa-
tional, and scientific mission that would
open up the galaxies “of strange new
worlds and new civilizations.” 

The “new” Captain Kirk and his
team, however, have had a good post-
modern makeover. The character of Mr.
Spock sheds his limiting logic (to some
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The new life in Christ is the down payment of the Spirit, what 
C.S. Lewis called “the good infection.” The key to real freedom,
the key to actual liberation, is found in the power of a new kind of
life imparted to the soul, which begins a journey of transformation.

is, humanity wrestles with grievances,
feelings of injustice, a sense of injured fair-
ness, loss, sorrow, anger, and a hunger for
happiness but an inability to quench it.

Something, it seems, is wrong and
our answers are inadequate. If our very
freedoms, expressed today so often as
carelessly and inconsiderately, contribute
to much of our miseries, why do we con-
tinue to assume that more of the same is
an answer? The endless call for greater
liberation, more self-expression, more
room for individual choice and action
sounds like the weary cry of a jaded and
fatigued culture.

The notion of freedom is an issue
that we need to do some serious thinking
about. I, as a teenager, was obsessed with
the notion of freedom, but I also knew
next to nothing about real life, or what it
took to have one and sustain one. It was a
vision of pure imagination that was fanta-
sizing about unlimited free expression. It
was childish in the extreme, as I genuinely
believed that the goal of life was, or should
be, my own happiness, no matter at what
cost or in what way it was achieved.

What I have come to realize as an
adult and now as a Christian is that what
was my own internal and privatized vision
and beliefs is now the mainstream cultur-
al vision that many embrace as the norm
or goal of their life. It is unsustainable
and leads to moral and spiritual anarchy.

In his insightful book on freedom,
colleague Os Guinness cites several voices
from history. They should be heeded.

Romans 7:15-19

I do not understand
what I do. For what
I want to do I do not
do, but what I hate I
do. And if I do what
I do not want to do, 
I agree that the law
is good. As it is, it is
no longer I myself
who do it, but it is sin 
living in me. For I
know that good itself
does not dwell in me,
that is, in my sinful
nature. For I have
the desire to do what
is good, but I cannot
carry it out. For I do
not do the good I
want to do, but the
evil I do not want 
to do—this I keep 
on doing.

Benjamin Franklin: “Nothing brings more
pain than too much pleasure; nothing
more bondage than too much liberty.”
James Madison: “Liberty may be endangered
by the abuses of liberty as well as the abuses
of power.”
Lord Moulton: “The greatness of a nation, its
true civilization, is measured by the extent
of its obedience to the unenforceable.”4

Freedom, for many, has become an
end in itself. We fight against any and all
restrictions. We rail against any and all
limits and limitations. We fuss against
any and all inhibitions as all that matters.
It is supposed that real life, real joy, real
living is found in the unlimited expres-
sion of free will. In contrast to this is the
Christian diagnosis of life: what is wrong
is in me as well as around me, and I do
indeed need freedom, but it is freedom
specifically defined and dependent on
God’s resources, not mine.

A WORKABLE STRUCTURE 
FOR LIFE 
Romans 7 provides one of the most
descriptive insights into the struggles of a
moral conscience with real evil and with
the desire to be free from tormenting
weaknesses. Here we see a conflict between
a desire for the good but an inability to
do it. The author sees the tension. He
wants one thing and does another because
he lacks the power of change. Yet at the
end of the chapter, he sees that deliver-
ance and power can come in and through
Christ: “Who will rescue me from this
body that is subject to death? Thanks be
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to God, who delivers me through Jesus
Christ our Lord!” (verses 24-25). 

The new life in Christ (John 1:4) is
the down payment of the Spirit
(Ephesians 1:13-14), what C.S. Lewis
called “the good infection.” The key to
real freedom, the key to actual liberation,
is found in the power of a new kind of
life imparted to the soul, which begins a
journey of transformation.

When we repent of our independ-
ence, when we seek the Living God, when
we surrender to his kind of life, something
new begins in us. 2 Corinthians 5:17 speaks
of becoming a new creation. Romans 12:1-2
speaks of “presenting our bodies as living
sacrifices” and of being “transformed by
the renewing of our mind.” In this
process, and it is a process, we are not to
be “conformed to this world.” A principle
of resistance is established. The power of
change is imparted and the provision of
grace calls us to a new way of doing life.
This is indeed a good infection!

Dallas Willard and Don Simpson
write, “Spiritual formation for the
Christian refers to the Holy Spirit-driven
process of forming the inner world of the
human self in such a way that it becomes
like the inner being of Christ himself.”5

The Christian way is a call to another life,
another way, another lifestyle. It lives and
functions in contrast to, and as an alter-
native to, what is paraded before us daily
by PR companies for the world and its
fashions, fads, and successes. In this new
life, we are rebels—but rebels with a cause!
We participate in a spiritual resistance
movement.

It begins with a clear sense of 
ultimacy and authority. There is a God, 
a higher power—and it is not me.
Surrender is, therefore, step one. The
acknowledgement and confession that
“Jesus is Lord” is not merely a phrase I
employ but a ruler to whom I must bow.
By saying “Yes” to Jesus, I am saying 
“No” to many other things. Worship is

the starting point, for it shifts my focus
from self, emotions, and needs to that
which is external and outer and to One
who alone deserves worship. Eugene
Peterson reminds us that “Worship gives
us a workable structure for life; worship 
nurtures our need to be in relationship
with God; worship centers our attention
on the decisions of God.”

