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    1. 
Introducing Narrative Apologetics


    There have been great societies that did not use the wheel, but there have been no societies that did not tell stories.


    Ursula K. Le Guin1


    This short book aims to introduce and commend narrative apologetics—that is to say, an approach to affirming, defending, and explaining the Christian faith by telling stories. It sets out to explore how these stories can open up important ways of communicating and commending the gospel, enabling it to be understood, connecting it with the realities of human experience, and challenging other stories that are told about the world and ourselves. The story of Jesus Christ, memorably and accessibly recounted in the Gospels, is capable of grasping our attention and stimulating our thinking—and rethinking—about ourselves and our world.2


    Put simply, this book is an invitation to rediscover something that ought never to have been forgotten—the power of narratives to capture the imagination, and thus to render the mind receptive to the truths that they enfold and express. If C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien are right in their belief that God has shaped the human mind and imagination to be receptive to stories, and that these stories are echoes or fragments of the Christian “grand story,” a significant theological case can be made for affirming and deploying such an approach to apologetics.


    A narrative approach to Christian apologetics does not displace other approaches, such as those based on reasoned argumentation, so elegantly displayed in the writings of William Lane Craig and Richard Swinburne. Narrative apologetics is best seen as supplementing other approaches, reflecting the rich and deeply satisfying nature of the Christian gospel itself. It is one apologetic resource among others. Yet it is an approach that some will find particularly winsome and welcome, including those who find more clinically rational approaches to apologetics to lack imaginative depth and emotional intelligence. Marilynne Robinson is surely right in noting that purely rational attempts to defend belief can instead “unsettle it,” in that there is always an “inadequacy in argument about ultimate things.”3


    Rational argument is to be welcomed in apologetics. Yet its limits must be recognized. C. S. Lewis often notes that it is impossible to convert stories to concepts without diminishment and distortion. The ideas and concepts that emerge from reflection on the narrative of faith often seem inadequate, failing to render its depth and complexity. A mystery, in the proper sense of the term, refers not to something that is irrational but to something that cannot be fully comprehended by reason, exceeding its capacity to discern and describe. The sheer vastness of God causes the images and words that humans craft to falter, if not break down completely, as they try to depict God fully and faithfully.


    In writing this book, I have tried—not always successfully, I fear—to steer a middle course between a work that is practically useful to preachers and apologists and one that is rigorously informed by the best scholarship. I set out to show that this approach is both intellectually defensible and practically useful. It is my hope that this work will help its readers assess narrative approaches to apologetics and craft their own distinct styles of approach, adapted to their own situations. There is much more that needs to be said. Yet hopefully even this brief discussion will be enough to encourage its readers to explore its core ideas in greater depth and try them out.


    Why Stories Matter


    We seem to be meant to tell stories.4 Human beings have a built-in narrative instinct, as if we have been designed to use stories to remember our past, make sense of our present, and shape our future. Humans have been telling stories for thousands of years, committing them to memory and sharing them orally long before the invention of writing. Empirical studies have helped us to appreciate that we human beings are creatures who try to understand who we are, what our world is all about, and how we ought to live by locating and positioning ourselves within a framework of narratives.


    To be human is to ask questions about who we are, why we are here, and what life is all about. And most often, we answer those questions using stories. And sometimes we go further, telling grand stories—stories of (just about) everything, which weave together all the other individual stories that we tell. Christianity has a deep narrative structure, articulating a grand story that connects together God, Jesus Christ, and believers.


    Storytelling is fundamental for faith because it is only through this act of telling that our story can be connected with that of God and Jesus; because this story must be told; and so that it can be told as an unfinished story into which the faithful write their own stories and, in doing so, move the story forward. Thus at its basic level, the Christian faith has a deep narrative structure.5


    The term “metanarrative” is widely used to refer to a grand story that encompasses, positions, and explains “little stories,” providing an imaginative or conceptual framework that weaves these into a coherent whole.6 Postmodern thinkers may have misgivings about the ambition of these metanarratives; they have, however, no difficulties in recognizing the importance of narratives themselves, realizing that it is impossible to give an account of our individual and communal lives without using stories. As cultural anthropologists remind us, there is overwhelming evidence that we use narratives to provide a means of organizing, recalling, and interpreting our experience, thus allowing the wisdom of the past to be passed on to the future.7


    Postmodernism unquestionably has a point when it protests against the imposition of a master narrative on the complexities of experience, which is then used to control our understandings of the world.8 It is, however, difficult to see a legitimate objection to the discernment of a metanarrative as a means of colligating and coordinating multiple stories into a coherent whole. To be told what to think is one thing; to discover and embrace a way of thinking as a willing and joyful act of personal commitment is something very different.


    The Christian metanarrative offers an imaginatively compelling and intellectually rich vision of a new way of existence, made possible in and through Jesus Christ. This narrative is proclaimed and enacted by the church, understood as an “interpretive community”9 of faith that is called into being by this God-given and God-grounded vision of reality. The Christian church can be seen as the community that crystallizes around what Rowan Williams styles “the one focal interpretive story of Jesus.”10


    Outsiders might see this as a particular narrative, characterized by its own specific rationality and limited in its implications; yet those who embrace this narrative—or who find themselves embraced and enfolded by it—realize that, although it is indeed grounded in particularities (such as the history of Jesus Christ), it nevertheless has universal significance, enabling the church to see and act in the world in a way that differs strikingly from what Charles Taylor describes as the prevailing “social imaginaries.”11 By this, Taylor means the ways in which people imagine their social existence, including the deeper normative notions and images that underlie their expectations about themselves and their social context.


    It has long been recognized that narratives are ideally suited for conveying some central aspects of the Christian faith, especially the fact that we presently exist in history and are forced to think and act within it. Stories allow humans to see the contingent fragments of their finite lives within larger, more meaningful wholes. The theologian Gilbert Meilaender emphasizes this point and offers some helpful reflections on its possible implications for apologetics:


    The human creature, made for fellowship with God, can touch the Eternal but cannot (within history) rest in it. For our experience is inherently narrative, relentlessly temporal. We are given no rest. The story moves on. And hence, the creature who is made to rest in God is in this life best understood as a pilgrim whose world is depicted in terms of the Christian story. This may explain why stories are sometimes the most adequate form for conveying the feel of human existence.12


    The Christian Bible, as has often been pointed out, consists mainly of narratives—stories of individuals who are found by God, who have been transformed by God, and who seek to tell others of God.13 When the prophet Nathan wanted to criticize David’s adulterous relationship with Bathsheba, he told a story of deceit and corruption—and then located David within that narrative (2 Sam. 12:1–25).14 Perhaps this suggests that stories have an ability to steal past our natural defenses, to disarm us in a way that in David’s case was corrective, maybe even redemptive. When Christ was asked an important theological question—Who is my neighbor?—he answered it not by using conceptual theological analysis but by telling a story. The parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37) is thus important on account of both its substance and its form. The story itself is a vehicle for disclosure, which draws its readers into that story and invites them to correlate it with their own personal stories.


    In the 1960s and 1970s some sections of American evangelicalism resisted allowing the narrative character of many parts of the Bible to be acknowledged and to be treated as a distinct genre within Scripture with its own distinct capacity to tell truth and generate meaning. This is perhaps surprising, given evangelicalism’s emphasis on taking the Bible with the greatest seriousness and attempting to conform its own patterns of thought to those encountered in the biblical text. With the benefit of hindsight, however, this puzzling situation can probably be attributed to the lingering influence of Enlightenment rationalism on evangelicalism during this period.15 This rationalist legacy seems to have sometimes led to an emphasis on propositional revelation and hence encouraged a tendency to marginalize narrative as a genre, save as an illustration of a propositional truth.16


    Happily, other evangelical voices of this period warned against the reduction of Scripture to a set of logical statements. As early as 1958, British evangelical theologian J. I. Packer insisted on respecting the different literary genres within the Bible, rather than reducing them all to a single level: “We must allow Scripture to tell us its own literary character, and be willing to receive it as what it claims to be.”17 This growing respect for the integrity of distinct biblical genres has done much to clear the way for rediscovering the potential and theological legitimacy of narrative apologetics. The Bible tells many stories; their point of convergence, however, is the single story of God, which holds them together as a coherent whole.18


    So is one story enough to engage all of life’s questions and issues? It is becoming increasingly clear that many, if not most, people use multiple narratives to make sense of the world around them and within them. Anthropologists have noted that no single narrative seems adequate to organize and correlate on its own the complexities of human existence and experience. Our own personal stories are a unique and complex bricolage of the shared stories of the groups or communities to which we belong,19 even if we regard one of those narratives as being of supreme significance in dealing with the things that really matter.


    The sociologist Christian Smith identifies a number of narratives that provide frameworks of meaning for people in the twenty-first century.20 Examples of relevance include what Smith terms the “Christian metanarrative,” the “Scientific Enlightenment narrative,” and the “Chance and Purposelessness narrative.” Smith notes that those who affirm the primacy of one master narrative still find themselves drawing on others, whether explicitly or implicitly, to provide detail, texture, and color for their rendering of reality. Many today regard any totalizing narrative with suspicion, preferring to see such narratives as local and particular. In one sense, Smith’s conclusion is ultimately functional: we need a series of stories to illuminate, inform, and engage the different aspects of our experience. Yet Smith’s empirical observation about multiple narratives leaves open the question of how we rank them. Which story do we allow to serve as our main narrative, and which do we treat as ancillary?


    In my own case, I give priority to the Christian grand narrative, while recognizing how certain other narratives are important to some of the disciplines I engage with, such as the natural sciences. My own project of allowing theological and scientific narratives to enrich each other through critical and constructive dialogue is predicated on my personal privileging of the Christian narrative, while welcoming others into the conversation.21 The Christian metanarrative provides a robust and reliable framework of meaning, which can be enriched or given enhanced granularity through interacting with other stories.


    It is not difficult to see how an appeal to biblical narratives can inform Christian ethics. Stanley Hauerwas, for example, has affirmed the fundamentally theological character of Christian ethics, while noting its narrative orientation.22 Christians ought to “conform” the stories of their lives to the narrative of the Christian tradition.23 The Christian way of seeing (and hence evaluating) the world is grounded in the Christian narrative, which is affirmed and reflected in the life and witness of the church: “The primary task of Christian ethics involves an attempt to help us see. For we can only act within the world we can see, and we can only see the world rightly by being trained to see. We do not come to see just by looking, but by disciplined skills developed through initiation into a narrative.”24


    The possibilities for narrative theology are also obvious, even if some points of debate remain to be settled. For example, is a narrative theology something that uses the medium of stories, or one that develops concepts based on those stories? For Michael Goldberg, there is no expectation that “the systematic theological task must itself be done in story form,” as if discursive reasoning is no longer appropriate for that task. While “an adequate theology must attend to narrative,” this does not require that the ensuing theology itself must be framed in narrative form.25 Goldberg argues that the major requirement expected of a narrative theology is that such systematic theological statements, whatever form they may take, must remain “in intimate contact with the narratives which gave rise to those convictions, within which they gain their sense and meaning, and from which they have been abstracted.”26


    Yet there has been a puzzling reluctance to extend such a narrative approach to the increasingly important theological and pedagogical domain of apologetics. This book thus aims to both commend and defend a narrative apologetics, dealing with both the general question of the wise use of narratives in Christian apologetics and more specific reflection on the way in which the Christian narrative generates and informs specific approaches to apologetics.


    It is important to appreciate from the outset that narrative apologetics does not merely remain in intimate contact with its foundational biblical narratives and allow these to generate insights of relevance to its task; it recognizes that the apologetic task itself demands the use of a narrative medium. The Christian metanarrative, as C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien both rightly discerned, authorizes the use of narratives to communicate, express, and commend the core themes of the Christian faith. As we shall see, narrative is thus not a medium that can be discarded once its theological or apologetic insights have been identified and articulated. We cannot “demythologize” Christianity, in that an irreducible narrative serves as both its heart and its backbone. Narrative acts as both the medium and the message in Christian apologetics.


    Why Facts Are Not Enough


    One of the difficulties facing an apologist is that demonstrating the reasonableness or truth of Christianity does not always lead people to embrace it. Something may be true yet possess little, if any, relevance for human existence. The three statements that follow are all true and can be proved to be true. Yet while they might be interesting, none of them probably makes the slightest difference to anyone.


    
      	The annual rainfall in the English city of Durham in 1870 was 604.8 mm.27


      	The atomic weight of the only stable isotope of gold is 197.28


      	C. S. Lewis nominated J. R. R. Tolkien for the 1961 Nobel Prize in Literature (but he didn’t win it).29

    


    Truth is no guarantor of relevance. Veracity is one thing—indeed, a good thing. Existential traction, however, is something very different.


    This point is of major significance, in that it raises an important question about the value of what is sometimes called “evidential” apologetics—that is, an enterprise that seeks to use historical evidence or rational argument to establish the truth of Christianity. This might simply prompt the question, “Well maybe that’s true—but so what?” It is indeed important to show that there are good historical and rational grounds for Christian belief. Yet this is, in itself, quite inadequate to demonstrate that Christianity is capable of changing people’s lives, giving them meaning and hope so that they can cope with a deeply puzzling and disturbing world. It presents Christianity as something external that is to be confirmed, not as something internal that is to be experienced.


    The problem is that evidential apologetics fails to engage or display the existential traction of the Christian faith. To its critics, it seems obsessed with historical detail yet curiously inattentive to “big picture” questions—such as the meaning of life. There is a danger that apologetics becomes fixated on questions about the historical reliability of the Bible and in doing so fails to set out its powerful vision of truth, beauty, and goodness. As I shall demonstrate throughout this work, stories enable us to make meaningful connections between the gospel and lived human experience. We are able to show that the gospel is not merely true but has the capacity to transform lives, truthfully and meaningfully.


    A point of major apologetic importance here concerns the cultural shift from modernity to postmodernity.30 While this transition is rather more complex than this simple binary suggests—for example, it fails to take account of the importance of the recent emergence of “multiple modernities”31—it nevertheless highlights an important point. Back in the eighteenth century, it was important to show that Christianity was true; in the twenty-first century, it has become important to show that it works.32 Telling the story of how people came to faith is an affirmation that Christianity works and an elaboration of the ways in which it works, which will vary from one individual to another.


    Each story of this kind represents a narration of transformation, in terms of both the motivations underlying it and the process of change that ensued. It is about the forging of connections between an individual’s life and the Christian metanarrative, reflecting the distinct characteristics and circumstances of that individual yet suggesting how others could make similar connections in their own ways and in their own lives. Stories have always been integral to Christian apologetics; they were unfortunately marginalized by the rise of rationalism. As the rationalist tide continues to recede, we can now recover narrative approaches to apologetics and rediscover their potential.


    That elusive word “apologetics,” however, needs further exploration. Before we consider in more detail the role of stories in defending, commending, and communicating the Christian faith, we need to think more about the nature of apologetics itself and its role within the Christian life.


    Why Apologetics Matters


    Apologetics is a principled attempt to communicate the vitality of the Christian gospel faithfully and effectively to our culture. Apologetics is not primarily about persuading people that a certain set of ideas is right, although the demonstration of the truth and trustworthiness of the Christian faith is clearly important. It is more about depicting its world of beauty, goodness, and truth faithfully and vividly, so that people will be drawn by the richness and depth of its vision of things. It is helpful to think of there being three main elements to this task,33 which has become of increasing importance as Western culture has lost contact with a foundational Christian narrative and failed to understand its distinctive vocabulary or grasp its distinctive rationality.


    
      	Cultural empathy. Here, the apologist recognizes the sensitivities and difficulties that the Christian faith encounters in any specific cultural context. This may take the form of responding graciously and winsomely to specific objections to Christianity or to potential misunderstandings or historic misrepresentations that may stand in the way of an appreciative reception of the gospel. The best apologist is likely to be one who knows this cultural location well and understands its sensitivities, concerns, and anxieties. She can speak its language and address its concerns in terms it can understand and respect.


      	Evangelical depth. Apologetics rests on the deep understanding and appreciation of the Christian gospel, which both generates the motivation to communicate the faith and informs the way in which this is done. The best apologist is likely to be someone who is deeply steeped in the Christian faith and is able to discern how its riches can be faithfully communicated within a specific cultural context. Attuned to the resonances between the gospel and the deepest human concerns and longings, he will be able to construct bridges between the world of faith and a wider culture.


