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RENASCENCE

The controversy over modernism and in particular the furor that met 
Pius X’s 1907 Syllabus and encyclical letter Pascendi sheds light 
on the protean figure of G. K. Chesterton who stands so prominent-

ly in the transition between the Second and Third Spring of the English 
Catholic revival. Over the course of its magisterial teaching the papacy 
described two different modernisms and prescribed two distinct Thomistic 
antidotes: Pius IX’s nineteenth-century Syllabus of Errors addressed po-
litical modernism attacking the Church from without; Pius X’s twentieth-
century Syllabus took aim at philosophical modernism destroying Chris-
tian theology from within. This two-front battle with modernism had the 
unintended consequence of separating Thomas’s political thought from his 
metaphysical thought, creating two distinct Thomisms — social doctrine 
Thomism and metaphysical Thomism.1 It becomes apparent, in light of 
this trajectory of the modernist controversy, that Chesterton’s influence on 
twentieth-century converts was due largely to the fact that he elaborated 
the metaphysical critique of modernism in a way that earlier converts had 
not. “Newman gave . . . extraordinarily graphic descriptions of the actual 
mental steps involved in giving consent on the basis of common sense, 
but never probed into the philosophy of common sense” (Jaki 237). Ches-
terton, however, was forced to go one step further than Newman, to dive 
for the philosophy of common sense. The translation and promotion of 
Nietzsche’s work in English by Chesterton’s editor at The New Age, A. R. 
Orage, provided a crucial impetus for this recovery of the philosophical 
praeambula fidei, a recovery which was to be the central project for the 
new apologetics of the twentieth century (Coates 20-46). “The Edwardian 
cultural crisis was an epistemological crisis and Orthodoxy Chesterton’s 
most sustained answer to it” (Quinn 517).

At the center of Orthodoxy, his personal conversion narrative published 
in 1908 in the midst of the English reception of Pius X’s 1907 Syllabus 
and encyclical letter Pascendi, Chesterton vividly expressed the connec-
tion between natural theology and natural law, between metaphysics and 
social doctrine: “The truth is that the western energy that dethrones tyrants 
has been directly due to the western theology that says “‘I am I, thou art 
thou’ . . . By insisting on the immanence of God we get introspection, self-
isolation, quietism, social indifference — Tibet. By insisting especially 
on the transcendence of God we get wonder, curiosity, moral and politi-
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cal adventure, righteous indignation — Christendom” (339-340). Wilfred 
Ward, reviewing Orthodoxy for the Dublin Review in 1908, immediately 
recognized that Chesterton had dug back into the tradition to unearth the 
rock beneath Newman’s common sense. Ward wrote that Chesterton quite 
simply retraced arguments Newman had traversed, “but in his record of 
the way in which these arguments presented themselves to him, and of 
the way they drove out modern theories too shallow to stand against them, 
we have most timely evidence of the ever-living power of thoughts not in 
themselves new” (qtd. in Scotti 82-5).2

The Chestertonian project of unrelentingly connecting the metaphysi-
cal underpinnings and the superstructure of social doctrine — a project he 
continued in his post-conversion writing on St. Francis and St. Thomas 
and in his great work Everlasting Man (1925) — had the additional effect 
of cracking open the shell of the somewhat ghettoized Victorian English 
Catholic intellectual community. The “two Thomisms” approach created 
a dichotomy between metaphysical debates carried out within the Catho-
lic community and social doctrine used as a sword to protect the Church 
in a hostile external political environment. Chesterton closed the divide 
between the languages spoken internally and externally by Catholics and 
opened the discussion to a more universal and popular audience. During 
the period of World War II and the Cold War many non-Catholics — C. S. 
Lewis, George Orwell, Winston Churchill, Mortimer Adler — picked up 
elements of the Chestertonian-Thomistic nexus for the defense of liberty 
in the West. Chesterton thus helped to make the natural theology/natural 
law nexus the common heritage of the “English-speaking peoples” — a 
kind of “mere Christianity” or generic orthodoxy at the core of the West-
ern cultural tradition. 

The first section of this paper suggests that Chesterton grasped the need 
to make explicit the metaphysical foundation of Newman’s thought 

while reading William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience in 
the midst of the Pascendi controversy. The second section is a reading 
of Orthodoxy, distinguishing two main parts to that work: Chesterton’s 
diagnosis of the epistemological crisis and account of the “metaphysical 
suggestion” offered by Christian revelation — a philosophical praeam-
bula fidei — and the apology for the historic Christian church which he 
considers the “grammar of religious assent” proper. The book proceeds 
in diptych chapter sets. “The Maniac” and “The Suicide of Thought” are 
a review of modern philosophical movements, answered by “The Ethics 
of Elfland” and “The Flag of the World,” which present the metaphysical-
ethical answer of the Christian tradition to the dilemmas of modern philos-

ophy. “The Paradoxes of Christianity” and “Revolution” provide a histori-
cal overview of Christian culture, before “The Romance of Orthodoxy” 
and “Authority and the Adventurer” deal directly with the act of faith in the 
teaching authority of the Christian church. This reading aims to show that 
it is hard to over-estimate the influence of Newman on Chesterton.