Our modern world claims that life
is all about me. It invites us to indulge,
consume, experience, and experiment.
The Word of our King invites us to 
follow Him, to worship Him, to obey and
serve. I well remember one young man
who came to the mission field to serve
while I was living in Austria. He had a
background in drugs and careless living.
He had lived by the beach most of his life
and had embraced what was peddled
there as the “good life.” In his early twen-
ties, he had a crisis and came to know
Christ. However, as one old preacher
used to say, “It is one thing to get the
people of God out of Egypt and another
to get Egypt out of them.”

This young man (I’ll call him Jim,
not his real name) believed that now that
he was in “full time service” that meant
he could work less, take it easy, and not
be burdened by 9 AM to 6 PM schedules.
The “rules” were for others, and as he saw
them, were legalism. He used his under-
standing of freedom to imply that normal
etiquette and rule-keeping did not apply
to him unless he felt like it. Unknowingly,
he was still a “rebel without a pause,”
though now he sought a sanctified version.
I wish I could write that it ended well for
him, but as far as I heard, it did not.

SPIRITUAL SUBVERSION
Rebels with a cause, what does that
mean? In Matthew 6:33 Jesus commands
us to “Seek first the kingdom of God and
his righteousness.” Maybe it is a result of
aging or perhaps I have limited vision
these days, but I truly marvel at the way
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our contemporary church seems so
enamored with culture and relevance as 
a kind of fixation, even in the church.
The latest, the newest, the best is in, and
we have a cadre of ready voices to berate
the existing church and conservative
Christianity for its many failings, irrele-
vancies, and old fashioned views. Yet all
that twitters is not gold! In a sincere
desire to grow, some adjustment is neces-
sary. However, many good, rich, and valu-
able things are ignored simply because
they are not new or fashionable. We bow
to what C.S. Lewis calls “chronological
snobbery,” implying that only the most
up-to-date is valuable or relevant. It
should be remembered that good things
often take time to nurture and don’t
always yield to speed and taste.

Let me illustrate. When I became a
Christian, knowing the Bible was consid-
ered essential for a serious Christian life.
I was encouraged to read, to attend Bible
studies, and to become conversant with
the main themes of scripture. I remember
as a young believer hearing a visiting
speaker explain about the Tabernacle in
the Old Testament. He not only shared on
its beauty, purpose, materials, and aims,
but also showed us how all of it connected
to Christ and how it was a kind of visual
theology pointing forward to what was to
come. My imagination was gripped and
my heart was stirred even as my mind was
stretched and renewed.

By contrast, in many recent
encounters with what I’d call angry or
disappointed believers, when biblical
truth was being discussed, I found myself
besought by questions and doubts about
God that had little or no bearing on
scripture or on what the Bible actually
taught. The scripture itself seemed irrele-
vant to the discussion; rather, it was more
the offense that an idea or a shocking
concept might even be there that was
really the concern. The questioner, clear-
ly emotionally stirred, had not taken the

time to explore what the scriptures actu-
ally “say” but was debating intensely what
they did not “mean.” 

It seems that deconstruction, doubt,
and debate are now ingrained habits and
nothing can slide past the doors of skep-
ticism that is not both appealing and crit-
ically self-approved. This may not seem
to be a problem if such involved serious
study and some measure of consultation,
but in many cases it becomes just another
expression of self-definition, self-absorp-
tion, and self-fulfillment. Conversely, a
rebel with a cause sees through the
deceits of culture, sees past the allure of
emotion, and sees beyond the limits of
the immediate and self-gratification.

Eugene Peterson writes, “Christian
consciousness begins in the painful real-
ization that what we had assumed was
the truth is in fact a lie. It is an ‘aha’
moment when we wake up. Prayer is
immediate: ‘Deliver me from the liars, God!
They smile so sweetly but lie through
their teeth. Rescue me from the lies of
advertisers who claim to know what I need
and what I desire, from the lies of enter-
tainers who promise a cheap way to joy,
from the lies of politicians who pretend
to instruct me in power and morality, from
the lies of psychologists who offer to
shape my behavior and my morals so that
I will live long, happily and successfully.’ ”6

The French pastor and ex-resistance
fighter Jacques Ellul called Christians to
“spiritual subversion.” It reminds me of
what Richard John Neuhaus proposed:
that we be “in the world, not of the world,
but for the world.” This is no easy task
and it invites us to a life of focused living
and of costly resistance. We do not with-
draw from life or culture in such a way
that we remove ourselves from contact,
engagement, connections, and ministry.
We nurture and cultivate habits of the
heart and committed community in
order to model and embody a true alter-
native to our world’s ways and means.

1 Peter 5:8-10

Be alert and of sober
mind. Your enemy the
devil prowls around
like a roaring lion
looking for someone
to devour. Resist him,
standing firm in the
faith, because you
know that the family
of believers through-
out the world is
undergoing the same
kind of sufferings.
And the God of all
grace, who called you
to his eternal glory 
in Christ, after you
have suffered a little
while, will himself
restore you and make
you strong, firm and
steadfast.
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Camus asks, “Is it possible to find 
a rule of conduct outside the realm of
religion and its absolute values? That is
the question raised by rebellion.”7Many 
a young person has struggled with the life
and lifestyle encouraged by their parents
and church, only to reject it in an act of
frustration and in pursuit of freedom. As
many discover, we reject one structure
for another, one code of conduct for
another, one set of limits and limitations
for another. Not all roads claiming to lead
to freedom actually go there. 

Perhaps instead of privileging our
doubts and deconstructing our faith, we
should consider privileging our faith and
deconstructing our doubts? Perhaps
instead of buying the latest round of
anger-inducing analysis, we should read
more scripture, consult more history, and
get involved with more serious people
and practitioners? Perhaps instead of
rushing to condemn those we feel repre-
sent the system, we should spend more
time in service and working for change,
thereby learning what real life demands
and what real change costs?