      	Effective translation. Finally, the apologist has to translate the language of the Christian faith into the cultural vernacular. The Christian faith is traditionally expressed using a wide range of abstract conceptual terms that are becoming increasingly disconnected from contemporary Western culture. Central New Testament terms—such as “justification,” “salvation,” and “sin”—are now likely to be simply dismissed as antiquated and irrelevant, or at best misunderstood, generally by being inappropriately assimilated to the nearest cultural equivalent. These terms need to be translated or transposed—that is to say, reformulated in terms of narratives or images capable of connecting with a wider audience, while retaining maximum continuity with the Christian tradition.

    


    It is important to appreciate that the Christian church has had to face these three apologetic tasks throughout its history. Every period in Christian history has witnessed the fear that the church was entering an unknown future, confronted with difficulties and challenges for which there was no precedent. Yet a close reading of Christian history suggests that the church was generally able to rise to those challenges and has passed on to us resources that we can find useful and helpful as we face our own situation. The Christian church may, I fear, have largely forgotten some of those apologetic skills that were so effectively applied in earlier periods in its history. Christian cultural dominance in parts of Europe and America in the past has unfortunately led to a growing inattentiveness to apologetics, partly because it was assumed to be irrelevant. Happily, these apologetic skills can be rediscovered and put to good use.


    So why is apologetics so important? I propose two main reasons why the study and practice of apologetics matters profoundly. To begin with, it equips both individual Christians and the Christian community to deal with the questions about faith that are being raised by those around them. As the rise of the New Atheism made clear, many Christians and churches were quite unprepared to deal with the aggressive questioning of faith, occasionally amounting to contemptuous vilification, found in the works of Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens.


    With the benefit of hindsight, however, we can now see that the New Atheism of Dawkins and Hitchens was really a very belligerent agnosticism, incapable of proving its own core convictions and relying primarily on ridicule rather than argument to discredit alternative ways of seeing the world. Even atheists sympathetic to this movement—such as the philosopher John Gray—dismiss it as intellectually lightweight, a media phenomenon more concerned with entertaining its readers than dealing with serious questions about life.34


    The atheist philosopher Bertrand Russell showed a refreshing honesty about the intellectual predicament of atheism. Russell was an epistemological agnostic who knew that it was impossible to prove the truth of either atheism or Christianity. For Russell, we have to learn “how to live without certainty, and yet without being paralyzed by hesitation.”35 He saw his decision to live as an atheist as a contestable lifestyle choice and was clear that other defensible choices were possible.


    Yet there is still something to be learned from this encounter with the New Atheism. Perhaps we can now see that the churches ought to have been prepared for such a hostile interrogation of faith. It remains important to develop apologetic ministries within the churches, which can prepare individual believers and congregations for some challenges that might be issued to their faith and help them plan how they might respond to them. It is not too late to learn from this. Including apologetic material in sermons and adult education classes is one important way of preparing Christians to engage such challenges to faith—challenges that actually turn out to be opportunities for dialogue.


    But there is a second reason for emphasizing the importance of apologetics. The finest apologetics arises naturally from a deep love of the Christian faith and a strong sense of its relevance to the world. The best forms of apologetics are steeped in Christian theology; they represent attempts to set out the rich vision of reality that lies at the heart of the Christian faith and demonstrate its transformative potential for human existence. Swiss theologian Karl Barth famously suggested that the best apologetics was a good dogmatics.36 There is enough truth in this overstatement to require us to take it seriously. The difficulty is that many of us have a quite shallow grasp of our faith and fail to develop a deep appreciation of its richness and strengths.


    Christian apologetics is a natural outcome of the “discipleship of the mind,” which is such an important aspect of our continuing growth in faith. Christian discipleship engages and makes demands of all our faculties. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). We are called to love God with all our minds, to think about our faith, and to respond thoughtfully and helpfully to those who ask us about the hope that lies within us (1 Pet. 3:15).37 By becoming steeped and saturated in the rich Christian vision of reality, we find we can offer wise and winsome responses to those who want to know more.


    With this point in mind, let us consider the importance of affirming the rationality of the Christian faith and the potential role of narratives in assisting with this apologetic task.


    The Rationality of Faith


    Christian apologetics aims to connect the realities of the gospel with every human faculty—with reason, with the emotions, and with the imagination. It is about building bridges from the gospel to our culture, from the church to society. So how can the apologist connect with people outside the community of faith? As Aristotle pointed out, rhetoric (by which he really meant an ability to communicate) makes an appeal to a number of facets of human nature, each of which shapes the form of discourse that we should use—specifically, what Aristotle termed logos, ethos, and pathos.38 These three modes of appeal are regularly encountered in most forms of human argumentation, whether in the rhetoric of the courtroom39 or in Christian apologetics. We might conveniently paraphrase these three approaches as logical argument (logos), personal appeal or plausibility (ethos), and emotional arguments (pathos). While Christian apologetics must never be considered a purely rhetorical device, without reference to God’s grace, it is nevertheless important to give consideration to the ways in which Christianity can best connect with people.


    Narrative apologetics connects with people in a way that is not fully acknowledged by Aristotle—namely, through the appeal of a story to the imagination. Neither Plato nor Aristotle seems to have fully grasped the role of narratives in expanding the capacity of the human mind to visualize reality.40 We might use the Greek word mythos to refer to such a narrative, providing that we are clear that this Greek term “means something entirely different from modern definitions of ‘myth.’”41 Aristotle tended to use the term mythos to mean something like a “story line” or “plot,” recognizing both the narrative dimensions of drama and the need for connectedness in human thought. Yet other writers of the classical period framed a distinction between mythos and logos in various ways—for example, in terms of a dialectic between falsehood and truth (especially in Plato), between the imagined and the real worlds, or between narrative and logical analysis.42 This final approach can serve us well today.


    The apologetic appeal to logos has a long history and continues to be important in contemporary Western debates about the rationality of religious belief. “Always be prepared to give an answer [Greek: apologia] to everyone who asks you to give the reason [Greek: logos] for the hope within you” (1 Pet. 3:15, author’s translation). Oxford writer Austin Farrer highlights the importance of affirming a reasonable faith, as he reflects on the significance of C. S. Lewis as an apologist: “Though argument does not create conviction, the lack of it destroys belief. What seems to be proved may not be embraced; but what no one shows the ability to defend is quickly abandoned. Rational argument does not create belief, but it maintains a climate in which belief may flourish.”43


    The current cultural debate about the rationality of faith is driven by deep rhetorical agendas. For the writers of the New Atheism, religious belief is demonstrably irrational, in that its core beliefs are resistant to scientific verification. Yet the New Atheism applies criteria of rationality to religion that it fails to apply to itself and thus finds itself in contradiction of what most philosophers consider to be a core epistemic virtue: treating others intellectually as you would wish them to treat you.44 Writers such as Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens judge others by standards that they refuse to acknowledge as normative for assessing their own beliefs. As Dawkins conceded in an Oxford University debate with Rowan Williams, he could not verify his own atheism on scientific or rational grounds and was therefore an epistemological agnostic.


    Yet it is unfair to single out Dawkins for specific criticism here. Other New Atheist writers are equally prone to overstatement at this point, presenting their atheism as intellectually monistic, possessed of views that are so self-evidently correct that they are exempt from any requirements of proof placed upon lesser schools of thought. Hitchens, for example, boldly and inaccurately declares that New Atheists such as himself do not hold any “beliefs,” in that they only accept what can be proved to be right. “Our belief is not a belief.”45 Yet Hitchens’s antitheism actually rests on a set of assumed moral values (such as “religion is evil” or “God is not good”) that he is simply unable to demonstrate by rational argument. Hitchens appears merely to assume that his moral values are shared by his sympathetic readers, who are unlikely to ask awkward critical questions about their origins, foundations, or reliability. The proponents of the New Atheism seem unable or unwilling to apply the criteria by which they evaluate the beliefs of others to their own ideas.


    I concede that Christianity is not totally logically compelling but make two points in response: first, that it can still claim serious consideration as offering an intellectually and existentially satisfying understanding of ourselves and our world; and second, that the New Atheism is also not totally logically compelling, in effect using aggressive rhetoric to shore up its obvious argumentative and evidential deficits. As philosophers of science such as Michael Polanyi have pointed out more than half a century ago, we simply cannot achieve certainty in meaningful beliefs. “There is no finished certainty to our knowledge, but there is no skeptical despair either. Through all our different kinds of knowledge, there is reasonable faith, personal responsibility, and continuing hope.”46


    So how do narratives come into this quest for rational knowledge and understanding? C. S. Lewis managed to combine an appeal to both logos and mythos, using an apologetic approach that could be described as an “enhanced” approach to rationality.47 Lewis was drawn to Christianity on account of its intellectual capaciousness, its narrative structure, and its imaginative appeal. It told a story that made sense of things, without being limited to what could be understood or grasped by human reason. It allowed people to see themselves and their worlds in a new way, as if a sun had dawned on an otherwise shadowy and misty landscape. C. S. Lewis summarizes the intellectual virtues of Christianity succinctly and elegantly: “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen—not only because I see it, but because by it, I see everything else.”48


    One of the central themes of Lewis’s apologetics is that Christianity offers a narrative that is capable of generating a “big picture” of reality, capable of allowing us to make sense of our subjective experiences and our observation of the world. Lewis does not try to prove the existence of God on a priori grounds but rather invites us to appreciate how what we observe in the world around us and experience within us fits the Christian way of seeing things. Lewis often articulates this way of “seeing things” in terms of a “myth”—that is to say, a story about reality that both invites “imaginative embrace” and communicates a conceptual framework, by which other things are to be seen. The imagination embraces the Christian narrative; reason consequently reflects on its contents.


    As we shall see in chapter 3, Lewis often uses narrative strategies to communicate and assess rational arguments. However, in recent years there has been an important development in the use of narrative as a means of explanation, which we shall consider in the following section.


    Narratives, Intelligibility, and Meaning


    There has been increasing interest in the concept of “narrative explanation” since about 2000, especially in relation to the study of history.49 To offer a historical explanation of an event is to tell its story, thus providing a narrative structure that allows beliefs, actions, and attitudes to be related to one another in a meaningful way. This kind of narrative makes history both intelligible and interesting by providing a framework of connection between motives, events, circumstances, and contingencies. “A story does more than recount events; it recounts events in a way that renders them intelligible, thus conveying not just information but also understanding.”50


    This idea was developed with particular insight by the American philosopher Noël Carroll, who proposed the idea of a “narrative connection” that goes beyond the mere cataloging of events, offering instead an interpretation of those events that finds ways of linking them together within a bigger picture.51 This helps us appreciate the potential of narrative in exploring the rationality of Christianity and developing appropriate apologetic strategies. The Christian narrative has the potential both to disclose the intelligibility of our world and to establish patterns of meaning in life. Those important terms “intelligibility” and “meaning” require further discussion.


    “Intelligibility” is best understood in terms of the discernment of patterns of connection between events. In the philosophy of science, this is especially linked with the concept of “epistemic explanation,” understood as making phenomena understandable, predictable, or intelligible by setting them in an informing context.52 This approach is probably best seen in “unificationist” models of scientific explanation, which hold that to understand our observations and experiences is to see how they fit into a bigger picture, allowing us to see the fundamental unity and coherence that lie behind the apparent disconnection of the phenomena themselves.53 Narratives play a particularly significant role in articulating the coherence of our experience of the world.54


    Now there is an important point to be made here. Yes, the Christian narrative is about explanation—but only in part. Focusing solely on the explanatory virtues of Christianity can, as Marilynne Robinson rightly points out, too easily lead to it being seen as “a crude explanatory system, an attempt to do what science actually could do, that is, account for the origins and the workings of things.”55 And if that is allowed to happen, defenders of the gospel will treat it as “battling science for the same terrain,” rather than focusing on what is distinct and characteristic about the Christian faith. The explanatory capacity of the gospel is an undeserved and gracious gift; yet the real business of the gospel is about human transformation, not merely helping us to make sense of things.


    “Meaning” concerns basic existential questions about our identity, purpose, and values. Science may help us with explanation; it has little to say about meaning. To speak of meaning in life is an act of rebellion against a “glib and shallow ‘rationalism’” (C. S. Lewis)56 that limits reality to the realm of empirical facts. It is to reach behind and beyond our experience of this world, to grasp and explore a realm of ideas that position human beings within a greater scheme of things, and to allow us to see ourselves and our inhabitation of this world in a new way. The general term “meaning” is often used to describe the ways in which people comprehend, make sense of, or see significance in their lives, or perceive themselves to have a purpose, mission, or overarching aim in life.57


    Psychologists have stressed both the importance of finding meaning in life for human well-being and the role played by religious faith in providing a comprehensive and integrated framework of meaning that helps individuals transcend their own concerns or experience and connect with something greater.58 More recently, philosophers have begun to explore how narratives help us discern or construct meaning,59 opening up important apologetic possibilities. As we shall see, the Christian narrative allows individuals and communities to make sense of their own stories and see them as part of something greater. It is best seen as an epistemic device, which explains events by imposing an explanatory framework on what might otherwise seem to be an accumulation of disconnected events or experiences, thus laying the foundations for a “big picture” of reality. We shall consider this idea further in the next section.


    Christianity as a “Big Picture”


    I always wanted to align my life with what was true. Discovering what was truthful, however, proved to be more difficult than I had realized. I stopped being an atheist while I was a student at Oxford University, partly because of my growing realization of the intellectual overambition of the forms of atheism I had earlier espoused, but also as I came to realize that Christianity offered a better way of making sense of the world I observed around me and experienced within me. It provided a conceptual framework that brought my world into focus. It confronted the ambiguity of our world and human existence and offered a way of making sense of what often seemed to be a senseless world. Mine was an intellectual conversion, lacking any emotional or affective dimension.


    Yet it was not so much that this or that individual aspect of Christianity seemed of especial importance to me; it was its overall vision, rather than its constituent parts, that lay at the heart of its appeal. As the philosopher W. V. O. Quine suggested some time ago in his landmark essay “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” what really matters is the ability of a theory as a whole to make sense of the world. Our beliefs are linked in an interconnected web that relates to sensory experience at its boundaries, not at its core. The only valid test of a belief, Quine argued, is thus whether it fits into a web of connected beliefs that accords with our experience in its totality.60


    G. K. Chesterton made much the same point in his famous 1903 essay “The Return of the Angels,” when he pointed out that it was not any individual aspect of Christianity that was persuasive but the overall big picture of reality that it offered. After a period of agnosticism, Chesterton found himself returning to Christianity because it offered an intelligible picture of the world. “Numbers of us have returned to this belief; and we have returned to it, not because of this argument or that argument, but because the theory, when it is adopted, works out everywhere. . . . We put on the theory, like a magic hat, and history becomes translucent like a house of glass.”61 Chesterton’s argument is that it is the Christian vision of reality as a whole—rather than any of its individual components—that proves compelling. Individual observations of nature do not “prove” Christianity to be true; rather, Christianity validates itself by its ability to make sense of those observations. “The phenomenon does not prove religion, but religion explains the phenomenon.”62


    The point that Chesterton was making is central to Christian apologetics. Christianity offers a rationally plausible and imaginatively compelling “big picture” of reality. It is not so much a collection of isolated individual beliefs as it is a web of interconnected beliefs that gains its strength and appeal partly because of its comprehensiveness and partly because of its intellectual and imaginative resilience. Christian theology weaves together the threads of biblical truth to disclose a pattern of meaning—like a tapestry, which brings many individual threads together, thus allowing their deeper significance and interconnections to be appreciated. No single thread can show that pattern; it emerges only through the process of weaving the threads together.