1908 was a difficult time to respond to a public challenge about what 
one meant by claiming to be an English Catholic. Chesterton could not 
simply ignore the impassioned debate over the Oxford Movement that 
arose in light of Pascendi because his encounter with his wife Frances’s 
Anglo-Catholic faith was at the center of his personal religious journey. 
What might have been a fairly straightforward explanation of “how I per-
sonally came to believe” quickly became for Chesterton an adjudication 
of the religious sensibility of the “English-speaking peoples,” making 
“The Adventures of G. K. C. in Search of Religion” into a public event 
of some magnitude (O. M. Hueffer, “A Talk Before the Event,” T.P.’s 
Weekly, 11 Sept. 1908).3

The debate over Newman and the Oxford Movement was framed thus. 
On the one hand, William James, in his Gifford Lectures at Edinburgh in 
1902, published and widely read as Varieties of Religious Experience, had 
placed Newman firmly in the camp of Roman Catholic orthodoxy and 
beyond the pale of English thought. James dismissed the cosmological 
argument for the existence of God as the work of “Continental” philoso-
phers who had a phobia of the inductive method that was “the chief glory 
of English and Scottish philosophy.” James’s centerpiece for illustrating 
the foreign philosophical approach was Newman’s affirmation of a “SCI-
ENCE OF GOD” (Newman, The Idea of the University, Discourse II. 7, 
qtd. in James, Varieties Lecture 18: 340). “Minds of the type of New-
man’s,” James wrote, that clung to “orthodox philosophical theology” as 
prescribed by the manuals and textbooks “published since Pope Leo’s En-
cyclical recommending the study of Saint Thomas” were not to be consid-
ered as standing within the fairly broad range of English religious sensi-
bility. Only “minds like Newman’s” could heap up a litany of praises to 
God as Creator of the material universe as the “heathen priests” heaped 
up the “jewels and ornaments that blaze upon their idols” (James, Vari-
eties “Lecture 18: Philosophy,” 340 and “Lecture 19: Other Characteris-
tics,” 346, 342, 357). On the other hand, in the wake of Pascendi, English 
Catholics like Wilfred Ward worried openly about the apparent absence of 
precisely any such exposition of orthodox philosophical theology in New-
man’s work. Ward thought Newman relied more on a Butlerian “appeal of 
Catholicism to human nature” and a “proof of Christianity from the need 
of religion.” If Pascendi demanded something more than this with regard 
to the praeambula fidei, it was not clear to Ward that Newman’s Grammar 
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of the religious sensibility of the “English-speaking peoples,” making 
“The Adventures of G. K. C. in Search of Religion” into a public event 
of some magnitude (O. M. Hueffer, “A Talk Before the Event,” T.P.’s 
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1902, published and widely read as Varieties of Religious Experience, had 
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Catholics like Wilfred Ward worried openly about the apparent absence of 
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man’s work. Ward thought Newman relied more on a Butlerian “appeal of 
Catholicism to human nature” and a “proof of Christianity from the need 
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of Assent would not stand condemned (Ward to the Duke of Norfolk, 2 and 
10 Oct. 1907, qtd. in Scotti 70-71).4

Faced with this debate, Chesterton reread William James and then 
John Henry Newman.5 One might say that “The Adventures of G. K. C. 
in Search of Religion” took place within the covers of William James’s 
Varieties of Religious Experience, because, guided by James’s sharp eye 
for even a hint of natural theology, Chesterton became convinced (contra 
Ward) that Newman’s understanding of the act of faith lay firmly within 
the scope of the norms laid down by Pascendi. In an article on “The De-
cline of the Oxford Movement” in the Nation in December 1907, he wrote, 
“If you suppose that Newman thought . . . that the devotion to a person was 
adequate (in the absence of the cosmic philosophy of the Christian), I can 
only say, with respect as well as regret that I am afraid you have ‘heard of 
Newman’ — and that is all.” Moreover, when challenged in public to state 
his own understanding of English Christianity, Chesterton chose to appro-
priate Newman’s apology as a model for his own confession of faith. This 
appropriation signaled an important moment in his conversion.

While William James’s normative description of the twice-born reli-
gious experience relied heavily on evangelical Exodus-inspired narratives, 
Newman’s description of his reception into the Catholic Church as “com-
ing into port after a rough sea” placed the emphasis of his conversion story 
on the final “perfect peace and contentment” of the homecoming to a Troy 
new-founded. He described the Catholic Church as a well-established 
city under whose broad jurisdiction whole provinces and peoples abide in 
peace: “It could not act in its own province, unless it had the right to act 
out of it. It could not defend religious truth, without claiming for that truth 
what may be called its pomoeria; or to take another illustration, without 
acting as we act, as a nation, in claiming as our own, not only the land on 
which we live, but what are called British waters.” Here was a moment of 
decision for Chesterton. As a poet he understood that form must match 
content and he discerned the peculiar poetic fittingness of the homecom-
ing metaphor to Newman’s understanding of the act of faith. “The whole 
theory” as Chesterton put it, was that “Rome was home” and always had 
been. “By the theory called Anglo-Catholic, the Catholic Church in Eu-
rope cannot be the enemy. The whole theory is that . . . the English Church 
is a part of it. Such a High Churchman does not leave the Church of Eng-
land because he discovers for the first time that the Church of Rome is 
Catholic. He leaves the Church of England because he discovers that the 
Church of England is Protestant.” Newman traced his conversion to his re-
alization that the English notion of a historic Via Media between Antiquity 
and Catholicity was historically untenable, to the moment he found St. 
Augustine, so important to the English Reformers as the primary authority 

of Antiquity, testifying to the authority of Catholicity in the Donatist con-
troversy of the fourth century. St. Augustine’s resounding axiom “securus 
judicat orbis terrarum,” dissipated the Via Media for Newman: “Here was 
Antiquity testifying in behalf of Catholicity” (Newman, Apologia Pro Vita 
Sua 212, 213, 229).