The cultural air that we breathe—the
mood of our times—makes it hard not to
embrace and deploy rebellion in the
wrong sense. We react against authority;
we question every policy. We second-guess
every decision. We mock every expression
of sincerity, and we come to doubt every
call to integrity. Such a model is unlivable,
and if this is our experience, then perhaps
we are indeed rebels without a pause.

The alternative is to focus our
minds (Colossians 3:1-3), to fix our intent,
and to choose daily self-denial as the way
of life (Luke 9:23-26). We choose to say
“Yes” to our King and his kingdom, to
explore ways and means to follow Him
more faithfully, love Him more intently,
and serve Him more intentionally. The
“world” and its many allures is acknowl-
edged but resisted, and our vision (I Peter
5:8-10) is to be rebels with a cause.

Let me give you an example. During
the Second World War, the courageous
Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
recognized that his German culture and
society were turning against everything
valuable and sacred he believed in. The
so-called “German Church” sought to
embrace Nazi ideology and policy and to
reject much that was central to the
gospel. Bonhoeffer had a choice: Would
he follow the many who counseled com-
promise and obedience to the state, or
would he follow scripture and conscience?
His choice was scripture, his path resist-
ance, and its outcome his death.

The issues that face us today are
huge; they are costly and they are
demanding. To be a faithful and focused
Christian is increasingly a major chal-
lenge in our times. It is time, therefore,
for a more serious expression of the
Christian faith in modern America, and I
pray we will all personally count the cost,
embrace God’s vision, and take up our
cross. We must resist the world and live
as rebels with a cause! May his kingdom
come, may his will be done, on earth as it
is in Heaven!

Stuart McAllister is Regional Director,
Americas at RZIM.
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A Treaty with Reality
by Danielle DuRant

As the proverbial saying goes,
“The truth will set you free.” 
In fact, those are Jesus’s very 
words in John 8. However, we 
are prone to want freedom 
and truth on our own terms.

[ f l e e t i n g  s h a d o w s ]
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W
hether filing our taxes,
writing a research
paper, or following up
with the doctor, we
often try to avoid as

long as possible what we don’t want to do
or to think about. We may chalk this up
to mere procrastination, the putting off
of a difficult or unpleasant task. But
sometimes, could it be that we wish to
guard ourselves from anticipated pain or
from ideas and experiences we’d rather
not explore?

C.S. Lewis confesses that he made
“a treaty with reality” to navigate around
the trauma he witnessed in World War 1.
He writes, “I put the war on one side to a
degree which some people will think
shameful and some incredible. Others
will call it a flight from reality. I maintain
that it was rather a treaty with reality, the
fixing of a frontier.”1Although Lewis
authored over three dozen books, only
briefly in Surprised By Joy does he recall
“the horribly smashed men still moving
like half-crushed beetles, the sitting or
standing corpses, the landscape of sheer
earth without a blade of grass.” Instead,
“[A]ll this shows rarely and faintly in
memory. It is too cut off from the rest of
my experience and often seems to have
happened to someone else.”2

In his biography C.S. Lewis: A Life,
colleague Alister McGrath observes,
“Lewis spun a cocoon around himself,
insulating his thoughts…. The world
could be kept at bay—and this was best
done by reading, and allowing the words
and thoughts of others to shield him
from what was going on around him.”3

Given his wartime experience as
well as the early death of his mother, it is
understandable that Lewis (and others who
have known similar loss or trauma) would
want to distance himself from the events
that occurred. And yet, he acknowledges
that sadly much of his life was character-
ized by avoidance: “I had always wanted,
above all things, not to be ‘interfered
with.’ I had been far more anxious to
avoid suffering than to achieve delight. I

had always aimed at limited liabilities.”4

As the proverbial saying goes, “The
truth will set you free.” In fact, those are
Jesus’s very words in John 8. He is speak-
ing to those who “believed in him,” who
call God their Father.5They believe they
see reality clearly and understand who
God is. Jesus challenges them, “If you
abide in my word, you are truly my disci-
ples, and you will know the truth, and the
truth will set you free” (verses 31-32). 

With a curious oversight regarding
their painful history with Egypt and
Babylon, let alone their current oppres-
sion under Rome, they quickly reply, “We
are offspring of Abraham and have never
been enslaved to anyone. How is it that
you say, ‘You will become free’?” Jesus
responds, “Truly, truly, I say to you, every-
one who practices sin is a slave to sin.
The slave does not remain in the house
forever; the son remains forever. So if the
Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.
I know that you are offspring of Abraham;
yet you seek to kill me because my word
finds no place in you” (see verses 33-37).

Jesus says literally, “My word finds
no room in you.” Seemingly unaware,
those who claim to believe try to shut
every door and window to the nature of
God that Jesus is disclosing. They want to
guard themselves from what they cannot
or do not want to see. Jesus seeks to open
up their hearts with a question and its
answer: “Why do you not understand
what I say? It is because you cannot bear
to hear my word” (verse 43). Moreover,
He tells them they are willing to do what-
ever it takes to get rid of this source of
disruption.

The late Greg Bahnsen, who was a
brilliant Christian apologist, observed,
“We at times hear people declare ‘I can-
not believe that’ (e.g., a close relative has
been convicted of a heinous crime), but
we all realize that the ‘cannot’ here should
be interpreted as ‘will not’—because one
does not want it to be true, cannot emo-
tionally afford to admit it, thinks it is his
duty to resist it, or lacks the intellectual
energy to rise to the occasion.”6
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We often swing between belief and unbelief because deep down, like
C.S. Lewis, we don’t want to be “interfered with.” We want freedom
and truth on our own terms, because we recognize, as one author
remarks, “The truth makes us free but first it makes us miserable.” 