    This strongly visual image helps us to appreciate how the Christian faith is able to weave together the threads of Scripture and human experience and observation to provide a reliable and satisfying account of life. C. S. Lewis is one of many writers to use images of illumination—such as the sun lighting up a landscape—to help convey the capacity of the Christian faith to make sense of things.63 Yet it is important to appreciate both that there are other ways of expressing the explanatory capaciousness of the Christian faith—including stories—and that Lewis’s own rich understanding of Christianity was ultimately based on its fundamentally narrative character. Christian doctrines, for Lewis, are “translations into our concepts and ideas” of what God has already expressed in a “more adequate” language—namely, the “grand narrative” of the Christian faith itself.64


    Christianity as a “Story of a Larger Kind”


    Human beings tell stories to make sense of our individual and corporate experience—whether this “sense-making” is stated in political, religious, or more general terms—and to transmit these ideas within culture.65 Narratives provide a natural way of organizing, recalling, and interpreting experience, allowing the wisdom of the past to be passed on to the future and helping communities gain a subjective sense of social or religious identity and historical location.66


    But why do we tell stories in this way? Why are we storytelling and meaning-seeking animals?67 If storytelling is a fundamental human instinct, what story can be told to explain our propensity to tell stories? Carl Jung famously suggested that certain “universal psychic structures” underlie human experience and behavior—an idea taken up in Joseph Campbell’s influential account of the fundamental plotlines of stories, such as the “myth of the hero.”68 Campbell developed the notion of a “monomyth”—the idea that all mythic narratives are basically variations on a single great story, so that a common pattern can be discerned beneath the narrative elements of most great myths.69 This basic idea has proved deeply influential within the film industry and has given rise to intense study of how movie plotlines conform to Campbell’s basic ideas.70


    Yet a Christian answer can also be given to the question of why we tell stories and what these might point to, which is grounded in the notion of humanity being created by God and bearing the “image of God.” For J. R. R. Tolkien, our natural inclination and capacity to create stories such as the great fantasy epic The Lord of the Rings are the result of being created in the image of God. “Fantasy remains a human right: we make in our measure and in our derivative mode, because we are made: and not only made, but made in the image and likeness of a Maker.”71


    Tolkien is often described as developing a “theology of sub-creation,” arguing that human beings create stories that are ultimately patterned on the “grand story” of God. We tell stories that are unconsciously patterned along the lines of this great story of creation and redemption, and that reflect our true identity as God’s creatures and our true destiny as lying with that same God. For Tolkien, one of the great strengths of the Christian narrative is its ability to explain why human beings tell stories of meaning in the first place. The Christian gospel enfolds and proclaims “a story of a larger kind” that embraces what he found to be good, true, and beautiful in the great myths of literature, expressing it as “a far-off gleam or echo of evangelium in the real world.”72


    Similar ideas are encountered in the writings of C. S. Lewis. While Lewis’s spiritual autobiography, Surprised by Joy, can be read in many ways, one of its most fundamental themes is how Lewis’s discovery of the Christian narrative helped him make sense of his own identity and agency, allowing him to discern (and occasionally construct) a coherent narrative within his life.73 Yet Lewis does not give his discovery of the importance of narrative the attention it deserves in Surprised by Joy, which passes over a conversation with J. R. R. Tolkien in September 1931 that is now seen as critically important in Lewis’s transition from a generalized theism to a specifically Christian way of seeing things.74 That conversation with Tolkien helped Lewis realize that myths—in the technical literary sense of the term—were “profound and suggestive of meanings” that lay beyond his grasp, so that he was unable to state in plain language “what it meant.”75


    For Lewis, a myth is a story that evokes awe, enchantment, and inspiration and conveys or embodies an imaginative expression of the deepest meanings of life. Lewis came to see that the story of Christ was a “true myth”—that is to say, a myth that functions in the same manner as other myths yet really happened. Christianity possessed the literary form of a myth, with the critical difference that it was true. The story of Christ is thus to be understood as “God’s myth,” whereas the great pagan narratives are “men’s myths.”76


    Lewis uses the term “myth” in speaking of the Christian narrative, often suggesting that Christianity is better conceived as mythos rather than logos. Many, particularly within the American evangelical community, misunderstand Lewis at this point, believing that his use of the term “myth” implies that Christianity is fictional or false. As recent scholarship has made clear, however, a “myth” is ultimately a worldview that is presented in the form of a narrative.77 As Eric Csapo points out, the notion of “myth” is no longer limited to significant stories sourced from “ancient” or “primal” cultures but now extends to modern narratives of identity and value, such as those of the Enlightenment.78


    So what is the relevance of this for Christian apologetics? In his 1944 essay “Myth Became Fact,” Lewis stresses that God authorizes the use of myth as a means of captivating the human imagination and engaging the human reason. Since “God chooses to be mythopoeic,” we in our turn must be “mythopathic”—receptive to God’s myth, recognizing and acknowledging its “mythical radiance,” and offering it an “imaginative welcome.”79 If God chose to use the form of myth as a means of communicating both truth and meaning, why should we not do the same? Why not tell stories—above all, stories grounded in the Christian metanarrative—as a way of creating receptivity to Christianity and the great truths that it enfolds and conveys?


    This short work responds to Lewis’s point by exploring the role that narratives can play in Christian apologetics. It explores how we can use narratives to make sense of ourselves and our world and considers the contributions of Christian writers such as C. S. Lewis, Marilynne Robinson, Dorothy L. Sayers, and J. R. R. Tolkien who have focused on the apologetic potential of such stories. This raises some theoretical and pragmatic questions. It requires us to lay a theological foundation for such an approach to apologetics, on the one hand, and to show that it is potentially useful, on the other. We shall consider these two questions in more detail in what follows.

  


  
     

    2. 
The Theological Foundations of Narrative Apologetics


    The whole point of Christianity is that it offers a story which is the story of the whole world.


    N. T. Wright1


    The Christian faith is ultimately based on a narrative, set out in the Bible, dealing with a God who chose to enter into and be disclosed within the historical process. We can speak of the story of God in that the character of God can be seen as rendered or performed through defining narratives that both disclose the character of God and shape the identity of God’s people.2 A narrative is not some kind of literary embellishment of the basic ideas of Christian theology; rather, it is generally the primary form of disclosure of God’s identity and character, which gives rise to those ideas.


    The biblical account of the exodus from Egypt can be seen as one such disclosing and defining narrative (see “The Story of the Exodus: The Hope of Deliverance” in chap. 4); the most important, of course, is the story of Jesus Christ, which lies at the heart of Christian theology, worship, and ethics. This story is then correlated with individual human stories, as individuals try to work out how their individual story might be illuminated by this “story of God” or how they might find their own place within this greater narrative. The human quest for understanding and meaning can thus be framed in terms of this process of the “correlation of narratives.”


    Yet we cannot see the apologetic potential of stories simply as a piece of good luck, a fortunate accident that offers the church important possibilities for communicating beyond its boundaries. Christianity offers us a way of seeing ourselves and our world that helps us realize that we are meant to use stories in this way. For this reason, this chapter will explore the theological foundations of narrative apologetics, which parallels a growing interest in narratives in Christian theology and ethics within the academic community.


    H. Richard Niebuhr on the Retrieval of Narrative


    Many scholars trace the origins of the growing interest in narrative theology back to 1941, when H. Richard Niebuhr published The Meaning of Revelation, which included a pivotal chapter titled “The Story of Our Lives.” In it Niebuhr argues that Christians should focus on the “irreplaceable and untranslatable” narrative of faith that straddles the borderlands of history, parable, and myth.3 The narrative of faith is “untranslatable” in that it cannot be converted to concepts or ideas without diminishment or distortion. The original narrative captures reality in such a way that any attempt to convert this to the abstract ideas favored by rationalism leads to a dilution of its power. As C. S. Lewis pointed out around the same time, it is impossible to convert mythos to logos without imaginative loss.


    Niebuhr’s Meaning of Revelation began a productive conversation about the significance of the “irreplaceable and untranslatable” narrative that lies at the heart of Christianity. For Niebuhr, the preaching of the early church did not take the form of arguments for the existence of God but was “primarily a simple recital of the great events connected with the historical appearance of Jesus Christ and a confession of what had happened to the community of disciples.”4 The church relates its experience in the form of story as an “internal compulsion” that “arises out of its need—since it is a living church—to say what it stands for and out of its inability to do so otherwise than by telling the story of its life.”5


    Niebuhr invites his readers to reflect on the challenge faced by early Christian preachers as they tried to communicate the gospel truths about God, salvation, and revelation. In the end, Niebuhr suggests, their most effective approach was to tell their personal stories and show how these connected with something greater. Narratives relate what happened to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the past, just as they express what has happened to us in the present. We exist in history and cannot escape from its limiting conditions nor avoid using the medium of history to explain what we have found—including using narrative as a tool to describe what we have encountered and experienced and its impact upon us. “What we mean is this event which happened among us and to us.”6


    Niebuhr draws a distinction between an “observed” and a “lived” history. An external spectator will see history in a disinterested and analytical manner, whereas a participant will see and experience things in an engaged and involved way. Niebuhr thus notes the importance of autobiography as a narrative of “lived” history, in which what happened is related, interpreted, and incorporated into the business of living. Niebuhr illustrates this point through a comparison of two different narratives of healing: a “scientific case history” of a man who had been blind, and who can now see, which focuses on changes in his optic nerve; and an “inner history” of someone who “had lived in darkness and now saw again trees and the sunrise, children’s faces and the eyes of a friend.”7 The Christian faith is enfolded in a narrative of inner history of individuals and communities—the “story of what happened to us, the living memory of the community.”8


    For Niebuhr, this story focuses on Jesus Christ as an “intelligible event which makes all other events intelligible.”9 This is one of the most significant themes in Niebuhr’s theology of revelation: an event that is both intelligible in itself and capable of making sense of other aspects of our experience.


    By revelation in our history, then, we mean that special occasion which provides us with an image by means of which all the occasions of personal and common life become intelligible. What concerns us at this point is not the fact that the revelatory moment shines by its own light, but rather that it illuminates other events and enables us to understand them.10


    Niebuhr’s line of argument is that the narrative of Jesus Christ is thus able to disclose the otherwise hidden or opaque intelligibility of other narratives—such as the history of Israel or of Greek philosophy, both of which can be interpreted as anticipations of the Christian faith.11 The narrative of Christ makes sense of other narratives—such as our own personal narratives, or that of the church. “We need a larger pattern, a more inclusive hypothesis through which to understand each other’s and our own memories. Such a pattern we have in the revelation of Jesus Christ.”12


    The story of Christ, for Niebuhr, thus offers us a “revelatory moment” that illuminates our own actions and sufferings and serves as the basis for further conceptual exploration. From this narrative, we “abstract general ideas of an impersonal character,” such as original sin, the forgiveness of sins, reconciliation, and the true meaning of suffering.13 Niebuhr’s approach maintains the centrality of the focal narrative of Jesus Christ, recognizing that this gives rise to abstract, generalized theological conceptions. Yet these “concepts of great generality” cannot be entirely separated from the narrative of Christ. “Despite repeated efforts to state theological ideas abstractly it has been necessary for the church to return again and again to statements about historical actuality.”14


    While Niebuhr has little to say about the apologetic potential of his approach, there are sufficient hints in his analysis to indicate how it might be developed in this way. Niebuhr is clear that the “justification” of the Christian gospel is necessary, on account of both external attacks on faith and internal doubts about faith.15 Nevertheless, while he resists such moves, concerned that these might amount to a self-justification of Christian communities or theologians, the seeds of a Christian apologetic can be discerned within his approach. Niebuhr’s emphasis on the narrative of Christ as an “intelligible event which makes all other events intelligible”16 suggests that the quality of the intellectual rendering of reality offered by that narrative can be seen as an indicator of its wider appeal and reliability—a point to which we shall return later in this work (see “Criteria of Relevance for Narrative Apologetics” in chap. 5), in exploring what we might call an “inference to the best narrative.”


    The Consolidation of Narrative Theology


    The resurgence of theological interest in narrative since the late 1970s reflects many intertwined insights. Perhaps the most important is the realization that theologians and biblical interpreters who allowed themselves to be unduly influenced by the ideology of the Enlightenment suppressed what is actually the dominant and most characteristic literary form of the Christian Bible: the narrative. The Enlightenment’s suspicion of narrative, linked with its controlling assumption that history could not disclose the necessary and universal truths that were alone acceptable to reason,17 led it to marginalize biblical narratives, seeing them as at best contingent vehicles for a rational truth that could be more reliably obtained by pure reason. Stories thus gave way to intellectual systems—a timeless set of ideas that stood in contrast to the transient and shifting world of human experience expressed in narratives.


    Although a proper appreciation of the theological role of narratives eventually began to reemerge in the German-speaking world in 1973,18 it is widely agreed that this movement has had its greatest impact in the English-speaking world. Yale theologian Hans Frei has argued that the dominant Enlightenment approaches to interpreting the Bible failed to respect or appreciate the importance of its core narrative structures.19 The Bible, he argues, ought to be read as a realistic, unified story that invites its readers to participate in its view of reality by reenacting and retelling its stories. Frei concedes that the Bible includes genres beyond “realistic narratives,” such as prophetic works and the Wisdom Literature. Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and the Pauline Letters are clearly not realistic narratives, as Frei understands this term.20 Yet Frei’s point is that even the theological conceptualizations of the New Testament—such as those of the Pauline Letters—are ultimately grounded in the story of Jesus Christ. There is thus a “narrative substructure” to some key Pauline ideas.21


    Stanley Hauerwas has developed this point further, arguing that while it is true that the Christian Bible “contains much material that is not narrative in character,” this material nevertheless “gains its intelligibility by being a product of and contribution to a community that lives through remembering.”22 And what is being remembered? The story of Jesus Christ, which is recalled through the reading of the Bible and using bread and wine in remembrance of him.


    Some legitimate concerns have been raised about narrative approaches to theology and apologetics.23 Of these, the most important is the relation of the literary genre of narrative and the idea of divine revelation. The critical issue is the theological framework within which the narrative is located and interpreted—a framework that the narrative itself may suggest or support but cannot itself independently substantiate.24 Evangelical theologian Donald Bloesch has noted the importance of this point: “The Bible is not wholly narrational, for it also contains ongoing reflection upon the narratives of biblical history.”25 The interconnection of narrative exposition and theological interpretation within the New Testament is widely accepted,26 allowing evangelicals to affirm the importance of narratives while still reiterating the need to establish a secure biblical theological framework for the interpretation of such narratives.


    As has often been pointed out, there are significant differences between narrative theologians on various issues. One such difference is highlighted by C. S. Lewis’s famous assertion that while “reason is the natural organ of truth, imagination is the organ of meaning.”27 If we accept Lewis’s distinction, does the “realistic narrative” at the heart of the Christian faith concern truth or meaning? Frei seems preoccupied with the latter, whereas the philosopher Paul Ricoeur recognizes the importance of the former.28 Yet if Lewis is right, we must reflect on the possibility that biblical narratives may engage with both human reason and imagination, with important apologetic implications.


    Yet here we encounter what initially seems to be a paradox—that those theologians who have done so much to retrieve the importance of narrative for theology have resisted its application to apologetics.29 For example, Frei and Ricoeur made landmark contributions to the renewal of narrative theology during the late 1970s and early 1980s; both, however, contested the apologetic role of narratives.30 Frei argued that the “realistic narratives” of the Christian faith do not invite readers to assess the truth of each of their sentences (as if they were histories), nor do they invite an assessment of their logical coherence (as if they were philosophical arguments).


    In part, however, this disinclination to develop the apologetic significance of narratives rests on an excessively rationalist understanding of apologetics, which leads to apologetics being seen as an inappropriate attempt to prove the existence of God on the basis of rational criteria that are not ultimately Christian but rather rest on the axioms of some philosophical system. The Christian apologist must rightly be expected to offer reasons for showing why the biblical narrative is either to be preferred to others or at least has a rightful and distinctive place among others.31 What reasons may be given for adopting this defining and informing narrative, whether as an exclusive account of reality or as a significant informing element within a group of narratives?


    The problem is familiar to any reader of Alasdair MacIntyre, who argues that the Enlightenment notion of a universal human rationality could not be defended on the basis of the historical evidence: “There is no standing ground, no place for enquiry, no way to engage in the practices of advancing, evaluating, accepting, and rejecting reasoned argument apart from that which is provided by some particular tradition or other.”32 There is no neutral, tradition-independent way in which to assess the epistemic status of a theory or belief. The intellectual adequacy of any such concept of rationality must therefore be the extent to which it is able to account for the existence of rival or alternative rationalities.