Chesterton recognized that Newman traced his conversion to Rome 
to a moment of disillusionment with the English pretense of alienation 
from Catholic Christendom; he saw his conversion as reversion, his turn 
as return.6 In Orthodoxy, Chesterton chose to follow Newman’s shift from 
the biblical typology of evangelical conversion narratives to classical allu-
sions, from Exodus to Aeneid, from desert wandering to sea-faring, from 
departure to homecoming — a considerable paradigm shift in the meta-
phorical clothing of English conversion narratives. Chesterton sympatheti-
cally imitated the idiosyncratic homecoming theme of Newman’s conver-
sion story, indeed caricatured it, popularized it, and made it the common 
coin of speech for a new generation of Catholic converts. Orthodoxy, he 
proclaimed blithely, would be “a romance about an English yachtsman 
who slightly miscalculated his course and discovered England under the 
impression that it was a new island in the South Seas,” a tale of the adven-
tures of “the man who landed (armed to the teeth and talking by signs) to 
plant the British flag on that barbaric temple which turned out to be the Pa-
vilion at Brighton” (211). In his personal intellectual odyssey, Chesterton 
would traverse a Jamesian variety of religious experiences only to arrive at 
Newman’s allegiance to catholic or universal human tradition — the “de-
mocracy of the dead” (251). He sailed around the empire on which the sun 
never set and laid claim to the island of England — the home of liberty. He 
set off in hopes of discovering a new theology that would provide the best 
practical basis for English liberalism and English democracy, and worked 
his way round to “the central Christian theology (sufficiently summarized 
in the Apostle’s Creed)” (215). The Catholic orthodoxy that he had been 
taught to think the most exotic, the most foreign to his own tradition as 
an Englishman, turned out to be the very substance of their national life, 
the proper soil for that historic liberty that was the glory of the English-
speaking peoples. As he rather grandiosely proclaimed, “I am the man in a 
yacht. I discovered England . . . I was the first to find Europe” (213-214). 
Chesterton thus followed Newman’s cautious lead with a firm, enthusiastic 
step and his readers fully grasped the theological significance of his adop-
tion of the homecoming metaphor.7

More importantly, in Orthodoxy Chesterton proceeded to elaborate 
on Newman’s idea of the pomoeria, the “British waters,” the praeambula 
fidei. His rediscovered home territory was not only the supernatural rev-
elation handed down by the magisterial teaching of the Church, but also a 
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humane philosophical tradition — assent to reality, common sense itself 
— that was preserved within the orbit of the Church. In his Grammar of 
Assent Newman had trusted more to the common sense or sensus fidei of 
ordinary Christian believers throughout the ages than to the writings of the 
philosophers of his day, saying with a certain catholic daring, “In proof of 
certainty, it is enough to appeal to the common voice of mankind.” In his 
study of the assent of faith he attempted to plumb the depths of the unas-
suming certainty of the many, the meek, his own brother priests. Chester-
ton too had been struck by the metaphysical depths of an Irish priest, Fr. 
John O’Connor, whom he met on a tramp across the moors and who had 
launched a career as a detective fiction writer out of exploring his mind 
in the Father Brown Mysteries. In one of the most famous passages in 
Orthodoxy, Chesterton claimed to have derived his “personal philosophy 
or natural religion” from that great human tradition that united antiquity 
and catholicity:

Tradition is only democracy extended through time. It is trusting to 
a consensus of common human voices rather than to some isolated 
or arbitrary record . . . If we attach great importance to the opin-
ion of ordinary men in great unanimity when we are dealing with 
daily matters, there is no reason why we should disregard it when 
we are dealing with history or fable. Tradition may be defined as 
an extension of the franchise. Tradition means giving votes to the 
most obscure of all classes, our ancestors. It is the democracy of 
the dead. (250-251)

Chesterton believed one ought to try to trace continuity, not only in the 
ecclesiology and magisterial teaching of the Church, but in the habits of 
Christian peoples, the culture of Christian nations, all the movements of 
Christian civilization — in short, in “historic Christianity with all its sins 
on its head” as he had called it in Heretics. Reviewers recognized that 
Chesterton’s “case for Christianity,” like Newman’s, was essentially “a 
matter of history,” a matter of the Christian tradition’s historic fidelity to 
a metaphysical insight with profound consequences for individual and so-
cial life (“G.K.C. His Apology,” Pall Mall Gazette, 25 September 1908).8

In the first of the dyptich chapter sets of Orthodoxy, “The Maniac” and 
“The Suicide of Thought,” Chesterton reiterates the argument in favor, 
not so much of theology, as of philosophy, that James could have found 
clearly laid out in Newman’s Idea of the University had he read with a 
less jaundiced eye. Chesterton argues that “the authority of reason . . . 
needs defense” against a pathological modern contraction of its domain, 
the imprisonment of the full, sane, lay human mind in one scientific dis-
cipline or another, and ultimately in the even more dangerous isolation 
of ultimate skepticism (235).

In “The Maniac” Chesterton resists the hubris of the empirical sci-
ences with their all-encompassing explanatory claims, each discipline 
stretching its own “thin explanation” to cover all things. While the materi-
alist, viewing the world as a “spotless machine,” cannot explain “fighting 
peoples, proud mothers, first love, or fear upon the sea . . . hope, courage, 
poetry, initiative, all that is human,” the common man sanely admits both 
“a considerable amount of settled order and inevitable development” and 
“that the universe is manifold.”

In “The Suicide of Thought” Chesterton rejects the false humility of 
philosophy, which has meekly accepted denigration of its former position 
as the “science of sciences,” meekly becoming one of the many particular 
sciences, narrowing its range of enquiry to a single, self-subverting epis-
temological question. The self-limitation of philosophy — through the 
metaphysics of becoming and progressive ethics, nominalism and prag-
matic ethics — is, like the expansionist claims of the material sciences, 
consciously “inhuman,” opposed to ordinary human thought, judgment, 
and speech, “making nonsense of the human sense of actual fact . . . of the 
human sense of actual choice.” It is “crippling in practice” and ultimately 
opposed to freedom of thought: “One set of thinkers can in some degree 
prevent further thinking by teaching the next generation that there is no va-
lidity in any human thought.” The natural response to this rationalist dead 
end is an escape into voluntarism, but this “sortie” fails: “Exactly as com-
plete free thought involves the doubting of thought itself, so acceptance of 
mere ‘willing’ really paralyzes the will.”