Yet one night, Lewis encounters
“The reality with which no treaty can be
made.”11He comes to discover that the
joy he has longed for, the fleeting shadows
of which he has traced since childhood, is
actually a person: God. And, as the title of
his early memoir reveals, he is surprised. 

Lewis finds, like countless others
have, that the gospel challenges him in
ways that he needed—and even dared
hope: “The words compelle intrare, compel
them to come in, have been so abused by
wicked men that we shudder at them;
but, properly understood, they plumb the
depth of the Divine mercy. The hardness
of God is kinder than the softness of men,
and His compulsion is our liberation.”12

Danielle DuRant is Director of Research
and Writing at RZIM. 

1 C.S. Lewis, Surprised By Joy: The Shape of 
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Jovanovich, 1984), 158. 
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Westminster Theological Journal LVII (1995), 1-31.
Available online at
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7 Ibid. 
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Press, 2000), 28.
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10 Sandra Wilson, Released from Shame, quoted in
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MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), 9.

11 Surprised By Joy, 228.
12 Ibid., 229.

Notice that not wanting to believe
serves to protect the individual from the
painful reality before him or her. Such a
position of denial keeps us from looking
directly at the truth, whether this relates
to our recurring fears, unrequited ques-
tions, or even long-awaited hopes. This
“involves adopting an avoidance policy
whereby one purposefully chooses to stay
ignorant of some engagement in the
world.”7 In his seminal work Self-Deception,
philosopher Herbert Fingarette argues
that such willful ignorance lies at “the
deep paradox of self-deception.” The 
self-deceived person “persuades himself to
believe contrary to the evidence in order
to evade, somehow, the unpleasant truth
to which he has already seen that the 
evidence points.”8

The apostle John has sometimes
been reproached for his unsympathetic
treatment of “Abraham’s offspring,” but 
I think a careful reading of his Gospel
reveals that he records Jesus presenting 
a universal portrait of humanity. Indeed,
he uses simple language and contrasting
categories such as light and darkness, life
and death to show that we are all prone
to respond to God in a similar manner. 
As Bahnsen writes, “There is something
of a cognitive mess at the core of our
lives. We are inconsistent in our choices,
incoherent in our convictions, persuaded
where we ought not to be, and deluded
that we know ourselves transparently.”9

We often swing between belief and 
unbelief because deep down, like C.S.
Lewis, we don’t want to be “interfered
with.” We want freedom and truth on our
own terms, because we recognize, as one
author remarks, “The truth makes us free
but first it makes us miserable.”10
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To Hear the 
Horns of Elfland 
by Jill Carattini

The world of Faery had great 
importance on the imagination 
of C.S. Lewis and in particular, 
this “old idea that Faery overlaps 
our world—that one can, unwillingly 
and unwittingly, pass from one 
into the other.” Faery is both 
beautiful and dangerous, its 
boundaries unclear. 

W
hen Alex Renton’s six-year-
old daughter Lulu asked
her parents to send the 
letter she penned to God,

Renton had to stop to consider all the
possibilities. An award-winning journalist
based in Edinburgh, Renton is an atheist.
And while he does not see himself keep-
ing company with the “angry atheists of
our time,” he was less than pleased by
this invasion of Lulu’s moral imagination
by primary school teachers who saw math
and God with equal certainty. One of the
easiest responses would have been simply
to have the talk on religion a little earlier
than they imagined, to sit Lulu down and
tell her that the letter could not be sent
because God does not exist. “We would
have said that [God] was invented by
human beings, because they were rather
puzzled by life and death and some other
problems in between,” writes Renton.
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But to give Lulu that answer seemed
to him almost self-indulgent, more about
his own scruples than Lulu’s wellbeing.
The decision, he felt, was a complicated
one: “[T]he desire to shield your children
from delusion and falsehood is easily
matched by the one that longs to protect
their innocence, to let them learn about
the world at a gentle pace and, indeed,
learn for themselves, rather than always
hand over your notion of what is what.”1

In short, what was at stake for Lulu
was an issue of imagination. While God,
to Renton, is on imaginary par with the
tooth fairy or Father Christmas, a 
delusion full of wishful thinking, he also
knows it to be at times a beautiful delu-
sion. While he found himself proud of
Lulu’s budding rationalist sensibilities
even amidst her supernatural curiosity—
her letter simply read, “To God, How did
you get created? From Lulu, XO”—he was
less than pleased with the teachers he
believed were fueling this part of her
imagination. Yet he was simultaneously
torn by the dismissal of everything that
imagination entailed: “The Bible, taken
highly selectively, is of course a pretty
good introduction to the humanist 
moral system in which I’d like to see my
children play a part. I have a copy of 
A. C. Grayling’s new ‘secular bible’: a 
wonderful enterprise, but it lacks the songs
and the stories.” 2

Convinced that Christianity posits
an imaginary world, Renton laments
nonetheless a world entirely without 
the imagination that Christianity 
nurtures. The songs and stories and the
beauty of a world filled with God is one
in which a child—and even her rationally
minded parents—can naturally delight. 
A world without that imagination is one
to mourn on a very real level. 

OF FAITH AND FAIRY TALES 
Renton’s dilemma is one with which 
C.S. Lewis the atheist would have deeply

resonated, though it was not until some-
time after his conversion to Christianity
that he was able to put his struggle
between the rational and the imaginative
into words. As his biographers have well
documented, imagination and the imagi-
nary boldly colored Lewis’s childhood,
from his own chivalric adventures in
Animal-Land, which allowed the young
Lewis to combine his two chief pleas-
ures—“dressed animals” and “knights in
armor”—to his growing affections for
fairy tales and dwarves, music and poetry,
Nature and Norse Mythology. For the
young Clive Lewis, who announced at the
age of four that he would hitherto be
going by the name “Jacksie,” imagination
quickly took a dominant role, his first
delight in myth and story eventually turn-
ing into a scholar’s interest in them.  