    MacIntyre’s point can be restated in narrative terms: if actions or beliefs are to be intelligible, they require location within a coherent tradition—and such traditions are sustained by their own distinct metanarratives.33 We thus need to determine what “grand story” can both explain the human propensity to tell stories in the first place and identify and fulfill what underlies them in the second. Christian theologians from the second century onward have recognized the importance of showing how a Christian metanarrative is able to account for the existence of other religious traditions, as well as presenting Christianity as their fulfillment.34


    Yet some readers might raise a concern here, pointing out that the movement loosely known as “postmodernity” advocates what Jean-François Lyotard has termed an “incredulity toward metanarratives.”35 While this is true, it does not, however, mean that all forms of metanarrative have been discredited, or even that they have been shown to be inadequately grounded. Lyotard’s familiar statement is actually about the rejection of a specific kind of metanarrative, through which modernity has tried to give legitimacy to its absolutist discourse and attempted to ground it in an allegedly autonomous human reason.


    I see nothing in Lyotard’s analysis that can be seen as a legitimate criticism of a Christian recognition of the importance of narrative in the first place, or the capacity of the Christian narrative to provide a persuasive rendering of our world and history in the second.36 Such criticism has merit when directed against a modernist interpretation of Christianity, yet the classic patristic understandings of faith were not framed in such an intellectual or cultural context. Indeed, during the early fifth century, Augustine of Hippo anticipated many postmodernist criticisms of modernity, without losing sight of Christianity’s core belief that God was the ultimate referent of its narratives and signs.37 As James K. A. Smith rightly points out, Lyotard is thus best seen as inviting us to recover “the narrative character of Christian faith, rather than understanding it as a collection of ideas.”38 Lyotard’s Postmodern Condition can legitimately be read as a defense of narrative knowledge in the face of the increasing dominance of scientific knowledge.


    Throughout this work, I shall retain the term “metanarrative,” understood in the sense of a satisfyingly capacious “grand story,” a “story of a larger kind” that is capable of explaining and positioning other stories, embraced because of its beauty and truth, not on account of some base desire to dominate. I have no modernist agenda whatsoever in doing so; indeed, I am critical of modernism’s core assumption of a universal human rationality that all thinking persons must acknowledge.39 The Christian faith offers its own grand narrative, which it affirms to be liberating—a truth that sets us free (John 8:32)—and unfolds a vision of how that freedom is attained and what form it takes. It is neither in intention nor in substance a master narrative—a “hegemonic discourse” that seeks to dominate or enslave—although it is capable of being distorted by individuals or institutions in the service of such agendas. (A metanarrative developed to serve the vested interests and privilege of some social or political group is in any case better described as an “ideology.”)40


    We need to be clear on why the term “master narrative” is so inappropriate and unhelpful as a way of conceptualizing the Christian story. First, it is not intended to master other people—to bludgeon them into submission. This is one of the most unattractive aspects of the New Atheism of Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens. Dawkins’s master narrative depicts religious believers as intellectually backward, socially regressive, and totally out of place in the modern world. And, second, the term “master narrative” suggests—but does not explicitly state—that God can be mastered by any conceptual system or narrative. A core axiom of Christian theology is that God transcends any such system or narrative.


    There are other appropriate and helpful ways of thinking of Christianity as a “grand story.” Reformed theologian Michael Horton, for example, uses the term “meganarrative” to designate this “grand narrative,” which he rightly discerns as being of critical importance to Christian theology.


    The prophets and apostles were fully conscious of the fact that they were interpreting reality within the framework of a particular narrative of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation, as told to a particular people (Israel) for the benefit of the world. The biblical faith claims that its story is the one that God is telling, which relativizes and judges the other stories about God, us, and the world.41


    So how might this metanarrative—this story that God is telling, rather than one that we have made up—explain the origin of other stories that human beings tell about themselves and their world? Or our natural instinct to want to tell stories in the first place?


    The “Image of God”: A Theological Interpretation of Storytelling


    As hinted at earlier (see “Christianity as a ‘Story of a Larger Kind’” in chap. 1), one of the most suggestive and interesting explorations of this question is that of J. R. R. Tolkien, whose anthropological studies, particularly in the field of Nordic culture and literature, led him to conclude that “myths”—that is, narrated accounts of reality, appealing primarily to the imagination and secondarily to reason—were ubiquitous. So what theological explanation might be given for this? As we noted earlier, Tolkien located an explanation in the notion of the image of God, which he held to function as a narrative template. Since human beings were created in the image of God, they possess a capacity to create stories that in some way reflects the divine rationality that remains embedded within humanity, despite the fall.


    This theology of “sub-creation”—set out especially in his 1931 poem “Mythopoeia”—led Tolkien to develop a sophisticated yet subtle theology of religion, grounded in the Christian metanarrative’s capacity to accommodate pagan myths, in terms of both their literary form and their existential yearnings. By offering “a far-off gleam or echo of evangelium in the real world,” Tolkien suggested, pagan myths could elicit wonder and longing, thus creating both an appetite and an opening for the discovery of the deeper truth that underlies all truth, however fragmentary and veiled its natural forms might take.42


    For Tolkien, the Christian “myth” thus created intellectual and imaginative space for other stories. Tolkien’s advocation of this idea proved critically important in persuading C. S. Lewis to move from a generalized theism to a specific embrace of Christianity, conceived not primarily as a set of doctrines or moral principles but rather as a controlling and informing grand narrative that generated and sustained such ideas and values.43 Like Tolkien, Lewis came to hold that myths offered a real though unfocused gleam of divine truth falling on the human imagination. Christianity, rather than being one myth alongside many others, is thus to be seen as representing the fulfillment of all myths—the “true myth” toward which all other myths merely point. Christianity thus tells a true story about humanity that makes sense of all the stories that humanity tells about itself.


    Lewis rightly saw that this distinction between “God’s myth” and “human myths” offered an intellectual and imaginative framework that allowed him to see the great myths of ancient Greece or Nordic legend as echoes or anticipations of the full truth, which was made known only in and through the Christian faith. The Christian narrative brings to fulfillment and completion imperfect and partial insights about reality, scattered abroad in human culture, suggesting that similarities between Christianity and pagan religions “ought to be there.”44 In fact, problems would arise if such similarities did not exist, as this would be to imply that “God’s myth” left “human myths” untouched. The great pagan myths, Lewis suggested, were “dim dreams or premonitions” of the greater and fuller truth of the Christian gospel.45


    Lewis argued that the Christian narrative thus gives rise to a clearer and fuller vision of things, which allows shadows, dreams, and rumors to be seen as premonitions and hints of a greater truth—but a truth they were unable to formulate, disclose, or embody. “It is like watching something come gradually into focus.”46 Seeing the full picture helps us make sense of what might otherwise seem hazy, fuzzy, confused, and fragmentary. It allows these fragments to be integrated within a larger vision of things, so that the fragments are joined together in a greater whole.47 What seemed to be disconnected, random, or even meaningless is shown to fit into a bigger picture—a picture disclosed by God, not invented by human beings.


    The patristic period made extensive use of the notion of logos spermatikos—a “seed-bearing reason,” interpreted as God’s implanting, through the act of creation, rational tendencies, and intuitions that were capable of leading individuals to discover God.48 This important notion, however, is framed primarily in terms of an appeal to reason and might be considered deficient imaginatively. A new interest has recently emerged in the related notion of a mythos spermatikos as a way of making sense of the human use of stories to convey meaning and identity.49 The idea of mythos spermatikos helps us grasp that this created capacity to intuit the divine is to be seen in terms of creating and telling stories, not simply in terms of developing arguments or rational concepts.


    Dorothy L. Sayers has developed a similar approach in her Mind of the Maker, which expresses her own distinct view of the image of God in humanity as a kind of imaginative template, which predisposes human beings to think and imagine in certain ways.50 The same “pattern of the creative mind” is evident in both theology and art. Sayers maintains that the pattern of human creative processes “corresponds to the actual structure of the living universe,” so that the “pattern of the creative mind” is an “eternal Idea” that is rooted in the being of God.51 Stories thus express something profound about who we are—which in turn expresses something of the God who created us in this manner. There are hints of such an approach in the later writings of C. S. Lewis, who remarked that God “is related to the universe more as an author is related to a play than as one object in the universe is related to another.”52


    These reflections give us reason to believe that stories are a God-given means of telling people about God, making sense of their worlds, and ultimately allowing them to grasp something of the relevance of God for life and thought. Even from this very brief reflection, it will be clear that a good case can be made for using narratives in Christian reflection—whether theological, ethical, or apologetic.


    Understanding or Coping? The Question of Suffering


    Many have noted the capacity of stories to help us come to terms with personal difficulties and cope with ambiguous experiences, such as loss and bereavement.53 This opens up the question of how a narrative approach to apologetics might engage the “problem of suffering.” Why does a good God allow suffering? Many Christian writers have written on this theme,54 without necessarily providing the kind of decisive intellectual resolution of the issue that some might have hoped for. Yet there is a helpful distinction that needs to be made here, between trying to understand the intellectual riddle of suffering and learning to cope with suffering and perhaps even growing through it.


    The central place of the narrative of the crucified Christ within the Christian narrative helps us engage with suffering as both an existential and an intellectual issue. Christian theologians have, since the earliest times, argued that the presence of suffering in the world does not constitute a challenge to its rationality nor to the notions of meaning and purpose that are embedded within the Christian narrative.55 Augustine of Hippo (358–430), for example, set out an approach to the presence of evil within the world that affirmed the original integrity, goodness, and rationality of the world. Evil and suffering arose from a misuse of freedom, the effects of which are being remedied and transformed through redemption.56 Augustine argued that the believer is enabled to make sense of the enigmas of suffering and evil in the world by recalling its original goodness and looking forward to its final renewal and restoration in heaven.


    Other Christian writers have developed different explanations to account for the origins of evil and suffering and their persistence within the world. Such approaches are essentially concerned to resolve the mental enigmas and intellectual puzzles arising from suffering. Yet many regard such approaches as inadequate to deal with the real problem caused by suffering and evil, which is better understood as existential rather than rational. How does the story of Christ’s suffering and death help us cope with life’s enigmas and traumas?


    Early Christian spirituality, particularly during the extended period when Christianity was marginalized and sporadically persecuted, stressed the alignment of the individual believer’s personal narrative with that of Christ, especially in relation to suffering and hardship. The wall paintings of the Roman catacombs expressed this visually—for example, through depicting Christ as the good shepherd who carried his weary and fearful sheep through a dangerous world.


    Approaches of this kind also dominated Christian spirituality during the Middle Ages, when there was a widespread acceptance that suffering was simply a fact of life that did not require explanation; it did, however, need to be engaged. Many writers of the age explored the question of how someone can grow in wisdom and maturity through suffering, often using images of the crucified Christ as an imaginative gateway to reflection.57 Whereas academic theologians of the Middle Ages wrote about the cognitive tensions arising from suffering, most writers of this period focused on how believers could cope with such pain and perplexity, using them as stepping-stones to wisdom and maturity.


    C. S. Lewis wrote about suffering in two of his works. In his 1940 work, The Problem of Pain, Lewis argues that belief in God is consistent with the existence of pain in the world. Pain, he famously argues, is God’s “megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”58 Yet Lewis’s reconciliation of faith and experience in this work is rational, not existential. It deals with abstract ideas, not the harsh, brutal realities of suffering and death. To its critics, Lewis’s approach in The Problem of Pain amounts to an evasion of the reality of evil and suffering as experienced realities; instead, they are reduced to abstract ideas, which must be fitted into the jigsaw puzzle of faith.


    Two decades later, Lewis published (initially under a pseudonym) a powerful book titled A Grief Observed. This moving work consisted of the painful and brutally honest reflections of a man whose wife has died, slowly and painfully, from cancer. One of the most moving and memorable features of this work is Lewis’s description of his dawning realization that his rational, cerebral faith has taken something of a battering from the emotional crisis that has overwhelmed him. The slow death of Lewis’s wife did not lead him to unbelief; it did, however, reveal the precarious nature of an intellectual faith that was disconnected from the harsh realities of life.59


    Lewis’s solution came when he reflected on the narrative of Christ’s suffering and death. Lewis had been preoccupied with his desire to be able to suffer in the place of his dying wife: “If only I could bear it, or the worst of it, or any of it, instead of her.”60 The mark of the true lover was, for Lewis, a willingness to take on pain and suffering, in order that the beloved might be spared its worst. It was then that Lewis made the connection with the Christian narrative: that this is precisely what God did on the cross. Is it allowed, he “babbles,” to take on suffering on behalf of someone else, so that the person is spared at least something of its pain and sense of dereliction? The answer lies in the crucified Christ. “It was allowed to One, we are told, and I find I can now believe again, that He has done vicariously whatever can be so done. He replies to our babble, ‘You cannot and you dare not. I could and dared.’”61


    Ultimately, the issue raised by the existence of evil, suffering, and pain focuses on the question of meaning. Is the world merely a random, meaningless accumulation of accidental events? Or may a deeper picture be discerned, one that enables the issues of human existence to be brought into sharper focus? Resilience in the face of illness, suffering, or trauma is widely agreed to be enhanced if it is seen as purposeful, intentional, or productive. The Christian narrative, which has at its core a crucified Savior, provides a framework of meaning that allows this kind of interpretation to be placed on these events, thus helping individual believers cope with their distress and anxiety. It invites us to enter a narrative that speaks of the violent, painful, and seemingly meaningless death of Christ and explores how this is shown to be meaningful in itself and capable of conferring meaning on others who suffer.


    The Christian narrative frames illness and suffering in such a manner as to allow them to be seen as coherent, meaningful, and potentially positive, allowing them to foster personal growth and development. This narrative invites us to imagine ourselves as passing through a world of darkness and sorrow in the presence of a journeying God who is with us even when we pass through the “valley of the shadow of death.” As pastor Timothy Keller remarks, “Suffering is unbearable if you aren’t certain that God is for you and with you.”62 The New Testament frequently affirms that the Christian hope of eternal life in the future is linked with the experience of suffering in the present and sees this link as expressed in the story of Christ’s passion and crucifixion: “We share in [Christ’s] sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Rom. 8:17 NIV).


    This brief reflection on how narratives can communicate and commend the richly textured account of reality offered by the Christian faith leads us to reflect more thoroughly and systematically on the place of narratives in Christian apologetics. In the next chapter, we shall focus on the three core tasks of apologetics we noted earlier (see “Why Apologetics Matters” in chap. 1) and consider how narratives can help us engage with these.

  


  
     

    3. 
The Practical Application of Narrative Apologetics


    Stories offer apologetic possibilities that are impossible with more abstract forms of apologetics, such as arguments for the existence of God. Perhaps most importantly, they engage audiences—such as children—who find rational dissection pointless and uninteresting yet are intrigued by stories.1 As C. S. Lewis once remarked, a well-told story opens the imagination to new ways of seeing things, allowing the Christian story to be displayed in its “real potency,” so that it can steal past the “watchful dragons” of a hardened rationalism.2


    Earlier in this work (see “Why Apologetics Matters” in chap. 1), I suggested that there were three primary tasks for Christian apologetics. In the first place, it must engage cultural objections to religious belief. In the second, it has to show the ways in which Christianity can connect with people’s lives and concerns. And in the third, it must try to present Christian beliefs in a way that contemporary culture can appreciate and understand. So how can the telling of stories help with these three apologetic tasks?


    While later sections of this work will provide more-detailed engagement with these questions, it is important to deal with this general concern immediately. How, many will wonder, can a story answer a question or meet an objection? These are fair questions. While I will draw on many writers in exploring these issues, I shall pay particular attention to C. S. Lewis, who offers both a theoretical explanation of the apologetic potential of stories and suggestions for their practical application. Just as Iris Murdoch supplemented her more analytical works of philosophy with an exploration of its actual outworking in life through her novels, so Lewis enacts his ideas in narratives.


    In a perceptive and sympathetic account of Lewis’s use of stories, Gilbert Meilaender focuses on what he believes to be Lewis’s most important achievement: showing how stories help us step inside another way of seeing our world. Meilaender suggests that this is seen at its best in The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader” (1952), as Lewis relates how Lucy Pevensie discovered a book that seemed to bring her close to, if not directly into contact with, something of ultimate significance that lay beyond time.