Chesterton is left to conclude the absurdity of the notion of “reason 
used without root, reason in a void.” As Newman said in the Grammar of 
Assent, “It is absurd to break up the whole structure of our knowledge, 
which is the glory of the human intellect, because the intellect is not infal-
lible in its conclusions” (187). Common sense finds the universe math-
ematical, but not strictly mathematical, intelligible but existing beyond 
the human mind’s comprehension of it. While laboring to understand how 
various parts of knowledge fit together, one cannot throw out the pieces of 
actual reality that do not fit into one’s intellectual scheme. The test of both 
sanity and truth is not logical consistency between two ideas or the coher-
ence of an explanatory system, but rather fidelity to one’s encounter with 
the particular, the unique, the actual.

In the next chapter set — the crucial chapters for my argument here — 
Chesterton begins with Newman’s distinction between nominal and real 

assent — notional assent to abstract or logical inferences and assent proper 
to real things. There is, he says, a “distinction between a law of reason 
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humane philosophical tradition — assent to reality, common sense itself 
— that was preserved within the orbit of the Church. In his Grammar of 
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certainty, it is enough to appeal to the common voice of mankind.” In his 
study of the assent of faith he attempted to plumb the depths of the unas-
suming certainty of the many, the meek, his own brother priests. Chester-
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we are dealing with history or fable. Tradition may be defined as 
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the dead. (250-251)
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Chesterton’s “case for Christianity,” like Newman’s, was essentially “a 
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plete free thought involves the doubting of thought itself, so acceptance of 
mere ‘willing’ really paralyzes the will.”

Chesterton is left to conclude the absurdity of the notion of “reason 
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ematical, but not strictly mathematical, intelligible but existing beyond 
the human mind’s comprehension of it. While laboring to understand how 
various parts of knowledge fit together, one cannot throw out the pieces of 
actual reality that do not fit into one’s intellectual scheme. The test of both 
sanity and truth is not logical consistency between two ideas or the coher-
ence of an explanatory system, but rather fidelity to one’s encounter with 
the particular, the unique, the actual.

In the next chapter set — the crucial chapters for my argument here — 
Chesterton begins with Newman’s distinction between nominal and real 

assent — notional assent to abstract or logical inferences and assent proper 
to real things. There is, he says, a “distinction between a law of reason 
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and the mere fact . . . a sharp distinction between the science of mental 
relations and the science of physical facts.” Facts, “actual things that hap-
pened,” should not be regarded as necessary or inevitable, but dealt with 
in a “philosophic manner,” inspiring “elementary wonder . . . the ancient 
instinct of astonishment . . . a leap of interest and amazement . . . a sense 
of the arbitrariness of the fact and its mystery.” Chesterton cuts through 
William James’s lumping of “scholastics and idealists” with the Thomistic 
distinction between essence and existing, the base on which the Thomistic 
cosmological proof of the existence of God rests. Chesterton distinguishes 
the proper doubt that launches philosophy from the neo-platonic Cartesian 
doubt that lies at the root of skepticism. True philosophic wonder is not 
doubt regarding the evidence of the senses, but rather the clear knowledge 
that one’s concepts or one’s account of secondary causes cannot capture 
the full actuality of an existing thing. Prior to our attempts at grasping the 
intelligibility, form, design, or laws of the universe, the mind acknowl-
edges the universe itself — the unitary fact of the mystery of its existing. 
“Existing” is not an idea accessible to the human mind; it is not an idea, a 
law, a principle, or an a priori category. Chesterton suggests that it is this 
existing of the universe in all its variety that launches true, common-sense 
philosophic doubt. This is the “true agnosticism” of the liberal mind — 
this sense of the fundamental inadequacy of a string of historical causes 
to explain fully the existence of a thing or any actual event, this grasp of 
the remainder of contingency, the absence of final and absolute necessity, 
leaves the door open to free will — to the possibility of human free will 
as a cause within history and of a divine, creative free will beyond his-
tory. Chesterton’s “personal philosophy” in “The Ethics of Elfland” be-
gins and ends in what Jacques Maritain called the “avowal of ignorance,” 
the perpetual wonder that keeps the human mind open to reality as a di-
vine revelation. Just as Newman held up the “wild living intellect of man” 
against those who are “too well inclined to sit at home, instead of stirring 
themselves to inquire whether a revelation has been given,” Chesterton 
addressed his book only to those able to sustain their sense of intellectual 
wonder, their drive for adventure and the thrill of discovery.

Yet, (and this was the burden of “The Flag of the World”), as it is the 
tendency of the human mind to abandon the habit of philosophic wonder 
and posit a premature fullness of understanding based on “mere associa-
tions,” there is an ethical component to the assent to reality. Faced with 
the repetition of facts, one must struggle to maintain a “true agnosticism,” 
an expression of genuine ignorance with regard to “the arbitrariness of 
the fact and its mystery.” Words attempt to capture the essence or form of 
a thing, the laws of grammar and logic apply to human concepts, but the 
actual existing of the thing remains “weird” no matter how many times 