To fully understand his love for the
imaginary—indeed, to understand Lewis
himself—something must be said about
the distinctively English word Faery. 
The world of Faery, which has its roots 
in Celtic culture, is not so easily catego-
rized. It is not at all the land of delicate
fairies that Walt Disney would have us
imagine. Nor is it simply imaginary, a
story altogether detached and unrelated
to the world before us. Faery is, first, 
a place. It is lush and green like gentle
British landscapes and ancient English
forests, but forests untamed, willful, and
enchanted: “a world, that sometimes
overlaps with Britain but is fundamentally
Other than it.”3 It is Britain seen in a 
“distorting mirror, a mirror one can pass
through.”4

Biographer Alan Jacobs hints at the
importance of Faery on the imagination
of Jack, and in particular, this “old idea
that Faery overlaps our world—that one
can, unwillingly and unwittingly, pass
from one into the other.”5 Faery is both
beautiful and dangerous, its boundaries
unclear. The encounter with Faery and its
tales, which can scarcely be miniaturized
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as a world for children, was one that
haunted Lewis much of his life:

O hark, O hear! How thin and clear,
And thinner, clearer, farther going!
O sweet and far from cliff and scar
The horns of Elfland faintly blowing.6

Lewis heard and followed “the
horns of Elfland.” They were dear to 
him, like arrows of Joy shot at him from
childhood. He followed them through
the death of his mother at the fragile age
of nine, through the horrid years at 
boarding school, through the doubt and
dismissal of faith and God, through the
metaphysical pessimism and the deep 
layers of secular ice, through a dejected
and reluctant conversion, to Narnia, and
to the Joy itself. 

Of course, this is not to say that 
the imaginative world in which Lewis
lived was one fueled in any sense by
Christianity or faith; nor were the imagi-
nary worlds he loved anything we might
necessarily call Christian. In fact, unlike
Alex Renton who notes admiration for
the songs and stories of faith, Lewis was
quite underwhelmed with the Christian
imagination. “[T]he externals of
Christianity made no appeal to my sense
of beauty…. Christianity was mainly 
associated for me with ugly architecture,
ugly music, and bad poetry.”7He read and
admired the mind of G.K. Chesterton,
the verse of John Milton, and the imagi-
nation of George MacDonald, but only 
in spite of their Christianity.

On the other hand, Lewis’s imagi-
native life was not something that could

be readily claimed by his rationalism,
materialism, or his atheism either. Quite
the contrary, in fact, Lewis sensed
throughout his adolescence that this
imaginative part of his mind had been
necessarily cut off from the analytical. He
had “on the one side a many-islanded sea
of poetry and myth; on the other a glib
and shallow ‘rationalism.’”8 It made for a
rather gloomy outlook on reality, as Lewis
notes, for “nearly all that I loved I believed
to be imaginary; nearly all that I believed to
be real I thought grim and meaningless.”9

This need to further himself from
the imaginary would continue to rear its
head as he delved further into the fierce
rationalism of his teacher Mr. Kirkpatrick
and upon efforts to assume a new intel-
lectual presence at Oxford. Describing
his first two years, Lewis notes his
resolve: “There was to be no more pes-
simism, no more self-pity, no flirtations
with any idea of the supernatural, no
romantic delusions…. [G]ood sense meant,
for me at that moment, a retreat, almost
a panic-stricken flight, from all that sort
of romanticism which had hitherto been
the chief concern of my life.”10Among
other reasons for the distancing of his
imagination was a new intellectual move-
ment in psychology that was becoming
increasingly influential. Lewis writes:

[T]he new Psychology was at that time
sweeping through us all. We did not
swallow it whole (few people then did)
but we were all influenced. What we
were most concerned about was
“Fantasy” or “wishful thinking.”… 
Now what, I asked myself, were all 

To fully understand his love for the imaginary—indeed, to understand
Lewis himself—something must be said about the distinctively English
word Faery. It is not at all the land of delicate fairies that Walt Disney
would have us imagine. Nor is it simply imaginary, a story altogether
detached and unrelated to the world before us. Faery is, first, a place.
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my delectable mountains and western 
gardens but sheer Fantasies?… With
the confidence of a boy I decided I
had done with all that. No more
Avalon, no more Hesperides. I had
(this was very precisely the opposite of
the truth) “seen through” them. And I
was never going to be taken in again.11

WHEN FAITH IS 
WISHFUL THINKING
Perhaps understandably then, in a 
universe that is, “in the main, a very
regrettable institution,”12 there is no
room or reason for the fantastic. Still, 
the accusations of Renton and a long line
of far less amiable atheists argue that
where the Christian imagination possess-
es beauty and hope, it is because at heart
the Christian religion is about wish 
fulfillment—even if it is, as Renton pro-
poses, a beautiful, imaginative delusion. 

Of the many objections to
Christianity, it is this one that stands out
in my mind as troubling: that to be
Christian is to withdraw from the world
of reality, to follow fairy tales with wishful
hearts and myths that insist we stop
thinking and believe all will be right in
the end because God says so. In such a
vein, Karl Marx depicted Christianity as a
kind of drug that anesthetizes people to
the suffering in the world and the
wretchedness of life. Likewise, Sigmund
Freud claimed that belief in God func-
tions as an infantile dream that helps us
evade the pain and helplessness we both
feel and see around us. I don’t find these
critiques and others like them particular-
ly troubling because I find them accurate

Of the many objections to Christianity, it is this one that stands
out in my mind as troubling: that to be Christian is to withdraw
from the world of reality, to follow fairy tales with wishful
hearts and myths that insist we stop thinking and believe all will
be right in the end because God says so.

of the kingdom Jesus described. On the
contrary, I find them troubling because
there are times I want to live as if Freud
and Marx are quite right in their analyses.