    [Lewis] tells stories which expand the imagination and give one a world within which to live for a time. Like Lucy, the reader can almost forget he is reading a story at all and can be living in the story as if it were real. Lewis offers not abstract propositions for belief but the quality, the feel, of living in the world narrated by the biblical story.3


    As Rowan Williams has pointed out, the stories of Narnia do not aim to teach us about Christian doctrine and practice but rather seek to help us experience them alongside the characters who are caught up in this imagined yet seemingly real world.4 Lewis’s approach thus represents a decisive move away from what the philosopher Paul Moser perceptively calls “spectator evidence” for God;5 rather than passively observing our own world, Lewis invites us to enter another world and, in so doing, come to see our own world in a new way.


    Lewis’s apologetic strategy is to invite his readers to step into the Christian way of seeing things, imagine how things look and feel from this perspective, and assess the quality of the Christian narrative. Does this story seem to ring true to life and experience? Does it weave things together in a more coherent and satisfying way? Would those hearing this story like to enter and inhabit such a world?


    Lewis offers a theoretical account of the imaginative power and conceptual richness of narratives in several of his essays, most notably “Myth Became Fact” (1944), “Is Theology Poetry?” (1945), and “On Stories” (1947).6 The basic principles set out in these essays are, of course, put into practice in The Chronicles of Narnia. The theme of incarnation plays a crucial, yet often understated, role in these novels, as it does in Lewis’s own theological vision. For Lewis, the Christian narrative affirms that another and more real world has entered into our history in the form of one specific human being, so that the universal has become embodied and particularized, located in our world of time and space. For this reason, we need not transcend our finitude in order to find that more real world; rather, it has come to us.


    Through his deft use of narrative in The Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis helps us to see things in a new way, to enter a new world of experience and reflection in which things turn out to be not quite what we thought they were. What seemed like an insurmountable difficulty when seen from one perspective turns out to be a tolerable anomaly when seen from another. The narrative enables us to see perspectives that were otherwise invisible or inaccessible to us.


    With these points in mind, we shall explore how Lewis’s Narnian narrative illuminates the three apologetic tasks we considered earlier. First, we consider how Lewis’s approach helps us to engage what many consider to be a significant objection to faith.


    Meeting Objections: God as a Projection


    Perhaps one of the most commonly encountered objections to belief in God can be traced back to German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, who argued that the idea of God is merely a “projection” of the human imagination.7 Religion in general, according to Feuerbach, is simply about human feelings and aspirations being projected onto an illusory transcendent plane. Human beings mistakenly objectify their own feelings, interpreting their experience of themselves in terms of an awareness of God.


    Yet this objection to theistic belief has now become detached from its original basis in Feuerbach’s interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy and become attached instead to the psychoanalytical theories of Sigmund Freud. Freud’s Future of an Illusion (1927) develops a strongly reductionist approach to religion, arguing that religious ideas are “illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest, and most urgent wishes of mankind.”8 Belief in God is a mere wish fulfillment, an expression and outcome of human longings, representing an illusion that shields us from the harsh and unbearable realities of an incoherent world. Freud reshapes Feuerbach’s argument, locating the motivation for inventing a transcendent God in a human inability to cope with life without some transcendent basis.


    So how might we respond to these objections? One answer, of course, is to challenge the intellectual basis of this argument. Feuerbach, for example, makes the generic point that human beings have a tendency to construct worlds that they find intellectually congenial. If God is seen as a consolation, this indicates that such a belief might be adopted as a protection against a sense of meaninglessness or pointlessness.


    Yet this argument works equally well against atheism, which is a worldview that offers human beings autonomy. Those searching for absolute freedom might wish to liberate themselves from transcendental interference. Atheism might therefore be seen as a post hoc intellectual ratification of an emotional desire. A good example of this is philosopher Thomas Nagel’s atheism, which is ultimately an intellectualization of a more fundamental longing on his part for a godless world. “It isn’t just that I don’t believe in God, and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief,” Nagel states. “It’s that I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.”9 The wish gives rise to the belief; Nagel’s atheism seems to be a post hoc rationalization of his desire for a godless universe.


    Or we might use a narrative approach, pointing out that if Freud’s account of the psychogenesis of religious belief is correct, then his own atheism has to be seen as the outcome of his own personal history, especially his troubled relationship with his father. If, as Freud suggests, people come to associate God with their fathers, their religious beliefs will inevitably become entangled with their personal perception of their relationship with their father. “Psycho-analysis has made us familiar with the intimate connection between the father-complex and belief in God; it has shown us that a personal God is psychologically nothing other than an exalted father, and it brings us evidence every day of how young people lose their religious beliefs as soon as their father’s authority breaks down.”10 Psychologist Paul Vitz thus uses a narrative approach to deconstruct Freud’s atheism, showing that it was a position arrived at initially not by intellectual argument, but rather was an outcome of Freud’s personal circumstances and contingencies.11


    Lewis, however, uses a purely narrative approach to engage the general question of whether our beliefs about God are simply extrapolations from our experience of this world, including our own feelings and emotions. Lewis uses a narrative framework to allow an argument to be seen in a new light, allowing its significance to be reassessed. This approach is seen at its best in The Silver Chair (1953), one of the later novels in The Chronicles of Narnia. Lewis makes use of an imaginative gambit originally deployed by Plato—a dark underworld cave, illuminated only by the flickering flames of a fire. The inhabitants of that cave, who have lived there since birth, have no notion that there is a greater world beyond this realm of shadows.


    Lewis reworks this idea in The Silver Chair, which sets out “the ‘Ontological Proof’ in a form suitable for children.”12 Eustace Scrubb, Jill Pole, and Puddleglum find themselves in an “Underland” ruled by the Lady of the Green Kirtle, who tries to persuade them that Narnia is simply a figment of their imaginations. Puddleglum tries to explain that beyond the dark realms of the Underland, there really is an “Overworld,” which is illuminated by the sun.


    The Lady of the Green Kirtle ridicules this idea. Puddleglum has simply invented his ridiculous idea of a sun, basing it on the lamps he has seen around him in the Underland: “You have put nothing into your make-believe without copying it from the real world, this world of mine, which is the only world.”13 In any case, the idea of a sun is incoherent. Puddleglum talks about the sun hanging in the sky and lighting up the Overworld. Well then, just what does the sun hang from?


    The reader of this passage encounters a seemingly sophisticated argument, which would clearly convince any inhabitant of the Underland. Like the prisoners in Plato’s cave, they knew no other world and would thus probably dismiss Puddleglum’s ideas about the sun as delusional and incoherent. Yet we read this passage from our own perspective—that of knowing that there is indeed an Overworld, illuminated by the sun. The reader can switch perspectives, seeing how an argument that works well from one perspective is shown to be flawed from another.


    Lewis’s narrative allows his readers to flip their points of view, thus changing their informing perspectives. It offers another way of seeing things, challenging the narrative of a materialist or naturalist worldview. Unless we see things in this new way, we shall remain trapped in our underground cave, being predisposed to believe not merely that there is nothing beyond it but that there cannot be anything beyond it. Lewis thus creates imaginative space for his readers to place their beliefs about God and show that there are plausible alternatives to naturalism.


    Explaining Significance: Narrating the Incarnation


    The figure of Jesus Christ stands at the heart of the Christian faith—a person who is to be known and adored, rather than being merely the object of theological analysis and dissection. An integral element of Christian apologetics is the effective yet faithful explanation of the significance of Christ, adapted to the vocabulary and situation of specific audiences. Yet terms such as “incarnation” are now not well understood outside the Christian church. So how can their significance be communicated outside the community of faith?


    One important answer is to translate these terms into cultural dialects. Consider, for example, the important Pauline idea of redemption, which denotes the actions through which God rescues human beings from the state of sin, decay, and death to which they have become subject.14 Paul views the situation of humankind as spiritual slavery, from which it has been redeemed by Christ (Gal. 4:5). The analogy with slavery is not so much about moving from bondage to freedom as about moving from the domain of servitude to the elements of the universe or the law to a new domain—that of belonging to God.15 The transference is thus not from service to absolute freedom, as a modern Western reader might assume, but rather takes the form of a radical status reversal, in which believers become subject to a new—yet infinitely preferable—owner.


    Narrative apologetics, however, attempts to communicate the significance of the life, death, and resurrection of Christ through telling stories—such as those embedded within the New Testament. The Gospel narratives emphasize the transformative impact of Christ upon those whom he encountered, such as the first disciples on the shores of Lake Galilee. The earliest Christian witness seems to have taken the form of an invitation to “come and see what we have found” (e.g., John 1:45–46), rather than any attempt to conceptualize Jesus’s significance and thus proclaim a set of ideas, rather than point to a person. The New Testament itself mingles narrative accounts of Christ with theoretical accounts of his significance. Although the latter are clearly grounded in the former, they take a different form, appealing to intellectual comprehension rather than personal encounter.


    The central Christian idea of the incarnation emphasizes that the “God of the Christians” (to use a phase from third-century theologian Tertullian) chose to enter into the place of human habitation. “The Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14). This act of divine incarnation is seen as affirming the importance of the created order, disclosing God’s compassion and care for both the world and humanity, and making possible a transformation of the human situation (which the Christian tradition describes using the language of “salvation” or “atonement”) that allowed those who embraced this new way of existence to live in hope.


    Some will have questions about how a narrative can be said to mediate salvation—as opposed to revealing the way things really are. Many will find themselves puzzled by the question of how a narrative can have any salvific function. The point is that the Christian narrative brings us to a point at which we realize our sinfulness, on the one hand, and the fulfillment and joy of the gospel, on the other. The narrative makes us want to turn our backs on the past and embrace the gospel. The story thus leads us to want to open our lives to the transforming grace of God. To use an analogy familiar to many medieval theologians, it is like opening a shutter to allow light into a dark room. The act of opening the shutter is a human action that parallels the removal of an obstacle to grace, but the ensuing illumination of the room parallels the work of God’s grace.16 We don’t cause the sun to shine or God to be gracious—but we can do something that makes us recipients of the warmth and light of the sun or the transforming grace of God.


    Or, to alter the image, the Christian story might help us realize that we are ill and hence cause us to seek a cure. The story itself does not cure us, but it becomes a means by which we are cured, in that it prompts us to discover how the gospel can make us whole and hence how we can be healed by God’s grace. Or, to return to the theme of the incarnation, we realize that the Son of God took on human flesh, suffered, and died in order to redeem us—so we reach out to embrace Christ and become transformed through his living presence within us.17


    While the incarnation helps us grasp the significance of Jesus Christ for humanity, it also tells us something about the kind of God whom Christians love and worship. During my own atheist phase, I thought of God as a distant reality standing behind or outside history, detached from human existential concerns and shielded from the traumas of history. I could see no intellectual or existential case for believing in a God like that. Yet the biblical affirmation that the “Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14) offers a radically different concept of God—not the abstract and remote “God of the philosophers,” but a God who cares for us, not as a passive distant observer, but as an active fellow traveler and constant companion within the historical process. God is someone we can know and address in worship and prayer. Philosopher Roger Scruton has expressed this point rather nicely: “The God of the philosophers disappeared behind the world, because he was described in the third person, and not addressed in the second.”18


    Yet as Christianity expanded into the Mediterranean world in the late first and early second centuries, a subtle change took place, in which vivid narratives about Jesus Christ came to be displaced by a philosophically conceptualized Christ. As a result, the identity and significance of Christ came to be framed in terms borrowed from secular Greek metaphysics, so that Christ was proclaimed as being “consubstantial” with God.19 The biblical narratives on which such conclusions were based receded into the background, partly because the Hellenistic culture of the eastern Mediterranean region had come to see logos as being superior to mythos as a vehicle for truth.20 Rational argument, rather than the recounting of narratives, thus became central to the apologetic task.


    The Christian understanding of Jesus Christ, traditionally affirmed in the doctrine of the incarnation, is often stated in terms of the “two natures of Christ,” both human and divine.21 Dorothy L. Sayers offers a neat summary of Christ’s significance, which many have found to be helpful apologetically: “The central dogma of the Incarnation is that by which relevance stands or falls. If Christ was only man, then He is entirely irrelevant to any thought about God; if He is only God, then He is entirely irrelevant to any experience of human life.”22 Yet Sayers’s helpful summary of the significance of the incarnation is still framed conceptually. So what stories might we tell to help us grasp the significance of Christ? What narratives might we use to explore both how Christ is to be properly understood and what his significance for the human situation might be?


    Happily, we do not need to invent such stories, in that the Gospels contain many such narratives that are rich in apologetic possibilities. Consider, for example, this familiar episode from Mark’s account of Christ’s early Galilean ministry: “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven.’ Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, ‘Why does this fellow speak in this way? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?’” (Mark 2:5–7). The narrative is set in the town of Capernaum and tells of Christ’s healing of a paralytic man who was lowered through the roof of a house. Underlying the narrative is a core Jewish theological assumption that only God is able to forgive sin. Yet the paralytic is healed. The reader is left with a question: If only God can forgive, and Christ has forgiven, who must Christ be? We see here a clear trajectory from christological function to christological identity. We begin by establishing what Christ did and then explore what this implies for who he is.


    The Gospel narratives of individual encounters with Christ emphasize his transformative impact—something that is best expressed by narrating what happened. In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, C. S. Lewis captures something of this in his description of the impact of the name Aslan on the four children when they hear it spoken for the first time.


    Edmund felt a sensation of mysterious horror. Peter felt suddenly brave and adventurous. Susan felt as if some delicious smell or some delightful strain of music had just floated by her. And Lucy got the feeling you have when you wake up in the morning and realize that it is the beginning of the holidays or the beginning of summer.23


    Each of the children experiences thinking of Aslan in a different way, perhaps adapted to his or her individual narrative.24 In the end, it is this experience of Aslan that leads the children—each in his or her own way—to unfold his full significance. Aslan is no “tame lion” who is easily mastered. Lewis here uses the word “tame” to imply the kind of conceptual mastery that allocates objects to predetermined categories of meaning. Lewis wants his readers to realize that Aslan is wild—demanding that we make categories specially created to accommodate his uniqueness, rather than trying to force him into existing ways of thinking. The old wineskins prove incapable of coping with the new wine.


    Perhaps the best example of Lewis using a narrative to explain the significance of the incarnation imaginatively is to be found in a sermon that he preached in London during the Second World War. Lewis here attempted to explain the meaning of the incarnation by telling the story of a diver who is determined to rescue something precious that has fallen into the mud at the bottom of a deep lake. He plunges into the cold, dark water, going deeper and deeper until, his lungs close to bursting, he finally takes hold of the object of his quest and rises again to the surface. For Lewis, this is the story of God entering into the world, in order to take hold of us and redeem us. God “descended into his own universe, and rose again, bringing human nature up with him.”25


    It is a helpful narrative that is open to further development and exploration—for example, in highlighting the costliness and commitment of redemption. Yet its chief function is to give imaginative substance to a central Christian theme that can too easily become an intellectual abstraction. The “incarnation” is not a static and timeless idea but rather the Christian way of interpreting something that happened—the life, death, and resurrection of Christ—and its implications.


    Yet Lewis has another card to play in this sermon: an argument for the centrality of the incarnation to the Christian faith. Lewis asks us to imagine a manuscript of some great work, such as a novel. Then someone tells us that he has found a missing chapter—a chapter that plays such a pivotal role that the whole novel turns around it. Like Anselm of Canterbury, Lewis invites us to consider a world without the idea of incarnation (remoto Christo)—and then to discover the difference that the addition of this new chapter makes. In the case of Christianity, the incarnation “constantly brought out new meanings,” enabling us to “notice things in the rest of the work” that had hitherto been overlooked.26 Lewis here echoes a point made by Niebuhr, who stresses the capacity of the narrative of Jesus Christ to open up an expanded vision of reality: “Through the cross of Christ, we gain a new understanding of the present scene; we note relations previously ignored; find explanations of our actions hitherto undreamed of.”27


    Christianity tells a story about God, humanity, and the world that pivots around the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The incarnation both gives coherence and focus to the entire Christian narrative and allows us to grasp its relevance for human life and thought. Above all, it expands our vision of reality, helping us realize that we too often satisfy ourselves with inadequate accounts of ourselves in the universe. As Marilynne Robinson puts it, rationalism ends up imprisoning us within a limited world, diminishing our hopes and expectations and failing to capture what is so important about being human: “The modern world, insofar as it is proposed to humankind as its habitation, is too small, too dull, too meager for us. After all, we are very remarkable. We alone among the creatures have learned a bit of the grammar of the universe.”28 The Christian story affirms that and unfolds how God has paid us the compliment of coming to where we are in the incarnation, taking our form, in order to free us from this restricted and restricting vision of reality. God constructs and unveils a new habitation that we are invited to enter—and enjoy.