its existence is noted and its essence grasped. Ideas and laws, patterns or 
natures are the type of intelligibility naturally the object of human intel-
ligence, making it easy to focus on repetitious ideas, to manipulate them, 
connect them, become jaded by them, and forget that they do not explain 
their own existing. “All the terms used in the science books, ‘law,’ ‘neces-
sity,’ ‘order,’ ‘tendency,’ and so on, are really unintellectual, because they 
assume an inner synthesis, which we do not possess.” The intellectual dan-
ger is in denying the existence of things simply because we do not know 
the law by which things exist — “a law implies that we know the nature 
of the generalization; not merely that we have noticed some of its effects.” 
Internal coherence, logical completeness, harmony between parts are ele-
ments of truth, so once a certain order or harmony has been apprehended, 
the mind is tempted to discard other facts that do not fit into its beautiful 
scheme. Having grasped one perspective of order in the universe, the mind 
is tempted to rest prematurely in the particular order thus comprehended. 
Chesterton saw scientism and aestheticism as the twin temptations of his 
adolescence, but he knew that these were expressions of an exhaustion of 
the mind that was not a historic problem confined to the 1890s. The insane 
optimism about the capacity of the human mind to control the universe 
for its own benefit followed by an insane withdrawal from all possibility 
of attaining any knowledge and a final denial of the real existence of the 
universe; these constituted a perennial temptation to the mind. The young, 
healthy mind’s “philosophic” assent to reality, Chesterton suggests, be-
comes exhausted when faced with the vastness of time and space. The 
mathematical, measuring, counting element of the mind tires before the 
universe: the repetition of things and happenings, the sheer size of the 
universe wears down the mind’s natural response of wonder. The mind 
becomes tired in the face of the labor of ratiocination on the reality ap-
prehended by the intellect. Man tires of thinking even as he sometimes 
tires of living. What suicide is to life, refusal to assent to reality is to the 
life of the mind. The ethical injunction against suicide is at the center of 
Chesterton’s argument in Orthodoxy and in this chapter — it is the center 
of his natural philosophy and the central resonance he finds between that 
natural philosophy and the Christian faith. At the core of this chapter is the 
identification of an intellectual virtue, the philosophic habit of mind, and 
an intellectual vice, the “suicide of thought.” Chesterton points out that the 
primary ethical injunction of conscience is to assent to reality,

In the Grammar of Assent Newman had suggested that the key to 
maintaining the philosophic assent to reality was distinguishing clearly 
between the aesthetic sense and the moral sense. Aesthetic taste “is its 
own evidence, appealing to nothing beyond its own sense of the beautiful 
or the ugly.” The conscience speaks over and above the aesthetic sense 
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just as philosophy speaks over and above the particular method of any one 
discipline. Unlike the aesthetic sense, the moral sense speaks of a standard 
beyond itself, in reality, an objective judgment. This distinction between 
aesthetic taste and the moral injunction of conscience to pursue happiness 
through fidelity to the truth is at the center of Newman’s conversion nar-
rative, his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, where he famously turns his back on 
the beauty of his Anglican home in order to pursue the truth on the open 
sea — “There used to be much snap-dragon growing on the walls oppo-
site my freshman rooms there, and I had for years taken it as the emblem 
of my own perpetual residence even unto death in my University. On the 
morning of the 23rd I left the Observatory. I have never seen Oxford since, 
excepting its spires, as they are seen from the railway.” For Newman, the 
voice of conscience was the first enlightenment of the mind — “I have 
never sinned against the light.” Reading the Apologia closely, Chesterton 
recognized the importance of this passage for Newman. He marveled at 
Newman’s ability to transform a simple account of “how he left living at 
some college and went to live in some settlement” into such a testimony 
to what one achieves by such a detachment from one’s own particular aes-
thetic judgment in order to seek the objective judgment of reason — “the 
seeing of all things as wonderful, the thing for which Whitman strove and 
which he did not perfectly attain” (Chesterton, “The Style of Newman”). 
Whitman had been Chesterton’s youthful hero, as he acknowledged in the 
dedicatory poem in The Man Who Was Thursday, which he published si-
multaneously with Orthodoxy, so this recognition of Whitman’s project 
completed in Newman is a crucial testimony to the homecoming quality 
of Chesterton’s conversion.

What enabled this assent to “all things as wonderful” that was the root 
of all intellectual inquiry? What preserved this youthful ardor for 

facts, the Robinson Crusoe-like love of inventorying the bits and pieces 
of the universe? What could allow the mind to remain true to “the flag 
of existence,” to be faithful to a cosmic patriotism, a primary loyalty, a 
primary devotion, a transcendental tie, a supernatural loyalty to things? 
Where was the stable foundation on which one could root a cosmic oath 
of allegiance?

The eighteenth-century theories of the social contract in so far as 
they meant that there is at the back of all historic government an 
idea of content and co-operation, were demonstrably right; but 
they really were wrong, in so far as they suggested that men had 
ever aimed at order or ethics directly by a conscious exchange of 

interests. Morality did not begin by one man saying to another, “I 
will not hit you if you do not hit me”; there is no trace of such a 
transaction. There IS a trace of both men having said, “We must 
not hit each other in the holy place” . . . The history of the Jews is 
the only early document known to most Englishmen, and the facts 
can be judged sufficiently from that. (Chesterton, “The Flag of the 
World,” Orthodoxy 271)

The primary holy place of that early Jewish tradition is the place where 
man encounters “I AM,” where he discovers that “There is an IS!” Ches-
terton concludes that the great human tradition that sustains “the liberal 
doctrine of a self-governing humanity” rests on this “metaphysical sugges-
tion” — a strangely precise formulation — the “metaphysical suggestion” 
contained in a face-to-face encounter with Being as Being. This was the 
most oft-quoted passage from the text, the passage that drew the attention 
of all contemporary reviewers:

Christianity suddenly stepped in and offered a singular answer . . . 
This answer was like the slash of a sword; it sundered; it did not 
in any sense sentimentally unite. Briefly, it divided God from the 
cosmos. That transcendence and distinctness of the deity which 
some Christians now want to remove from Christianity, was re-
ally the only reason why anyone wanted to be a Christian . . . I 
shall indicate only briefly this great metaphysical suggestion . . . 
The root phrase for all Christian theism was this, that God was a 
creator, as an artist is a creator. A poet is so separate from his poem 
that he himself speaks of it as a little thing he has "thrown off." 
Even in giving it forth he has flung it away. This principle that all 
creation and procreation is a breaking off is at least as consistent 
through the cosmos as the evolutionary principle that all growth is 
a branching out. A woman loses a child even in having a child. All 
creation is separation. Birth is as solemn a parting as death. It was 
the prime philosophic principle of Christianity that this divorce in 
the divine act of making (such as severs the poet from the poem 
or the mother from the new-born child) was the true description of 
the act whereby the absolute energy made the world. (Chesterton, 
“The Flag of the World,” Orthodoxy 281)