I was a seminary student when the
abrupt news of cancer and jarring esti-
mates of time remaining pulled me out of
theology books and into my dad’s hospi-
tal room. The small church he attended
was pastored by an energetic man whose
bold prayers for healing chased doubt and
dread out of the room like the pigs Jesus
ran off a cliff. “Faith is being sure of what
you hope for and certain of what you do
not see.” He read this verse from
Hebrews 11:1 to us repeatedly, imploring
us to seize the promise of healing and to
cast out even the smallest sign of doubt
that our miracle would not happen. We
simultaneoulsy met with oncologists who
told us it would be unlikely for dad to live
more than six weeks. I had at my disposal
a faith and theology that could have
uttered so many different responses. But
we wanted the miracle so badly, I didn’t
dare. So as if we were participants in a
magic show doing our part for the trick,
we followed the rules, so much so that we
didn’t talk about funeral plans or prefer-
ences until it was too late. 

This was no doubt one moment when
the imagination of faith was more “wish-
ful thought” than anything else. Fear lived
more powerfully in that prayer than trust
or hope or even love. As a result, I know
all too well the critique of Christianity as
wish fulfilment to be a valid point, for in
this instance, it was: “Yes! ‘wish-fulfillment
dreams’ we spin to cheat/ our timid hearts
and ugly Fact defeat!” 13
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ing for his mother to be well again, for
home to be restored, and for someone to
hear this deep wish made its mark on his
imagination, nonetheless. A scene in The
Magician’s Nephew perhaps says more:

“Please—Mr. Lion—Aslan, Sir?”
said Digory working up the courage to
ask. “Could you—may I—please, will you
give me some magic fruit of this country
to make my mother well?”17

Digory, at this point in the story,
had brought about much disaster for
Aslan and his freshly created Narnia. But
he had to ask. In fact, he thought for a sec-
ond that he might attempt to make a deal
with Aslan. But quickly Digory realized
the lion was not the sort of person with
which one could try to make bargains.  

Lewis then recounts, “Up till then
the child had been looking at the lion’s
great front feet and the huge claws on
them. Now in his despair he looked up at
his face. And what he saw surprised him
as much as anything in his whole life. For
the tawny face was bent down near his
own and wonder of wonders great shining
tears stood in the lion’s eyes. They were
such big, bright tears compared with
Digory’s own that for a moment he felt as
if the lion must really be sorrier about his
mother than he was himself.”18

“My son, my son,” said Aslan. “I
know. Grief is great. Only you and I in
this land know that yet. Let us be good to
one another...”19

Christianity is indeed on some level
wishful thinking. For what planted in us
this longing, this ache of Joy? Yet it is far
from an invitation to live blind and
unconcerned with the world of suffering
around us, intent to tell feel-good stories
or to withdraw from the harder scenes of
life with fearful wishes. Digory discovers
in Aslan what the Incarnation offers the
world: a God who, in taking our embodi-
ment quite seriously, presents quite the
opposite of escapism. The story of Rachel
weeping for her slaughtered children

But this is not to say that wishing
my father would live was itself invalid,
that the hope we imagined was rootless,
or that there is not One who moves us to
wish in the first place. For indeed,
“Whence came the wish, and whence 
the power to dream?” continues J.R.R.
Tolkien in the poem that would capture
the doubting Lewis. In other words, if
the material view of the world is true,
why should we have such dreams in the
first place? As Lewis would write later,
using the same argument:
Do what they will, then, we remain
conscious of a desire which no natural
happiness will satisfy. But is there any
reason to suppose that reality offers
any satisfaction to it? Nor does the
being hungry prove that we have
bread. But I think it may be urged that
this misses the point. A man’s physical
hunger does not prove that that man
will get any bread; he may die of stava-
tion on a raft in the Atlantic. But surely
a man’s hunger does prove that he
comes of a race which repairs its body
by eating, and inhabits a world where 
eatable substances exist.14

For two young boys clinging togeth-
er in the hallway as adults whispered
about cancer and came and went from
their mother’s room, Flora Lewis’s death
was the event whereby “everything that
had made the house a home had failed
us.”15As his mother lay dying, nine-year-
old C.S. Lewis prayed that she would live.
Alan Jacob describes Jack’s prayer for her
recovery: “He had gotten the idea that
praying ‘in faith’ was a matter of convinc-
ing yourself that what you were asking for
would be granted. (After Flora had died
he strove to convince himself that God
would bring her back to life.)”16

Lewis insists the disappointment of
these failed prayers—not to a Savior or a
Judge but, like me, to something more of
a magician—was not formative to his
young sense of faith. No doubt the long-



[32] JUST THINKING • RAVI ZACHARIAS INTERNATIONAL MINISTRIES

beside the story of the birth of Jesus is
one glimpse among many that refuses to
let us sweep the suffering of the world
under the rug of unimportance. The fact
that it is included in the gospel that brings
us the hope of Christ is not only what
makes that hope endurable, but what sug-
gests Freud and Marx are entirely wrong.
Christ brings the kind of hope that can
reach even the most hopeless among us,
within even the darkest moments, when
timid hearts spin pained wishes. Jesus has
not overlooked the suffering of the world
or our deep longings within it anymore
than He has invited his followers to do so;
it is a part of the very story He tells. 