    Translation and Transposition: Visualizing Sin


    Western culture has become resistant to the notion of sin. The philosophers of the French Enlightenment dismissed it as irrational superstition, fearful that people might take the idea of a flawed human nature seriously. Yet the history of the twentieth century—supposedly the most “enlightened” in human history—witnessed such violence, oppression, and destructiveness that awkward questions about a naive belief in human goodness simply cannot be overlooked. As philosopher R. G. Collingwood famously remarked, “The chief business of twentieth-century philosophy is to reckon with twentieth-century history.”29


    One of the reasons that philosopher John Gray achieved such fame with his breakout book Straw Dogs (2002) was its relentless demolition of the cozy certainties of Western liberalism. For Gray, “humans cannot live without illusion”—such as an intellectually indefensible blind faith in cultural progress or in the fundamental goodness of human nature.30 Humanists may like to delude themselves that they have a rational view of the world, yet their core belief in moral progress is simply a “superstition.” Advances in science and technology are driven by selfish and corrupting human agendas, often aimed at securing domination over potential enemies. “Without the railways, telegraph and poison gas, there could have been no Holocaust.”31 Many will feel that Gray has overstated his case. Yet the points he makes about the flaws in human nature can hardly be overlooked. For Gray, recognizing human limits should be seen not as a humiliating defeat but rather as a potential source of wonder and enrichment, as we are forced to be realistic about ourselves.


    Some, of course, will find such a thought unbearable. Perhaps this helps us understand a second aspect of human nature—what Rowan Williams once termed a “dangerous taste for unreality,”32 in which we close our minds and eyes to awkward truths about ourselves. The Christian idea of sin is unpopular, precisely because it articulates an unpopular truth: that human nature is deeply flawed, wounded, and broken, and that part of our problem is that we refuse to accept that there is a problem in the first place. Yet a truthful narrative has the power to release us from its destructive alternatives and offers us ways of seeing through the distortions of reality that are present in contemporary culture.33


    How is this truth to be communicated? How can we help people to be receptive to such an uncomfortable idea, which raises deep and troubling questions about our true identity and moral capacities? Narrative apologetics offers some important possibilities. One of these is to personify sin, thus making it the subject of a narrative. This approach appears to be used in some of the Pauline Epistles. A good example is the personification of sin (and righteousness) in Paul’s reflections in Romans 6:15–23.34 The line of thought here is that believers were once slaves of sin, subject to its direction and authority; through Christ, they have now been liberated from the power of sin and transferred to the domain of Christ. Sin is here treated not primarily as a conceptual abstraction but as a personal force at work within humanity, whose power can be broken. This transposition from sin as an abstract idea to sin as a personal force that is active within us enables us to identify narratives of liberation that can be used effectively apologetically—such as the biblical narrative of the exodus from Egypt, to which we shall return presently (see “The Story of the Exodus: The Hope of Deliverance” in chap. 4).


    Another narrative option is to tell stories that raise questions about the reliability of the dominant cultural metanarrative, which marginalizes and refuses to countenance the notion of sin—as expressed, for example, in the pervasive idea that education is the key to human self-improvement. One such story concerns the Wannsee Conference of January 1942, held at a villa in a leafy suburb of Berlin, which laid the groundwork for the “Final Solution”—the attempted extermination of the Jews at death camps like Auschwitz.35 This conference was attended by thirteen Nazi technocrats. Their task was to agree on protocols and procedures for the elimination of Jews from Germany and the occupied territories.


    Yet those who planned this event were highly educated, with doctorates or medical qualifications from leading German universities. They were part of the elite of one of the most cultured states in Western Europe. So if education humanizes people, how could such individuals have plotted mass murder on an industrial scale? George Steiner has pointed out that human beings are rather more complex than optimistic educationalists appreciate. Someone could quite easily read great poetry or play great music in the evening and then take part in mass murder on an industrial scale the next day. Steiner observes, “We know that a man can read Goethe or Rilke in the evening, that he can play Bach and Schubert, and go to his day’s work at Auschwitz in the morning.”36


    Now other narratives could be brought forward to present a more positive account of human nature. Yet this does not negate the notion of some abiding flaw within us; it merely indicates the need for a more complex account of humanity that acknowledges both our desire to do good and our apparent inclination to do something that we know to be wrong, so beautifully summarized in Paul’s famous reflection on his personal limitations: “I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Rom. 7:18–19).


    Yet many apologists would argue that the fundamental difficulty here is that sin is very difficult to visualize. It is too easily perceived as an abstract idea that lacks substance and imaginative appeal. There is an important point being made here: we need a way of grasping the reality and significance of sin by becoming imaginatively receptive to it. And one of the best ways of doing this is through narratives that engage our imaginations in order to help us reflect on their intellectual substance.


    So what narrative could be told to help convey the idea of sin as a force that entraps us and from whose power we cannot escape? How can we become imaginatively receptive to such an idea? In his Voyage of the “Dawn Treader,” C. S. Lewis tells of the “undragoning” of one of his more unpleasant literary creations, Eustace Clarence Scrubb. Lewis portrays Scrubb unsympathetically as a materialistic and self-centered person whose objectives are dominated by greed and self-advancement. Scrubb sees himself in terms of a narrative in which the possession of riches leads to him becoming a master of his destiny and world, only to discover that the narrative is flawed. Instead, he realizes that he has been mastered by his desires, which he finds he cannot control.


    Lewis explores the corruption of Eustace Scrubb using a literary analogy: the Norse legend of the greedy giant Fáfnir, who turned himself into a dragon to protect his accumulated treasure.37 On finding a hoard of riches in a dragon’s lair, Eustace becomes intoxicated by thoughts of his sudden acquisition of both power and wealth. In a dramatic and beautifully rendered moment, Lewis describes Eustace changing into a dragon as a result of his “greedy, dragonish thoughts.”38 Eustace has become trapped within his own imagined and self-serving story—and, as disillusionment sets in, he realizes that he cannot break free from it. Hoping that he is merely wearing a dragon costume, he discovers that he cannot tear off the dragon’s skin; every attempt to do so merely reveals yet another layer of scales beneath it. It is difficult for the reader of this passage not to feel sympathy for Eustace, who finds himself in a hopeless and helpless situation.


    Yet the story then takes a dramatic, unexpected turn. A lion appears and tears at the dragon flesh with his claws. Eustace does not know the lion’s name; the reader, of course, knows it is Aslan. The lion’s claws cut so deeply that Eustace is in real pain, which he describes as “worse than anything I’ve ever felt.”39 And when the dragon scales are finally removed, the lion plunges the raw and bleeding Eustace into a well from which he emerges purified and renewed, with his humanity restored. The immersion in the water of the well picks up on the New Testament’s language about baptism as dying to self and rising to Christ (Rom. 6), in effect breaking free from a narrative of oppression and captivity and becoming part of a narrative of liberation.


    Eustace had been trapped by forces over which he has no control. Wanting to master others, he discovers that he has himself been mastered. The dragon is a symbol, not so much of sin itself as of the power of sin to entrap, captivate, and imprison. The power of sin can be broken and mastered only by the redeemer—by Aslan, the one who heals and renews Eustace, thus restoring him to what he was intended to be. Eustace, having become trapped in a web of falsehood and self-deceit, realizes that he has become so deeply enmeshed and entangled within this story that he cannot break free from its tissue of deception. Only Aslan can break the power of this story and enable Eustace to enter another story—within which he really belongs.


    Lewis’s narrative serves a double function. First, it represents a narrative transposal of the Christian themes of sin and salvation, vividly and realistically depicting sin as an enslaving force that cannot be overcome by human agency. God’s grace alone can break the power of sin and liberate us from its spell. But, second, it invites apologists to reflect on what stories they might tell to make those same points in an imaginatively engaging and compelling manner.


    This chapter has sketched out some possibilities for narrative apologetics, indicating some ways in which narratives might be used to communicate important aspects of the Christian faith, to suggest some ways in which we can connect with the gospel, and to point to solutions to traditional apologetic questions.


    Yet this raises some important questions, of which perhaps the most obvious is, What biblical narratives can be used apologetically? Writers such as C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, and Marilynne Robinson offer us a rich seam of narrative possibilities, which can easily be adopted and adapted for apologetic purposes. But what about the Bible itself, so central to Christian preaching, teaching, and personal devotion? In the chapter that follows, we shall reflect on how we might use biblical narratives in the commendation of faith.

  


  
     

    4. 
Biblical Narratives: Opening Windows of Perception


    The Bible is rich in narratives, each of which can be thought of as a thread that is woven into the grander biblical metanarrative—a story about creation, fall, the calling of Israel, and the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.1 There is a sense in which to be a Christian is to see this grand story as defining and authoritative, challenging the rival stories of human origin, nature, and destiny offered by our world. Our own stories are given meaning and value by being interpreted by, and located within, this greater story. Apologists often emphasize the importance of grasping this grander story, seeing its comprehensiveness and coherence as apologetic virtues. In this chapter, however, we shall focus on a number of individual narratives and ask how they might have apologetic potential.


    In recording his overwhelming religious experience of the night of November 23, 1654, Blaise Pascal drew a sharp distinction between the “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob” and the “God of the philosophers and scholars.” Many have argued about the nature and legitimacy of this distinction. But one point has not been given the attention it deserves. As the Old Testament makes clear, a story can be told about the “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob”; the “God of the philosophers and scholars,” however, has no story to tell. The Bible bears witness to the God whose actions and character can be seen in history and hence can be expressed in the form of a narrative.


    Biblical narratives generally involve an interweaving of history and interpretation, mingling a narration of events with an assessment of their significance. At times, this poses some challenges to the reader. For example, is the “Succession narrative” beginning in 1 Kings to be understood as supporting Solomon’s claim to be the legitimate successor of David, or as critical of Solomon’s claims to be king of Israel, or as inviting its readers to face up to the moral and personal tensions within Solomon and learn to live with them?2 Other Old Testament narratives—such as the defining stories of the exodus from Egypt and the exile in Babylon—are better understood, especially in relation to their capacity to generate an intellectual map of reality. Both of these will be considered in the present chapter.


    Although this chapter will give due attention to historical and theological issues, its primary focus is apologetic. In what way does telling the four stories to be considered in this chapter open up apologetic possibilities? How do these narratives create a framework for exploring the conceptual vitality and existential traction of the Christian faith? How can they be windows of perception for those struggling to grasp what Christianity is all about? Limits of space mean that we can focus on only four case studies, but readers can easily extend this list and develop others for their own purposes. This chapter aims to open up discussion through selective illustration and allow readers to develop these ideas further.


    In each of these biblical narratives, the reader is invited to step inside these stories and see the world from within them.3 These narratives are like windows, allowing us to see ourselves and our world in a Christian way and inviting us to assess the quality and texture of their rendering of reality. How do they help us make sense of experience? How do they help us understand what has gone wrong and what can be done to put it right? How do they engender hope? Traditionally, apologetics rightly reaffirms the fundamental historicity of the great events of the biblical past—such as the exodus and exile. Yet we are also invited to assess the reliability and trustworthiness of these narratives by reflecting on the quality of their accounts of observation and experience and the manner in which these are held together.


    Some may, however, raise a concern here. Surely a better apologetic strategy is to draw on stories taken from culture at large, rather than specifically Christian stories? And does not drawing on biblical narratives raise further questions about biblical authority and interpretation? Some fair points are being made here. Yet one of the core objectives of narrative apologetics is to familiarize our audiences with some core biblical stories and invite them to taste the quality of their rendering of experience. In telling these stories, we are not initially asking people to accept their authority but rather are inviting them to explore the way of seeing reality that they open up.


    Such a process of reflection also leads people to reflect on the plausibility of other narratives, including those privileged by Western culture that, in effect, control public discussion of issues such as the place of faith in public life. A form of groupthink emerges, which privileges a single narrative of human existence—such as what Christian Smith has identified as the “Scientific Enlightenment narrative” (see “Why Stories Matter” in chap. 1). Ludwig Wittgenstein has pointed out how easily a single way of thinking can come to dominate social discussion, so that our imaginations become so fixated on one specific way of seeing things that it proves difficult for us to liberate ourselves from its imaginative thrall: “A picture held us captive.”4


    Wittgenstein rightly notes how easily our understanding of our world can be shaped by an “organizing myth”5—a metanarrative that has, whether we realize it or not, come to dominate our perception of our world, in effect predisposing us to regard certain interpretations of experience as natural or self-evidentially correct, while blinding us to alternative ways of understanding it. Charles Taylor makes a similar point, noting how such a metanarrative often gains the cultural ascendancy through historical contingency rather than intellectual excellence.6 Wittgenstein thus suggests that we need to free ourselves from the grip of such pictures or narratives,7 considering alternatives that might offer a better rendering of our world—such as those offered by the four biblical narratives we shall consider in this chapter.


    With this point in mind, we turn to reflect on the first of these narratives—the exodus from Egypt.


    The Story of the Exodus: The Hope of Deliverance


    Our first narrative case study is the exodus from Egypt, widely seen as a pivotal moment in the emergence of the distinct ethnic group known as “the people of Israel.” Parallel accounts of this event are known, originating from non-Jewish sources. For example, Hecataeus of Abdera, writing around 320 BC, refers to a “great plague” afflicting Egypt “in ancient times,” leading to the expulsion of foreigners, many of whom settled in the land known as Judea.8 While the historical details of both the exodus and the subsequent conquest of Canaan remain unclear,9 there is agreement that the cultural memory of the exodus—affirmed and consolidated through the Passover ritual—was of critical importance in the fashioning of Israel’s identity and above all in shaping its understanding of its God. The narrative of the exodus extends, of course, to include the period of “wilderness wandering” and the entry into the promised land.


    The exodus narrative functions at several levels in the Old Testament, serving as a reminder of the historical origins of Israel and an affirmation of the activity and benevolence of Israel’s God. Perhaps the most striking feature is the way in which God is named with reference to this narrative. The covenant God of Israel is identified as the one who delivered Israel from captivity in Egypt. “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” (Deut. 5:15).10 Israel’s God is the one who stands at the heart of this narrative of redemption and deliverance.


    Some Jewish writers living in Egypt during the intertestamental period tended to reinterpret the exodus narrative in light of the prevailing Hellenistic culture. Philo of Alexandria, for example, understood the exodus as more than a narrative about the escape from Egypt, seeing it primarily as an allegory for the journey of the soul.11 But what did this narrative mean to the first Christians? Most of them were not Jewish, so how did they establish a personal and meaningful connection with this Jewish narrative of the exodus from Egypt? The evidence clearly indicates that early Christian writers quickly appreciated the theological significance of this story and were able to anchor it firmly within the Christian metanarrative using typological exegesis.


    “Typology” is the search for correspondence between events, persons, or things within the historical framework of revelation, so that the Old Testament is seen to anticipate the events and ideas of the New Testament.12 Typological exegesis secured the theological connection of the old and the new covenants by proposing a correlation of “type” and “antitype”—the anticipation and fulfillment, the shadow and the reality. Second-century theologian Melito of Sardis thus developed the idea that the Passover is to be seen as a “type” of the death of Christ. The Passover once celebrated in Egypt is to be seen as prefiguring “Christ our Passover” (1 Cor. 5:7 NASB), just as the Passover lamb slain in Egypt anticipates the “Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8 KJV). Similarly, the history of Israel in Egypt is to be seen as an anticipation of the history of Jesus Christ in Judea, while the history of Jesus in Judea is to be seen as a recapitulation of the history of Israel in Egypt. Christians could thus see the exodus as part of their own family history, linking believers and the community of faith with God’s saving acts in the past.