For Chesterton, the Jewish story of an encounter with a transcendent di-
vine creator of all being was the core of orthodoxy. The Christian story of 
divine incarnation reiterated definitively that primary revelation in the face 
of humanity’s perennially imminent oblivion of it.
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Many reviewers responded with an exasperated Jamesian objec-
tion to this definition of orthodoxy: “He has overlooked the fact that 
the creation of the world by a personal Deity was revealed to mankind 
long before the birth of Christianity”; “All these views were old when 
Christianity was new, and to rediscover them, be they true or false, is 
not to rediscover Christianity”; “What Mr. Chesterton defends is not 
orthodox Christianity in the full sense at all, but merely one or two of 
the fundamentals common to all religion.” But most readers found that 
“the strength of the book is outside the walls of theology, for it outflanks 
them. It is outside the Churches, for it is above them.” They agreed with 
Chesterton that “the soil from which all doctrine springs” is “reverent 
amazement” before the reality of being, that the goodness of creation 
and dignity of the human person is the “soul of religion,” and that “the 
doctrine of God’s transcendence . . . is the touchstone of Christian theol-
ogy.” They hailed Chesterton, rather resoundingly, as both “absolutely 
orthodox” and utterly English — “a sort of philosophical W. S. Gilbert” 
and a “national asset.”9

In the second half of Orthodoxy Chesterton turns from philosophical as-
sent to reality in general to the question of the assent of faith, which was 

the main quarry of Newman’s own study in the Grammar of Assent. In the 
third chapter set Chesterton considers the Christian church as a historic 
reality, a Thing, which has attempted to remain loyal to the philosophical 
“orthodoxy” he outlined in the first part of the book. The “prime philo-
sophic principle of Christianity,” the doctrine of a transcendent creator, 
gave a mysterious, ever-renewed force to “the great truism . . . the meson 
or balance of Aristotle” (296). Against all the hubris and despair of the 
intellect through the ages, the Christian church reiterated the injunction: 
“Let him say anything about man short of blaspheming the original aim of 
his being . . . He must not say that man qua man can be valueless” (299). 
The history of Christianity, Chesterton said, could be summarized as the 
history of the defense and elaboration of its original mythical insight. His 
grand summation of the long history of the defense and elaboration of that 
doctrine reads like a Dickensian caricature of Newman’s famous last ser-
mon at Oxford on “The History of the Formation of any Catholic Dogma.” 
Newman had written:

What a remarkable sight it is, as almost all unprejudiced persons 
will admit, to trace the course of [a theological] controversy, from 
its first disorders to its exact and determinate issue. Full of deep 
interest, to see how the great idea takes hold of a thousand minds 
by its living force, and will not be ruled or stinted, but is ‘like a 

burning fire,’ as the Prophet speaks, ‘shut up’ within them, till they 
are ‘weary of forbearing, and cannot stay,’ and grows in them, and 
at length is born through them, perhaps in a long course of years, 
and even successive generations; so that the doctrine may rather 
be said to use the minds of Christians, than to be used by them. 
Wonderful it is to see with what effort, hesitation, suspense, inter-
ruption — with how many swayings to the right and to the left — 
with how many reverses, yet with what certainty of advance, with 
what precision in its march, and with what ultimate completeness, 
it has been evolved; till the whole truth ‘self-balanced on its centre 
hung,’ part answering to part, one absolute, integral, indissoluble, 
while the world lasts! Wonderful, to see how heresy has but thrown 
that idea into fresh forms, and drawn out from it farther develop-
ments, with an exuberance which exceeded all questioning and a 
harmony which baffled all criticism, like Him, its Divine Author. 
(316-317)

Chesterton echoed him in a more humorous vein:

This is the thrilling romance of Orthodoxy. People have fallen into 
the foolish habit of speaking of orthodoxy as something heavy, 
humdrum and safe. There never was anything so perilous or so 
exciting as orthodoxy. It was sanity: and to be sane is more dra-
matic than to be mad. It was the equilibrium of a man riding be-
hind madly rushing horses, seeming to stoop this way and to sway 
that, yet in every attitude having the grace of statuary and accuracy 
of arithmetic. The church in its early days went fierce and fast as 
any warhorse; yet it is utterly unhistoric to say that she merely 
went mad along one idea, like a vulgar fanaticism. She swerved 
to left and right, so exactly as to avoid enormous obstacles. She 
left on one hand the huge bulk of Arianism, buttressed by all the 
worldly powers to make Christianity too worldly. The next instant 
she was swerving to avoid orientalism, which would have made it 
too unworldly. The orthodox church never took the tame course or 
accepted the conventions; the orthodox church was never respect-
able. It would have been easier to have accepted the earthly power 
of the Arians. It would have been easy, in the Calvinistic seven-
teenth century, to fall into the bottomless pit of predestination. It 
is easy to be a madman: it is easy to be a heretic. It is always easy 
to let the age have its head; the difficult thing is to keep one’s own. 
It is always easy to be a modernist; as it is easy to be a snob. To 
have fallen into any of those open traps of error or exaggeration 
which fashion after fashion and sect after sect set along the historic 
path of Christendom — that would indeed have been simple. It is 
always simple to fall; there are an infinity of angles at which one 
falls, only one at which one stands. To have fallen into any one of 
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the fads from Gnosticism to Christian Science would indeed have 
been obvious and tame. But to have avoided them all has been 
one whirling adventure; and to my vision the heavenly chariot flies 
thundering through the ages, the dull heresies sprawling and pros-
trate, the wild truth reeling but erect. (305-306)