IMAGINATION AS EVIDENCE
Alex Renton’s initial discomfort toward
the meddling with the mechanism of his
daughter’s imagination gave way to
another idea. Instead of sitting Lulu
down and trying to explain that God was
not taking letters because God was not
real, he decided the burden of proof rest-
ed elsewhere. “There are people who
believe in God who ought to be able to
answer a fellow believer’s question. Some
of them are paid to do it. Lulu’s letter is
of their making, not mine. If they could
satisfy her, I would keep out of it. For the
time being.”20Renton turned to his
Christian friends first, who weren’t very
helpful, followed by several professionals
to whom he sent a jpeg of Lulu’s letter to
God. Two of the denominational leaders
did not reply. One sent a letter that
seemed to him theologically sound, but
not very conducive to a six year-old’s
imagination. The last reply came from
Lambeth Palace in the form of an email
from Archbishop Rowan Williams him-
self. It read,

Dear Lulu, Your dad sent on your 
letter and asked if I have any answers.
It’s a difficult one! But I think God
might reply a bit like this— 

Dear Lulu—Nobody invented me—but
lots of people discovered me and were quite
surprised. They discovered me when they
looked round at the world and thought it
was really beautiful or really mysterious
and wondered where it came from. They
discovered me when they were very very
quiet on their own and felt a sort of peace
and love they hadn’t expected. 
Then they invented ideas about me—

some of them sensible and some of them not
so sensible. From time to time I sent them
some hints—specially in the life of Jesus to
help them get closer to what I’m really like.
But there was nothing and nobody

around before me to invent me. Rather like
someone who writes a story in a book, I
started making up the story of the world
and eventually invented human beings like
you who could ask me awkward questions! 
And then he’d send you lots of love

and sign off.
I know he doesn’t usually write let-

ters, so I have to do the best I can on
his behalf. Lots of love from me too.21

Both Renton and Lulu were sincerely
touched, much more so than he ever

expected. And Lulu especially liked the
part about “God’s Story,” confessed
Renton. A world without that Story—and
the songs and stories that accompany it—
is indeed something to mourn. 

Whether compelling visions of a
six-year-old, inspiring music or architec-
ture, or comforting a child through the
loss of his mother, the power of the imag-
ination is often clear. But what of the
mere presence of the imagination? “I do
not think the resemblance between the
Christian and the merely imaginative
experience is accidental,” wrote Lewis. 
“I think that all things, in their way, reflect
heavenly truth, the imagination not
least.”22Certainly, this taste of a richer
fare was sensed in the formative imagina-
tions at which Lewis supped long before
he knew he was starving for their Host: 
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I believe I probably first loved God as an untame Lion, not
because the God I wished for was kinder than the God who
is, but because I did not yet see that my deficient vision of God
was the vision that needed a better imagination.
Chesterton had more sense than all
the other moderns put together; 
bating, of course, his Christianity.
Johnson was one of the few authors
whom I felt I could trust utterly; 
curiously enough, he had the same
kink. Spenser and Milton by a strange
coincidence had it too. Even among
ancient authors the same paradox was
to be found. The most religious (Plato,
Aeschylus, Virgil) were clearly those on
whom I could really feed. On the
other hand, those writers who did not
suffer from religion and with whom in
theory my sympathy ought to have
been complete— Shaw and Wells and
Mill and Gibbon and Voltaire— all
seemed a little thin; what as boys we
called “tinny.” It wasn’t that I didn’t
like them. They were all (especially
Gibbon) entertaining; but hardly
more. There seemed to be no depth 
in them. They were too simple. The
roughness and density of life did not
appear in their books.23

And while Lewis would come to see
that this “lower life of the imagination is
not a beginning of, nor a step toward, the
higher life of the spirit,”24 he was equally 
certain that God in God’s mercy could 
profoundly make it such a beginning. 

My own encounter of the great
imagination of C.S. Lewis is similar to a
testimony given at his funeral, namely,
that “his real power was not proof; it was
depiction. There lived in his writings a
Christian universe that could be both
thought and felt, in which he was at
home and in which he made his reader 
at home.”25 I believe I probably first

loved God as an untame Lion, not
because the God I wished for was kinder
than the God who is, but because I did
not yet see that my deficient vision of
God was the vision that needed a better
imagination. 

As Lewis later wrote of his intense
love of all Norse mythology, “[A]t the
time, Asgard and the Valkyries seemed to
me incomparably more important than
anything else in my experience…. More
shockingly, they seemed much more
important than my steadily growing
doubts about Christianity. This may have
been—in part, no doubt was—penal
blindness; yet that might not be the
whole story. If the Northernness seemed
then a bigger thing than my religion, that
may partly have been because my atti-
tude toward it contained elements which
my religion ought to have contained and
did not.”26

Even so, in moments of moral crisis,
we do not pause to ask what Jane Erye
would do, I once heard a writer say. She
had referenced the Brian Nichol’s story—
the gunman who went on a shooting
spree in Atlanta and ended up holding a
woman hostage in her apartment where
she read to him from The Purpose Drive
Life and eventually convinced him to turn
himself in. She then asked if this story
would have turned out the same if the
young girl had read to him from Moby
Dick or War and Peace or any of the great
classics of history. Her point was clear:
the influence of art and imagination is
usually not in the thick of things, but on
the margins of culture. It is not always
clear and obvious, but rather, often dense
and unsettling.
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And yet there are inarguably char-
acters and stories that indeed become of
moral significance, pulling us into worlds
that call for attention, compassion, and
consideration. Long before I had any idea
about the word “allegory”–or the concept
of good or bad literature–Narnian kings,
talking beavers, and the Queen of Glome
began appearing in my dreams, beckon-
ing me to another place. In the aftermath
of my dad’s death and subsequent disap-
pointment over my foolish embrace of a
fearful formula for the miracle we did not
get, it was Aslan’s empathetic tears for
Digory that came to mind when all seemed
lost. For Lewis, it was the bright shadow
coming out of a George MacDonald
book that found him mercifully in the
margins. “In the depth of my disgraces, 
in the then invincible ignorance of my
intellect, all this was given me without
asking, even without consent. That night
my imagination was, in a certain sense,
baptized; the rest of me, not unnaturally,
took longer. I had not the faintest notion
what I had let myself in for by buying
Phantastes.”27But the Spirit no doubt 
mercifully did.

