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Mere Apologetics: A Timeless Defence of Christianity 

A former atheist who was persuaded by his friend J.R.R. Tolkien to convert to 

Christianity, C.S. Lewis once gave a series of talks on BBC radio from 1941 to 1944 (the 

transcripts later published as his famous book, Mere Christianity) to tell atheists why there 

was a reason to believe in God. Mere Christianity belongs in the field of Christian 

apologetics, a discipline concerned with the defence of the Christian faith. This book is 

remarkable for how it has persuaded people since its publication till today to come to the 

Christian faith: people who have attributed their conversion to it not only include Lewis’s 

contemporaries such as English philosopher C.E.M Joad, but also people today, such as Dr. 

Francis Collins, former director of the Human Genome Project, and Charles Colson - 

infamous for his part in the Watergate Scandal - who post-conversion became involved in 

prison ministry. What enables Mere Christianity to remain so persuasive even to modern 

readers? The interplay between rhetor, audience, and timing within the rhetorical situation is 

of interest here. Every reader who picks up Mere Christianity creates a new rhetorical 

situation between C.S. Lewis, himself, and the moment he reads it. One can see how Mere 

Christianity as a book has to remain persuasive in each of these different rhetorical situations 

if it is to be an effective apologia. C.S. Lewis thus wrote an apologetic text that transcended 

his original rhetorical situation – his intellectual and empathetic authority appeals to a 

generally logically-minded audience in any time and place. It is this versatility of Mere 

Christianity that enables it to be just as persuasive even in the 21st century. 
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C.S. Lewis is a very suitable rhetor for the debate over whether God exists or not. His 

intellectual ethos is enhanced by his academic credentials from the University of Oxford, a 

school still esteemed today. In addition, coming from the same atheistic background as the 

audience he is attempting to persuade gives him an ethos of commonality with them. By 

assuring his audience that he is not preaching down to them, and isn’t very different from 

them: “Who the dickens am I, anyway? I am just the same”(8), he is saying that if a 

hardboiled atheist like himself can come to terms with believing in God, so can they. This 

combination of the ethos of both intelligence and commonality gives his argument moral 

weight when he begins it from the atheistic perspective. If a scientist or freethinker is going 

to be convinced about religion, he would prefer to hear about it from a man who talks about 

science, rather than a preacher. As C.S. Lewis possesses the right ethos for such a role, he has 

authority as rhetor on the subject of God’s existence, and would appeal to atheists and 

freethinkers from any day and age. 

As his rhetorical authority on this subject is strongest with intellectual freethinkers, it 

is these people whom his original BBC talks and published book were primarily aimed at. He 

knew how important it was for him to start his argument from the commonplaces of the non-

religious if he was going to have any success convincing them of the existence of God. He 

thus begins his book with an easily agreed-upon statement: “Everyone has heard people 

quarrelling.”(3) Later, he defines quarrelling as ‘trying to show that the other man is in the 

wrong’(4), as opposed to fighting. This definition is the basis for his claim that there exists a 

Law or Rule of Right and Wrong, otherwise called the Law of Nature, the reason being, 

“there would be no sense in [quarrelling] unless you and he had some sort of agreement as to 

what Right and Wrong are”(4). Likening the Law of Nature on Man to scientific laws such as 

the law of gravitation on objects such as stones, he says they differ in one aspect: ‘the law he 

does not share with animals or vegetables or inorganic things, is the one he can disobey if he 
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chooses’(5). Since the Law of Nature seems unique to and inherent in every man, Lewis 

continues, and evidence of God cannot truly be proven in the external environment, the 

existence of the Law of Nature within us points to the existence of a God who would have put 

it there to reveal Himself to us. The logical flow of his argument can be easily understood by 

freethinkers without much problem. 

Intellectual freethinkers were not the sole target of his persuasion; he also hoped to 

find an audience with the unschooled laypersons who might be listening in. As a result, one 

does not find complex philosophical discourse in Mere Christianity; C.S. Lewis refrains from 

using difficult technical terms, instead relying heavily on simple analogies to visualise the 

abstract concepts he is trying to explain to his audience. For example, he responds to the idea 

that something that we consider wrong is just something that is inconvenient to you by giving 

the analogy of a man who trips him up by accident and one who attempts to on purpose. Even 

though getting tripped is inconvenient, C.S. Lewis says that ‘the first has hurt me and the 

second has not. Sometimes the behaviour which I call bad is not inconvenient to me at all, but 

the very opposite.’(18) For another point, he explains how the Moral Law cannot be an 

impulse, because impulses are neither good nor bad, by comparing them to the notes on a 

piano: they are ‘right at one time and wrong at another’(11); the Moral Law is the ‘tune’ 

which dictates what is the right impulse at the right time. By maintaining a scientific 

perspective that would appeal to a non-religious person, yet simplifying his language and 

using analogies so he remains accessible, he ensures that Mere Christianity will always be 

easily understood – not just by readers and listeners in 1940s Great Britain, but even by 

readers in the future, such as ourselves. 