It is this strange consistency, this historic ahistorical continuity, that gives 
the lie to the claim of modernists like James that Christianity is simply one 
of a variety of religious expressions of a more universal “essential ethical 
common sense.” Modernists tried to denigrate Christianity as a limited 
sect in comparison to the “one great unconscious church of all humanity 
founded on the omnipresence of the human conscience,” or “the brother-
hood of all men in possession of a moral sense.” But the modern case for 
universality always seemed to exclude very natural, universal, or com-
mon moral attitudes like heroic patriotism, righteous anger, and magnifi-
cent mercifulness. “What we want is not the universality that is outside 
all normal sentiments; we want the universality that is inside all normal 
sentiments.” The Christian church, the Christian people, seemed to pos-
sess a singular homing device that kept them in the orbit of philosophical 
orthodoxy, of sane, human common sense. As a culture, the Christian West 
was subject to violent revolutions, but these revolutions only revealed the 
continuous presence of a challenging and unchanging standard to which 
they were ever trying to revert.

Chesterton considers all these preceding philosophical and historical 
reflections merely “the ground of belief.” One arrives at the final chap-

ter panting somewhat for a conclusion, and the final chapter itself still pro-
ceeds in stages that have all the appearance of postponing the final revela-
tion of the mystery to the final lines of a detective story. In this he echoes 
Newman, who, in the final section of the final chapter of the Grammar of 
Assent, writes, “I have been forestalling all along the thought with which I 
shall close these considerations on the subject of Christianity; and neces-
sarily forestalling it.” Newman implies that he does not want to pre-empt 
the immature mind — “belief in revealed truths depends on belief in natu-
ral.” He appeals to Aristotle as his authority that a “special preparation of 
mind” is needed for each stage of inquiry, the “practical judgment” must 
grow through the “experience of individual facts.” Ultimately, Newman 
suggests, it is only the repeated encounter with actual things and the mys-
tery of their being that enables the assent to Christ as the fullness of being. 
Chesterton too repeatedly admits that none of the “enormous accumulation 
of small but unanimous facts,” none of the “converging convictions,” none 
of the “conspiracy of facts” presented, can force the personal assent that is 

the core of Christian faith. The habit of assent to natural truths, the habit 
of making an assent of faith to natural authorities can prepare the mind for 
religious assent proper. The “living church” acts like a “living teacher,” as 
a Plato, as a Shakespeare, as a mother, as a “truth-telling thing,” but this 
would still be insufficient to compel or enable an act of religious assent, of 
the total assent of faith. There can be no notional assent to God or to Christ 
if he is God; only the encounter with Being qua Being can compel absolute 
conviction. No other act of assent to reality is comparable to the assent that 
would be called for by the conscience in this instance.

Thus, ultimately, Chesterton leads the reader rather enigmatically, 
without further ado, to the figure of Jesus Christ, suggesting merely that 
getting to know him, the mysterious secret of his being, is simultaneously 
the ultimate “mental emancipation” and the ultimate “joy.” Newman too 
closes with this; the only reason he can find in historical literature for the 
mass conversions to Christianity was that Christians “preached Christ,” 
sang “hymns to Christ.” “From first to last to Christians, as to Abraham, 
He Himself is the center and fullness of the dispensation. They, as Abra-
ham, ‘see His day, and are glad.’” The greatest of these “war-songs of 
faith” according to Newman was the Athanasian creed, which simply glo-
ried in repeating, in a “sublime formulary,” the mysterious nature of Jesus 
Christ — perfectus Deus, perfectus homo. William James was proved right 
in having said that “minds like Newman’s” could heap up a litany of prais-
es to God as Creator as the “heathen priests” heaped up the “jewels and 
ornaments that blaze upon their idols.” If, ultimately, Newman wanted to 
convey to the reader the experience at the heart of real religious assent he 
provided something of his own encounter with the person of Jesus Christ 
in the Gospels in the final chapter of the Grammar of Assent:

I think it observable then, that, though our Lord claims to be the 
Messiah, He shows so little of conscious dependence on the old 
Scriptures, or of anxiety to fulfill them; as if it became Him, who 
was Lord of the Prophets, to take His own course, and to leave 
their utterances to adjust themselves to Him as they could, and 
not to be careful to accommodate Himself to them . . . He Him-
self goes straight forward on His way, of course claiming to be 
the Messiah of the Prophets, still not so much recurring to past 
prophecies as uttering new ones, with an antithesis not unlike 
that which is so impressive in the Sermon on the Mount, when He 
first says, “It has been said by them of old time,” and then adds, 
“But I say unto you.” . . . He Himself . . . chooses as His special 
designations . . . those two Names, Son of God and Son of Man, 
declaratory of the two natures of Emmanuel. (347-348)
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And one finds, in the final paragraph of Orthodoxy, a passage that 
matches the psychology of Newman’s encounter with the figure of the 
Gospels closely:

As I close this chaotic volume I open again the strange small book 
from which all Christianity came; and I am again haunted by a 
kind of confirmation. The tremendous figure which fills the Gos-
pels towers in this respect, as in every other, above all the thinkers 
who ever thought themselves tall. His pathos was natural, almost 
casual. The Stoics, ancient and modern, were proud of conceal-
ing their tears. He never concealed His tears; He showed them 
plainly on His open face at any daily sight, such as the far sight 
of His native city. Yet He concealed something. Solemn supermen 
and imperial diplomatists are proud of restraining their anger. He 
never restrained His anger. He flung furniture down the front steps 
of the Temple, and asked men how they expected to escape the 
damnation of Hell. Yet He restrained something. I say it with rev-
erence; there was in that shattering personality a thread that must 
be called shyness. There was something that He hid from all men 
when He went up a mountain to pray. There was something that 
He covered constantly by abrupt silence or impetuous isolation. 
There was some one thing that was too great for God to show us 
when He walked upon our earth; and I have sometimes fancied 
that it was His mirth. (365-366)

Years later, Chesterton was still struck with the same figure in the same 
light when he wrote in the final paragraph from “Riddles of the Gospel” 
in The Everlasting Man: “There is more of the wisdom that is one with 
surprise in any simple person, full of the sensitiveness of simplicity, who 
should expect the grass to wither and the birds to drop dead out of the air, 
when a strolling carpenter’s apprentice said calmly and almost carelessly, 
like one looking over his shoulder: ‘Before Abraham was, I am.’”