    Seeing the exodus as a “type” allowed a theological link to be developed between the past and the present, through which the realities of present experience could be connected with the biblical narrative of God’s past actions and thus be understood and potentially transformed. Augustine of Hippo’s christological reading of the Old Testament allowed him to transcend the historical specifics of the history of Israel,13 opening up a grand vista of the nature and destiny of humanity within the cosmos. Similar approaches are found in leading theologians and preachers of the early church, such as John Chrysostom: “The Israelites passed through the sea; you have passed from death to life. They were delivered from the Egyptians; you have been delivered from the powers of darkness. The Israelites were freed from slavery to a pagan people; you have been freed from the much greater slavery to sin.”14


    As interpreted by Christians, the exodus narrative thus “symbolizes something basic about the universe,”15 to borrow a phrase from the famous sermon “The Death of Evil upon the Seashore,” preached by Martin Luther King Jr. in 1954. For King, as for so many early Christian writers, the exodus narrative could be read in a way that provided a lens through which the truth about the human situation was disclosed and the possibility of divine transformation of that situation was proclaimed. The apologetic potential of this biblical narrative thus lies not primarily in its historical factuality but in its capacity to provide a truthful and compelling account of human existence.


    Philosopher Mary Midgley offers us an image that is helpful in appreciating the apologetic potential of biblical narratives. She argues that we need “multiple maps” of our world if we are to grasp and appreciate its complexity.16 No single angle of approach or way of looking at things is good enough on its own to render the complexity of nature. Midgley’s point is easily grasped by considering the multiple ways in which we try to make sense of human nature, the complexity of which calls out for “inter-disciplinary cross-fertilization”17—something that can be achieved through the coordination of multiple maps. One map might help us understand our biological function and location; another might help us understand our true nature and destiny. We need both of these maps if we are to inhabit this world meaningfully. This basic principle can also be applied to biblical narratives. One map is historical, in effect telling us what happened; the other is theological and existential, telling us what these events meant at the time and might mean for us now. This second map allows us to appreciate the significance of these events for our understanding of God and for the illumination and redemption of human nature.


    Early Christian writers realized that the exodus narrative provided an imaginative template for the interpretation of human experience. They had no doubt of the deep appeal of the exodus narrative to the human imagination and of its reflection of the experienced realities of life—such as a pervasive sense of hopelessness and alienation. The narrative of the exodus in its expanded form, which includes the wilderness wanderings and the crossing of the Jordan into Canaan, provides a map of the landscape of faith, which has found a rich tradition of application in Christian spirituality.18


    So how can this narrative be used to elicit interest in Christianity and create imaginative receptivity to its themes? The simplest answer to this question is this: we need to enter into the narrative, stepping inside it and seeing things from its perspective—and being willing to embrace the greater narrative of which this is part, allowing our own stories to become part of this grander vision of reality.


    This narrative begins by describing the condition of humanity. We are in bondage, trapped in a situation that is not of our own choosing and from which we cannot break free. We are characters in a story that we did not write and so cannot control. We are the slaves of the “elemental spirits of the universe” (Col. 2:8), which we do not consider legitimate, and which do not have our own interests at heart. We long for a liberation that seems to lie beyond our grasp, through which we might become the people whom we sense we are meant to be. We are, in short, in Egypt, hoping for our own promised land. Where we are is not where we are meant to be. We belong somewhere else—somewhere that lies beyond us. So where is this land to be found? And who will deliver us?


    The Christian reading of the exodus narrative thus leads into the “good news” of Christ as the new Moses, who liberates human beings from bondage and journeys with them as they prepare to cross the Jordan and enter into the new promised land. It thus affirms both the human need for redemption and the existence of a redeemer who is able to break the power of sin and also holds out the hope of heaven after our period of wandering in this world. Finally, it invites us to step into this narrative and make it our own. Apologetics could thus be seen as an invitation to “taste and see that the LORD is good” (Ps. 34:8), sampling the spiritual quality of the Christian rendering of reality and considering what this implies in terms of its intellectual trustworthiness.


    The Story of the Exile: Where Do We Really Belong?


    The second biblical narrative is that of the exile of the people of Jerusalem in the great city of Babylon—probably the largest city in the world at the time. In the sixth century before Christ, Jerusalem was the small capital city of the sparsely populated kingdom of Judah, which found itself caught up in the struggle between Egypt and the Babylonian Empire for control of the eastern Mediterranean. Although many aspects of this event (including the precise number of people deported to Babylon) remain unclear,19 there is no doubt of the theological significance that was attached to the period of exile by later writers of the Old Testament.20


    The historical narrative of the exile begins with the tensions that emerged within the ruling elite of Jerusalem following the death of Josiah, king of Judah, in 609 BC. Following the defeat of the Assyrian Empire in 605, Judah had to make a decision about which of the two major regional powers it should support—Egypt or the Babylonians. Initially, Judah chose to ally itself with the Babylonian Empire. Yet while Nebuchadnezzar defeated an Egyptian army at Carchemish in 605, he was in turn defeated by the Egyptians in 601. This prompted Judah to review its commitments. Its decision to rebel against Babylon resulted in the occupation of its territories and the besieging of Jerusalem in 597 BC. Some prominent citizens of Jerusalem were deported at that time, and the city reverted to Babylonian rule. Following a second revolt in 594, a renewed Babylonian assault on the cities of Judah, including Jerusalem, resulted in the destruction of the Jerusalem temple and many other buildings and the deportation of several thousand of the population of the city to Babylon in 587.


    Meanwhile, a new empire began to emerge in the region. Under Cyrus the Great, the Achaemenid Empire (also known as the Persian Empire) began to emerge. After conquering Lydia and Media, Cyrus turned his attention to the Babylonian Empire. Babylon finally fell to Cyrus the Persian in 539 BC. Shortly afterward, Cyrus issued a general decree permitting foreigners who had been deported to Babylon to return home. Some of the Jews made the long return journey to Jerusalem; others, however, chose to remain in Babylon.


    The Old Testament prophets tended to see the exile both as a punishment for Israel’s disobedience and as an opportunity to rebuild and purify the Jewish religion.21 Yet the apologetic application of this narrative involves moving beyond the question of the significance of the exile for the history of Israel and the emergence of Jewish self-identity and consider how this story illuminates the universal human situation today.


    While there are several ways in which the narrative of exile can be developed apologetically, perhaps the most winsome and engaging of these is to correlate it with the deep sense of metaphysical disquiet that many people experience, often expressed in terms of a sense that we don’t really belong here. This perception is well attested throughout human history and is arguably reflected in the rise of gnosticism in late classical antiquity. Although gnosticism is not really a coherent philosophical or religious system, it possesses certain characteristic traits, such as a sense of alienation or disconnectedness from the world, reflecting a deeper intuition that this is not where we really belong.22 We find ourselves trapped in this world, as “gold in the mud,” knowing that we really belong somewhere else.


    Yet this sense of belonging elsewhere is by no means limited to gnosticism. Perhaps one of the finest statements of this sense of being lost in a place in which we do not really belong is that of the Christian philosopher Pascal:


    When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the little space which I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces of which I am ignorant, and which know me not, I am frightened, and am astonished at being here rather than there; for there is no reason why here rather than there, why now rather than then. Who has put me here? By whose order and direction have this place and time been allotted to me?23


    G. K. Chesterton also knew of this sense of existential unease and expressed it pithily in one of his neatest aphorisms: “We have come to the wrong star. . . . That is what makes life at once so splendid and so strange. . . . The true happiness is that we don’t fit. We come from somewhere else. We have lost our way.”24 The same basic idea is expressed in the existentialist notion of Geworfenheit (literally, “thrownness”), introduced by German philosopher Martin Heidegger to refer to the frustration of being “thrown into the world” and being enmeshed within constraints not of our own choosing. This theme is often echoed in popular culture—for example, in the lyrics to one of the songs of the American rock band The Doors: “Into this world we’re thrown.”25 We did not choose to be born in this world and wonder whether we can find our way to a better place.


    The narrative of the exile invites us to imagine ourselves as one of the people of Jerusalem living in Babylon, treasuring the memories of a lost Jerusalem and longing to return there. “By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion” (Ps. 137:1). The people of Jerusalem had been thrown into Babylon, where they did not belong; their true identity lay in their lost homeland, to which they longed to return.26 In our own case, we are invited to see Babylon not as the ancient city but as an existential place into which we find ourselves thrown, and which is not of our own choosing—a trope widely used in literature, as in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s short story “Babylon Revisited” (1931), focusing on a cultural sense of dislocation and alienation.27


    While the New Testament does not explicitly engage the “exile” theme,28 it nevertheless develops several related narratives focusing on the theme of not really belonging in this world. The most interesting of these is the implicit appeal to the Roman concept of a colonia in Paul’s letter to the Philippians. “Our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20).29 Philippi (named after the father of Alexander the Great) was annexed by the Romans in 148 BC, and in New Testament times it was populated by Roman citizens and governed according to Roman law.30 Roman citizens residing in Philippi had the right to return home to the metropolis after their service in the colony. They might live in Philippi, yet they belonged in Rome. Philippi was not their true homeland.


    A Christian reading of the exile narrative thus engages directly with this sense of alienation and dislocation, offering an interpretative framework that allows us to see ourselves in exile in this world. It is not our true homeland but rather a place into which we have been thrown. Our quest is to find our way back to where we are meant to be. We are “strangers and sojourners” (Lev. 25:23 KJV), people who pass through this world but do not belong there. The Christian reading of the exile narrative thus begins a process of reflection by affirming that this world is not our true homeland, resonating with this sense of existential unease.


    Yet this Christian narrative moves on to affirm that we really belong in heaven. This, of course, is a leading theme in the sermons and homilies of many early Christian writers. This status of belonging is articulated in various ways. We might think, for example, of Cyprian of Carthage’s famous declaration that “paradise is our homeland [Latin: patria].” However, the New Testament tends to focus on the status of Christians as “citizens of heaven” (e.g., Phil. 3:20–21), an image that implies the right to dwell there, grounded in the work of Christ. As the Epistle to Diognetus puts it, Christians “pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven.”31 A famous hymn by the medieval theologian Peter Abelard captures the existential and spiritual implications of this dialectic between our place of exile and our true homeland:


    Now, in the meanwhile, with hearts raised on high,


    We for that country must yearn and must sigh;


    Seeking Jerusalem, dear native land,


    Through our long exile on Babylon’s strand.32


    Christian apologists have often pointed out that human experience is shot through with hints that this world is not our true home. This is a leading theme, for example, in the writings of C. S. Lewis,33 who suggested that we see this world as an inn, a resting place, but not our real home. Lewis’s gradual move away from atheism toward Christianity reflected his growing realization that atheism lacked real intellectual substance and seemed imaginatively impoverished. Lewis had been haunted by a deep intuition that his minimalist atheism failed to do justice to the complexities of the universe. He found himself reflecting on the possible implications of a deep and elusive sense of longing that was heightened rather than satisfied by what he found around him.


    Lewis came to the conclusion that this longing pointed to something beyond the boundaries of human knowledge and experience: “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”34 For Lewis, heaven was to be thought of as a realm beyond the limits of present human experience, yet which was signposted by our deepest intuitions and experiences. It was like hearing the sound of music faintly, coming from across the distant hills, or catching the scent of a far-off flower, wafted by a passing breeze. Lewis came to see such experiences as “arrows of Joy,” a wake-up call to discover and experience this deeper vision of reality, in which our true destiny is seen to lie beyond the world we now know and inhabit.35 This hope is expressed particularly well in some lines from The Last Battle, the concluding novel of The Chronicles of Narnia. On seeing the “new Narnia,” Jewel the Unicorn declares: “I have come home at last! This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never knew it till now.”36


    The classic Christian retelling of the exile narrative offers a narrated worldview—that is to say, a way of understanding ourselves that is conveyed through a story and makes its appeal primarily to the imagination and secondarily to reason. It establishes a network of connections with human experience—such as the intuition that we do not really belong here, a sense of alienation and disconnection from this world, and a sense that there is something beyond the everyday realm, which is hinted at within that realm. This narrative thus diagnoses what is wrong and offers a solution—initially through realizing what our true situation is, and subsequently by enabling us to embrace through faith the new way of living and hoping that the gospel makes possible.


    The Story of Jesus Christ: Rendering the Love of God


    Having considered two classic narratives from the history of Israel, we turn to the New Testament for our third example of a biblical narrative with apologetic potential. There is no doubt about which narrative provides fundamental unity and coherence for the New Testament: the story of Jesus Christ. As Emil Brunner pointed out, the Christian understanding of Christ as both revealer and savior is not set out in the Gospels in the form of doctrines but is rather presented in the form of a story (Geschichte).37 For Brunner, the most fundamental insight of the Christian faith is that “Jesus Christ is the content of faith and of truth.” Whereas Greek philosophy thought of truth as something that was timeless and changeless, biblical writers understand truth primarily as something that happened.38


    The New Testament and the long tradition of Christian reflection on its foundational documents both affirm that God entered into the world of time and space in Jesus Christ. “The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory” (John 1:14). Once this truth is grasped, the importance of narrative for understanding the full significance of Jesus Christ becomes obvious. If God entered human history, when did this happen? Where did this happen? What did this look like? Who saw this happen? Answering these questions demands a story—a narration of the entry of God into our world by those who witnessed it and appreciated its significance. “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was revealed to us” (1 John 1:1–2).


    Stories, of course, need interpretation. What do they mean? Having told the full story of Christ, we move on to reflect on its implications for our understanding of God and ourselves. There is ample evidence of the “communal reading” of texts such as what we now know as the Gospels in early Christianity.39 Telling (or retelling) the story is an invitation to enter and appropriate that story, thus making it our own. The best way of communicating the significance of Jesus Christ is thus not to explain the doctrine of the “two natures” of Christ set out by the Council of Chalcedon (451), but to retell parts of the story of Christ (hence engaging the imagination) and then reflect on its significance for our understanding of his significance—and so make connections with the needs, longings, and concerns of our audiences.


    It is thus important to ask a historical question, so easily overlooked: Why did so many people become Christians in the first few centuries of our era?40 What did they find in it? How did it connect with their lives? What did it offer that they failed to find elsewhere? And how might we use such insights in our own cultural context? To appreciate both the imaginative power of narrative apologetics in general and the particular importance of the foundational story of Jesus Christ, we shall briefly explore the way in which narratives render the character of the “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:3; 1 Pet. 1:3) in ways that capture the human imagination more effectively than the mere enunciation of Christian ideas.


    Consider the question of how we speak of the “love of God” to seekers and outsiders, based on this New Testament text: “God is love [agapē]. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:8–10). This familiar passage makes two distinct types of statement about the love of God. The first is framed almost as a timeless ahistorical truth: “God is love.” It is an important theological insight that is woven into the fabric of Christian theology. Think, for example, of the Christian interpretation of the cross of Christ, traditionally explored using “theories of the atonement.” John Stott ably identifies the central role of the motif of the love of God in such theories: “It cannot be emphasized too strongly that God’s love is the source, not the consequence, of the atonement. . . . God does not love us because Christ died for us; Christ died for us because God loved us.”41


    Yet there is an apologetic issue here that concerns the manner of presentation of this theme, not its veracity. To some, the love of God will seem to be presented and explored in a theoretical and abstract manner, which appeals primarily to the mind rather than the imagination. We are assured that “God is love,” but some will be left unsure what this word “love” means and how it is shown. What seems like the affirmation of a timeless theological principle will doubtless help some to think about divine love; others, however, will simply not get what it is all about.


    So we turn to the second of those theological statements: “God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him.” It is impossible to miss the dramatic change in imagery and genre that takes place here. The focus shifts from generalized abstractions to the specifics of human history. Metaphysics is replaced by a narrative. We are told what God did in human history to demonstrate both the nature and the constancy of the divine love, thus expanding and enriching the broader earlier declaration that “God is love,” allowing this to connect with our imaginations and emotions. Might John have a dual readership in mind—a Greek audience comfortable with metaphysical ideas and a Jewish readership attuned to narratives?


    The statement that “God sent his only Son into the world” thus evokes the memory of the greater Gospel narrative, which speaks so powerfully of the love of God for us. It calls to mind the Gospel accounts of the passion of Christ, which highlight both the reality of that suffering and the reason for Christ’s willingness to bear it: his obedience to God and his love for us. It invites us to turn over in our minds and savor elements of that narrative, seeing in our mind’s eye the shocking scene of Christ’s crucifixion. The Passion Narratives draw us into that appalling scene, emphasizing the costliness of our redemption.


    One element of that narrative will help make the critical point about the capacity of a narrative to draw us into its world and challenge us to experience and understand what is happening and its deeper significance. As Christ was dying on the cross, he was ridiculed by those standing around him:


    Those who passed by derided him, shaking their heads and saying, “Aha! You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself, and come down from the cross!” In the same way the chief priests, along with the scribes, were also mocking him among themselves and saying, “He saved others; he cannot save himself.” (Mark 15:29–31)


    Yet Christ did not come down from the cross and save himself; he stayed there and saved us instead. John both recalls this narrative and brings home its theological and apologetic significance: God “loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.”