Other than the audience to which he is speaking, the timing of his original rhetorical 

situation – broadcasts of his talk over BBC radio during World War II – also affected some of 

the language he uses in Mere Christianity. The shadow of World War II is evident when he 
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refers to wartime speeches: “What was the sense in saying the enemy were in the wrong 

unless Right is a real thing which the Nazis at bottom knew as well as we did and ought to 

have practised?”(5) to say that if we believed in the wartime rhetoric that the Nazis are in the 

wrong, then we do believe in a Law of Right and Wrong. (He was probably referring to 

speeches by erstwhile Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who appealed to the moral 

imperative to resist evil in one such speech: “to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never 

surpassed in the dark and lamentable catalogue of human crime…is our policy.”1) Another 

instance is when he uses traitors in war to illustrate the point that something that benefits you 

may not necessarily be morally right: “In war, each side may find a traitor on the other side 

very useful. But though they use him and pay him, they regard him as human vermin.”(18) 

The pejorative connotations of ‘Nazi’ and ‘vermin’ when related to traitors are easily 

understood in the backdrop of World War II. But how does Mere Christianity work in a 

situation without it? 

While wartime commonplaces are not totally alien to people today, that is not the 

main reason why Mere Christianity retains its persuasion. C.S. Lewis’s grasp of timing in the 

rhetorical situation of his book was not only of measured time (chronos), but also timing 

defined as opportunity (kairos). A reader who opens his book has entered into a rhetorical 

situation with C.S. Lewis and Mere Christianity, and C.S. Lewis constructs his discourse 

with this rhetorical situation in mind as well. The time elapsed between when he wrote down 

these words and when they are being read does not matter; he stresses that “you can put a 

clock back, and that if the clock is wrong it is often a very sensible thing to do”(28). He is 

saying that the passage of time has not made the belief of God’s existence obsolete; it is still 

as valid and relevant as it was in his time, and to ignore this concept is “to be on the wrong 

road…going back is the quickest way on.”(29) This message of continual relevance assuages 

                                                      
1
 John Lukacs, "Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat: The Dire Warning: Churchill's First Speech as Prime Minister" BBC 

Audiobooks: London, 2008 
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your misgivings that reverting to older beliefs would be regressive. After convincing you that 

his logical argument was not just philosophy wrapped up as ‘religious jaw’, he implicitly 

proposes that you should seek God, driving you towards Him with emotional appeals and 

deterrents: “God is the only comfort, He is also the supreme terror, the thing we most need 

and the thing we most want to hide from. He is our only possible ally, and we have made 

ourselves His enemies…Goodness is either the great safety or the great danger – according 

to the way you react to it.”(Emphasis mine, 31) It is an emotional ultimatum: obey, and you 

will receive comfort, fulfilment of needs, and safety; disregard Him and be subject to terror, 

fear, and danger. Expressed in rapidly alternating honorific and pejorative adjectives, the 

paradox of what God could be based on one crucial decision we have delayed in making, 

creates a rising panic within us when we realise this decision leads to extremely diverging 

consequences, compelling us to join Lewis in agreement, and say, “Yes! I want to find out 

more about God.” 

C.S. Lewis concludes the first section by saying, “Most of us have got over the pre-

war wishful thinking about international politics. It is time we did the same about 

religion.”(32) In one statement, one can see his mastery over multiple rhetorical situations – 

his first sentence, meant for people in the 1940s, refers to the foolish policy of appeasement 

by Churchill’s predecessor Neville Chamberlain, which failed to prevent WWII; his second, a 

more general appeal to whoever is reading: it is your time, your opportunity, to do the same 

about religion. With the publication of Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis effectively opened the 

window of opportunity for persuasion that not only reached out to his contemporaries, but 

across time to people in the future, who read his book and came to believe in Jesus Christ 

because of it. It is this ability to straddle more than one rhetorical situation that makes Mere 

Christianity still so compelling, even today. 
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