Notes

1) Russell Hittinger, “Thomism and Modernity,” First Things, June/July 2008.

2) Gilson notes that Newman never intended the “philosophical elucidation of the 
notion of assent in general” but rather to describe religious assent proper. Etienne Gilson, 
Introduction to John Henry Newman, Grammar of Assent (Doubleday, 1955), 12. 

3) Hueffer’s article was reprinted in the Christian World, 12 Sept. 1907; Acad-
emy, 20, 27 June 1908, Calcutta Statesman, 4 Oct. 1908. James Douglas, Star, 9 
Sept. 1908 (“In essence Chesterton’s orthodoxy is only one of Prof. James’s Varieties 
of Religious Experience”).

4) For an extensive discussion of Newman’s acceptance of the possibility of natural 
theology see Jaki, “Newman’s Assent to Reality, Natural and Supernatural,” in Jaki ed., 
Newman Today (Ignatius Press, 1989). 

5) For a full account of Chesterton’s encounter with William James’s thought and 
how it led him to Newman see my article, “Thinking Chesterton Thinking Newman: The 
English Catholic Revival and the Praeambula Fidei,” Faith and Reason, Winter 2007. On 
Newman’s central place in Chesterton’s thinking see David Paul Deavel, “An Odd Couple? 
A First Glance at Chesterton and Newman,” Logos 10.1 (2007); Ed Block, Jr., “G. K. Ches-
terton’s Orthodoxy as intellectual autobiography,” in Harold Bloom, ed., G. K. Chesterton 
(New York: Chelsea House Pub., 2006).

6) G. K. Chesterton, “Why Newman was Misunderstood,” The Universe, 3 
Feb. 1933.

7) Cf. comments in Woman, 30 Sept. 1908; British Weekly, 10 Oct. 1908; Daily Mir-
ror, 25 Sept. 1908.

8) This article was reprinted in Westminster Gazette, 26 Sept. 1908.

9) Standard, 6 Oct. 1908 (“The message Christianity had for its followers was 
not exactly what Mr. Chesterton describes, for that had been delivered to the patri-
archs . . . The Old Testament is the witness of this . . . Mr. Chesterton does not mention 
Judaism or the Jewish Dispensation at all”); Atheneum, 31 Oct. 1908 (“He will fasten 
upon qualities of Christianity which are in no way distinctive, peculiar, or specific, and 
thus his apologia will come to grief”); British Congregational, 12 November 1908. James 
Douglas, Star, 9 Sept. 1908; Christian Commonwealth, 7 Oct. 1908; Daily Chronicle, 26 
Sept. 1908; Academy, 10, 31 Oct. 1908; Christopher Hunt, United Methodist, 29 Oct. 1908; 
Rev. T. A. Seed, Great Thoughts, 9 Oct. 1908 (“His religion is lower down in his soul than 
anything else in it. It is the rock on which he builds”); Methodist Times, 26 November 1908, 
Methodist Times, 10 Dec. 1908, Methodist Recorder, 10 Dec. 1908 (reporting a lecture on 
Orthodoxy to the Liverpool Minister’s Meeting); Unitarian Inquirer, 24 Oct. 1908; British 
Congregationalist, 12 November 1908; Lady’s Pictorial, 17 Oct. 1908; Cambridge Daily 
News, 2 Dec. 1911; Nation, 17 Oct. 1908.
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Although G. K. Chesterton wrote literary biographies throughout 
his career (his first was Robert Browning in 1903 and his last 
Chaucer in 1932), three volumes in particular — Robert Browning 

(1903), George Bernard Shaw (1909), and William Blake (1910) — not 
only display Chesterton’s critical creativity at its peak, but also illustrate 
most clearly his critical practice of treating his subject as an occasion to 
explore what he saw as far more important questions than those which 
tended to obsess conventional Victorian biographical criticism: questions 
of historical circumstances, influences, schools, and stylistics. In his ac-
count of the “very flattering” invitation he received from John Morley to 
write the Browning volume for the English Men of Letters series (an in-
vitation that placed him in the company of such established critics and 
authors as Sir Edmund Gosse, Sir Leslie Stephen, Henry James, and An-
thony Trollope), Chesterton utters this disclaimer: 

I will not say that I wrote a book on Browning; but I wrote a book 
about love, liberty, poetry, my own views on God and religion 
(highly undeveloped), and various theories about optimism and 
pessimism and the hope of the world; a book in which the name 
of Browning was introduced from time to time, I might almost say 
with considerable art. . . . There were very few facts in the book, 
and those were nearly all wrong. (Autobiography 101)

Chesterton is here indulging in his characteristic exaggeration of his 
own unfitness as a literary critic, but his description of his aim and 
method is true not only of Robert Browning but of all his literary bi-
ographies. Despite this disclaimer, however, in those works to be ex-
amined here, Chesterton does indulge the reader with some discussion 
of the historical circumstances, influences, and stylistic characteristics 
of Browning, Blake, and Shaw; nevertheless his larger purpose is al-
ways to employ the opportunities these artists afford him to explore the 
larger and loftier concerns of love, liberty, God, and the hope of the 
world, and in the process to defend these verities against the mood of 
pessimism and decadence he sees as threatening to erode them in the 
eyes of his contemporaries. Sylvere Mónod compared Chesterton’s ob-
session with the French Revolution to Mr. Dick’s obsession with King 
Charles’s head (484), but in these biographies the king’s head becomes 
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