It is quite true that a young materi-
alist or pessimist, atheist or agnostic who
wishes to stay this way cannot be too
careful in choosing what to read. God is
unscrupulous, as Lewis attests, willing to
use our own imaginations against us, our
own pens to probe the wounds. If imagi-
nation is not the property of materialism,
as I have argued, but the playground of
heaven, it is nonetheless not the thing
itself. But the hopeful signs of God’s own
compelling imagination are everywhere—
beautiful and terrible, inviting and trans-
forming. It is the encounter with the
Gate, not the signs along the way, that
transforms the journey. It is said that
Lewis became more like himself when he
finally kneeled and admitted that God
was God—“as though the key to his own
hidden and locked-away personality was
given to him.”28Everything was intensified

—his loves, his responses, Jack himself—
as the one brought in kicking and
screaming discovered in Christ and his
kingdom the world of Joy he had only
before heard feebly. The faint horns of
Elfland give way to the resounding glory
of the creator and wonders beyond our
imagining. 

Jill Carattini is managing editor of “A Slice
of Infinity” at RZIM.
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Beyond Mere Morality

Think Again

AS HUMAN BEINGS, we have the capacity to feel with
moral implications, to exercise the gift of imagination,
and to think in paradigms. We make judgments accord-
ing to the way we each individually view or interpret the
world around us. Even if we do not agree with each
other on what ought to be, we recognize that there must
be—and that there is—an “ought.” For example, we all

ought to behave in certain ways or else we cannot get along, which is why
we have laws. In short, we ascribe to ourselves freedom with boundaries.

Yet too often we shun boundaries because we feel impeded or we’re
afraid they will deprive us of what we think we really want. While we know
that freedom cannot be absolute, we still resist any notion of limitation … at
least for ourselves. 

The Bible does not mute its warning here. We are drawn like moths to
the flame towards that which often crosses known boundaries, that can
destroy, and yet we flirt with those dangers. But at the end of life, we seldom
hear regrets for not going into forbidden terrain. I do not know of anyone
who died as a Christian exercising self-control who wished he or she had
been an atheist or had lived an indulgent life. But I have known many in the
reverse situation. 

In this inconsistency we witness unintended consequences. As I have
noted before, I have little doubt that the single greatest obstacle to the
impact of the gospel has not been its inability to provide answers, but the
failure on our part to live it out. That failure not only robs us of our inner
peace but mars the intended light that a consistently lived life brings to the
one observing our message. 

After lecturing at a major American university, I was driven to the 
airport by the organizer of the event. I was quite jolted by what he told me.
He said, “My wife brought our neighbor last night. She is a medical doctor
and had not been to anything like this before. On their way home, my wife
asked her what she thought of it all.” He paused and then continued, “Do
you know what she said?” Rather reluctantly, I shook my head. “She said,
‘That was a very powerful evening. The arguments were very persuasive. I
wonder what he is like in his private life.’”

The answers were intellectually and existentially satisfying, but she 
still needed to know, did they really make a difference in the life of the one 
proclaiming them? G.K. Chesterton said, “The problem with Christianity 
is not that it has been tried and found wanting, but that it has been found
difficult and left untried.” The Irish evangelist Gypsy Smith once said,
“There are five Gospels. Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and the Christian, 
and some people will never read the first four.” In other words, the message
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is seen before it is heard. For any skeptic, the answers to their questions are not
enough; they look deeper, to the visible transformation of the one offering them.

Here we must bring a different caution. Christianity is definitively and
drastically different from all other religions. In every religion except Christianity,
morality is a means of attainment. No amount of goodness can justify us before

a sovereign God. The Christian message is 
a reminder that our true malady is one that
morality alone cannot solve. A transformed
heart by God’s grace is the efficacious
power that lifts us beyond mere morality. 
It is the richness of being right with God.
His grace makes up for what our wills 
cannot accomplish.

At its core, the call of Jesus is a bounti-
ful invitation to trust and freedom to live in
the riches of that relationship. I am only
free in as much as I can surrender to God
and trust Him to give me the purpose for
which my soul longs. This is the wonder 
and power of a redeemed heart. If I cannot
surrender and trust Him, I am not free. 
We must know to whom we belong and who
calls us all to the same purpose. Only when I
am at peace with God can I be at peace with

myself, and only then will I be at peace with my fellow humans and truly free.
I remember meeting a doctor from Pakistan several years ago. He was a

Muslim by birth and practice. He was invited to go to hear a Christian speaking
on the meaning of the gospel. He told me he didn’t really care much for 
what was being said, until the final two statements. The speaker said this: 
“In surrendering one wins; in dying one lives.” In surrendering to Christ we
have the victory over sin. In dying to self, Christ then lives within us. 

When that crucified life is seen, men and women are drawn to the Savior
because they see what the gospel does in a surrendered heart. That witness
lives within the boundaries our Lord set for us and takes us beyond mere
morality to the life of the soul that is set free. 

Warm Regards,

Ravi
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The Christian message is a
reminder that our true malady

is one that morality alone cannot
solve. A transformed heart by

God’s grace is the efficacious
power that lifts us beyond mere

morality. It is the richness 
of being right with God. His
grace makes up for what our

wills cannot accomplish.
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