    So what is the love of God like? A narrative approach to apologetics tells us that it is disclosed in the story of Christ laying down his life so that those whom he loves might live (cf. John 15:13). The Passion Narrative has its own distinct integrity and deep appeal, which the apologist is called on to reflect and exhibit. Instead of appealing primarily to an abstract timeless truth, the apologist can retell the story of the passion of Christ, inviting the listeners to enter into that narrative and try to understand both what is going on and how it relates to them. This narrative can be judiciously supplemented by artistic images of the crucifixion, which help many to focus on the event of Christ’s death, and its significance.42 The apologist may appeal to other literary narratives of sacrificial love to reinforce this Gospel narrative, but they can never replace it. And the imagination having been captured, the theological significance of Christ’s death can begin to percolate through the mind, allowing the apologist to begin to interweave the New Testament narratives about Christ with its theological interpretation of his meaning for humanity.


    A Parable of the Kingdom: What Do We Really Desire?


    Our fourth biblical narrative is a story within the story of Christ—one of the celebrated “parables of the kingdom.” Often described in popular literature as “earthly stories with heavenly meanings,” the parables might more accurately be seen as expanded analogies that are used to explain or convince their audiences.43 Their key function is to enable their hearers to see things in a new way, grasping something that was hitherto elusive or making a connection that they had failed to see up to that point. If we are to live in the “kingdom of God,” we need to be able to visualize what this looks like and picture ourselves in it. We look through the parables to see the new world that they anticipate, forcing us to rethink the nature of our world and our place in it.44


    The background to the parables is, of course, the rural Judean culture of the first century. Although some parables are more elaborate and extended, focusing on the dynamics of personal relationships (such as the parable of the prodigal son), most take the form of observations on everyday aspects of agrarian life—such as seeds growing, trees failing to fruit, and animals getting lost. The parables are often memorable, precisely because they are so short. The hearers are drawn into the stories, carrying them home with them and turning them over in their minds. In effect, the parables are like seeds, planted in people’s minds and capable of germinating in their own good time.


    Although the primary role of Christ’s parables was to communicate his teaching about the kingdom of God, their vivid imagery offers us important apologetic opportunities today. Using the parables apologetically should be considered an extension of their reach, not a distortion of their purpose. As Jewish scholar David Stern points out, rabbinic parables were often used apologetically.45 Indeed, there are several points at which parables seem to serve an apologetic function in Christ’s teaching.46 To explore such possibilities, we shall focus on one of the short “parables of the kingdom”—the parable of the pearl of great price:47 “The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it” (Matt. 13:45–46). The narrative is terse and minimalist, a mere twenty-five words in the original Greek. It sketches the outlines of a story that a preacher must try to fill in imaginatively to add the detail and texture that some audiences might expect. Yet the story has sufficient imaginative capacity to draw us into its world of meaning, even in its unembellished form.


    The first point to appreciate is that we lose the imaginative power of this parable (or any parable, for that matter) if we try to reduce it to didactic or moral principles. Parables are narratives, which demand that their genre be respected. A parable is truth enfolded in a narrative, which must be allowed to remain a story rather than being converted into some timeless abstract truth. As C. S. Lewis noted, it is by enjoying and engaging a narrative that “we come nearest to experiencing as a concrete what can otherwise be understood only as an abstraction.”48 Narratives allow us to tell what it is like to taste reality, before we attempt to capture it in abstract terms.


    So what “concrete” reality might this parable allow us to experience? And how can we use this in apologetics? In what follows, I shall explore one way of reading this parable, which sees it as the quest for fulfillment of the heart’s desire. Although traditional philosophical discussion of the rationality of religious belief has tended to focus on intellectual arguments for the existence of God, there are clear signs of a growing recognition of the importance of the theme of desiring God and its wider implications.49 What explanation can be offered for the deep human desire for something of ultimate significance, which is at best only suppressed—and not satisfied—by the objects of this world?


    Augustine of Hippo, Blaise Pascal, and C. S. Lewis all argue that since we have been created by God in order to relate to God, there is a desiderium naturale—a natural desire within the human heart for God, whether or not this is recognized for what it really is.50 We may attach this desire to things within the world, which, by failing to satisfy us, disclose that they are not the true object of this yearning and longing. As Lewis remarks, “Nature cannot satisfy the desires she arouses nor answer theological questions nor sanctify us.”51


    So we return to the parable of the pearl of great price. This succinct narrative leaves space for imaginative embellishment. Who is this merchant? Why was he in search of fine pearls? Exactly what did he find in the pearl of great price that led him to sell everything that he had in order to purchase it? And did he live happily ever after?


    Let’s retell the story. A merchant finds a priceless pearl for sale and decides that he ought to sell everything in order to possess it. Why? Because he has found something that is not merely costly but also supremely worth possessing. In its light, everything he already possesses seems of little value. The pearls he already owns have created and then intensified an appetite for beauty that they have proved incapable of satisfying. The merchant believes they are the goal of his quest; in fact, they turn out to be merely a stage in his search for something of transcendent and permanent value. The good simply makes the merchant yearn for the best—something that he knows he has not yet found. And then he stumbles across that special pearl he has been waiting for.


    So what might this narrative mean? What response might this elicit from us? The merchant comes across a special pearl that captivates him, perhaps giving rise to a devastating moment of illumination in which he realizes the inadequacy of what he had once thought to be satisfying. He wants and needs something better, something that will really satisfy him. Seen in this way, the parable engages the long human search for meaning and significance.


    The parable thus reminds us that many of the beliefs and values that we take hold of are like those lesser pearls. They seemed worthwhile and for a time offered fulfillment. Yet, deep down, we knew that there had to be something better. As we shall see in the next chapter, many personal narratives of coming to faith—such as those of Augustine of Hippo and C. S. Lewis—arise from a sense of disillusionment and inadequacy, which makes individuals receptive to the hope of a greater good, a bigger picture of reality, which had up to that moment eluded them.


    This is a central theme in C. S. Lewis’s first published work, The Pilgrim’s Regress (1933).52 Its central character is the pilgrim—John—who has visions of an island that evokes a sense of intense yet transitory longing on his part. At times, John is overwhelmed by this sense of yearning, as he struggles to make sense of it. Where does it come from? And just what is he yearning for? Lewis follows Pascal’s line of thought in answering this question: there is an “abyss” within the human soul that is so deep only God can fill it. Or, to use Lewis’s own imagery, there is a “chair” in the human soul, awaiting the arrival of some honored guest: “If nature makes nothing in vain, the One who can sit in this chair must exist.”53


    All other explanations and proposed goals for this sense of yearning seem to fail to satisfy, either intellectually or existentially. They are “false objects” of desire, whose falsity is ultimately exposed by their failure to satisfy the deepest yearnings of humanity.


    If a man diligently followed this desire, pursuing the false objects until their falsity appeared and then resolutely abandoning them, he must at last come into the clear knowledge that the human soul was made to enjoy some object that is never fully given—nay, cannot even be imagined as given—in our present mode of subjective and spatio-temporal experience.54


    While Lewis’s prose makes no explicit reference to the parable of the pearl of great price, the convergence of their conclusions can hardly be overlooked.


    This brief discussion will hopefully indicate the considerable apologetic potential of the retelling of the parables of the kingdom. It is not surprising that many apologists focus on the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32), with its central themes of alienation, disconnection, reconciliation, and homecoming—each of which could be the basis of an apologetic conversation. Perhaps the most significant retellings of this parable are found in the works of Marilynne Robinson, especially Gilead (2004) and Home (2008).55 These novels are best read in full for enjoyment and apologetic insight, and it would be impossible to do them justice in this brief section. Robinson shows us how biblical narratives might be retold apologetically and leaves the door open for others to follow her example.


    In this chapter, we have reflected on how biblical narratives can be used apologetically. Limits of space have restricted both the number of such narratives to be considered and the extent to which we have engaged with them. Yet it is clear, even from this very inadequate discussion, that these narratives possess enormous potential, when rightly used, to capture the human imagination, and create receptivity to a Christian way of thinking and living.

  


  
     

    5. 
Strategies and Criteria for Narrative Apologetics


    The analysis offered in this book suggests that narrative apologetics is a theologically legitimate and culturally appropriate way of engaging the concerns, anxieties, and questions of our age, potentially creating receptivity and attentiveness to the themes of the gospel. Christians must engage the dominant stories of our culture, either by telling a better story that shows that these stories are inadequate or incoherent, or through subversive storytelling in which they enter into a rival cultural narrative and retell its story in light of the Christian worldview.1 We are called to out-narrate the dominant stories that shape our culture, by exposing their weaknesses or showing how they are enfolded by our own or how they are eclipsed by a more luminous and compelling story.


    Strategies for Narrative Apologetics


    So how might this be done? There has been much interest in the general question of how literary and cultural narratives can be assessed—for example, their correlation with an external world and their internal coherence.2 Three broad strategies can be proposed for narrative apologetics, each of which has its own distinct character and virtues. A Christian narrative apologetics will aim to show that Christianity tells a better story than its rivals; that it presents a deeper account of reality, enfolding whatever truths are communicated by other stories; and that it enables rival narratives of reality to be challenged and critiqued. In what follows, we shall consider each of these approaches and reflect on its potential application.


    Telling a Better Story


    Christian apologetics aims to show the deeper appeal and capaciousness of the Christian story. In his 1941 sermon “The Weight of Glory,” C. S. Lewis asks how the cultural dominance of a materialist metanarrative might be broken. Like any ideology, this metanarrative seeks to make not merely the idea that earth is our home but also the idea that there is no transcendent dimension to life seem normal. All ideologies aim to achieve invisibility so that their ideas and values are simply assumed to be true. So how can their spell be broken?


    Lewis’s answer remains significant: to break a spell, you have to weave a better spell. “Spells are used for breaking enchantments as well as for inducing them. And you and I have need of the strongest spell that can be found to wake us from the evil enchantment of worldliness that has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred years.”3 To break the spell of one narrative, a better narrative needs to be told, one capable of capturing the imagination and opening the mind to alternative possibilities.


    This first approach thus sets out to exhibit the rational, moral, and imaginative vision of the Christian faith. Although a narrative appeals primarily to the imagination, it also allows and encourages connections with human reason and experience. There are ways in which a sensitive presentation of the fundamentals of Christian theology can serve an important apologetic role. Although some argue that the best apologetics is a good systematic theology,4 this overstatement requires careful nuancing. There is, after all, a significant difference between teaching theology to the committed and commending the spiritual and intellectual vision articulated by theology to outsiders and seekers. Apologetics unquestionably rests upon and draws upon the core themes of systematic theology, yet its genre and its voice are quite different.


    We can draw on the work of social theorist Charles Taylor in developing this point. Taylor persuasively argues that there is a need to move away from the traditional believers-nonbelievers paradigm to a new seekers-dwellers paradigm, with important implications for the way in which the church engages its own members and the wider culture.5 Taylor’s analysis of modern secularism suggests that “our options for belief are more numerous, optional and contestable”6 than ever before, as we find ourselves “caught between myriad options for pursuing meaning, significance and fullness.”7


    This way of thinking, originally developed by American sociologist Robert Wuthnow,8 highlights the different needs and expectations of those who already inhabit the Christian tradition (and wish to understand and enact it better) and those who are drawn to it from outside but have yet to grasp how it might connect with their hopes and fears. Dogmatics might well speak to at least some “dwellers”; a quite different mode of discourse, however, is required to engage the needs and questions of “seekers.”


    Developing this point, leading Czech writer Tomáš Halík emphasizes the importance of the “fringe”—the liminal zone at the interface between the church and the world, which prevents that church from becoming a sect rather than a church in the proper sense of the word.9 The “fringe” is a “zone of questions and doubts,”10 where a “seeking church” can encounter and engage seekers who are both curious and shy and prefer to remain on the margins of an institution they distrust. The maintenance of this fringe is thus essential to the continuing ministry of the church, not least in providing a space within which those whose original faith has been shaken can arrive at a deeper faith that is at home with paradox and mystery.


    In his Ways of Judgment, leading British moral theologian Oliver O’Donovan points out that apologetics is “not a distinct genre of religious thinking” but rather is “a distinct genre of exposition.” The same fundamental ideas lie behind both theology and apologetics; the difference between them lies in the manner in which they are presented, reflecting the different intended audiences. While there are no apologetic reasons and arguments that do not belong within “the ordered exposition of Christian belief,” the apologetic needs of the situation may lead me to “organize my account of my beliefs in relation to somebody else’s doubts or counter-arguments.”11 “Different trains of theological thought may acquire greater or lesser apologetic weight circumstantially, as the crises or doubts of the culture may dictate at any moment. One train of Christian thought that carries apologetic weight in our times is the capacity of faith to display the intelligibility of political institutions and traditions.”12


    O’Donovan’s point is well taken. Apologetic strategies must be attentive to the opportunities of the moment. Current interest in moral and political issues creates the possibility of positive and creative dialogue between Christianity and the wider culture. Yet other such apologetic dialogues are certainly possible and desirable. For O’Donovan, apologetics is not to be identified with systematic theology but is a manner of expounding and communicating the core themes of Christian faith that is sensitive to the “crises or doubts” of our cultural contexts. It is the natural outcome of a rich theological foundation, but its modes of communication and commendation are not the same as those of Christian dogmatics. Apologetics and systematic theology are certainly related and interconnected; they are not, however, the same.


    Let us return to C. S. Lewis as we reflect on how a “better story” might be told. In the course of his period as an atheist during the 1920s, Lewis found himself reflecting on the capacity of various worldviews to do justice to the complexity of reality. Modernist writers such as atheists George Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells seemed to Lewis to be “a little thin”; there was “no depth in them”; they were “too simple.” Their cultural metanarratives seemed incapable of adequately representing the “roughness and density of life.”13 Yet Lewis found that Christian poet George Herbert was remarkably successful in “conveying the very quality of life as we actually live it,” apparently on account of “mediating” reality through what Lewis then termed “the Christian mythology.”14


    This surprising discovery made Lewis increasingly receptive to considering Christianity as a “big picture” of reality. While it did not lead directly to his conversion, it appears to have made him open to this alternative way of seeing things. For Lewis, this “better” story seemed to be more capable of “conveying the very quality of life as we actually live it” than its atheist alternatives.15 In his later reflections on the apologetic importance of this point, Lewis noted how a story needs to “chime in” with the human experience of reality if it is to carry weight with an audience and open up new possibilities.


    Seeing the Christian Story as a Metanarrative


    One of the most significant goals of Christian apologetics is to show that what is good, true, and beautiful can be convincingly accommodated within the Christian narrative. This approach proposes that the Christian story is to be seen not as a local narrative but as a deeper account of things, capable of accommodating valid insights from other narratives, while at the same time positioning them within its own framework. J. R. R. Tolkien did not refer to Christianity as a metanarrative but conveyed essentially the same idea through his more helpful phrase “a story of a larger kind.” For Tolkien, this larger story embraced what was good, true, and beautiful in the great stories of human culture and literature, such as Nordic myths.16


    This second strategy has a long history of use. In his Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (1990), Alasdair MacIntyre sets out what he considers to be the three main approaches to moral reflection, such as understanding moral inquiry as being grounded in timeless universal rational principles, which have enabled the rational progress of humanity. MacIntyre regards each of these as flawed and finds these deficiencies to be exposed and corrected by classical Thomism. My concern here, however, is not to evaluate MacIntyre’s conclusion but to consider how he reaches it in the first place.


    So what criteria does MacIntyre use to make this judgment? How does he defend his view that classical Thomism offers a more compelling and trustworthy tradition of moral inquiry than its three main rivals? His answer is significant: the best narrative prevails over its rivals because it proves “able to include its rivals within it, not only to retell their stories as episodes within its story, but to tell the story of the telling of their stories as such episodes.”17 This renarration of someone else’s metanarrative within the broader framework provided by one’s own is ultimately an assertion of the greater explanatory capaciousness of one’s preferred narrative.


    This basic approach is particularly associated with the natural sciences, in which successful grand theories are seen to both incorporate and contextualize earlier successful theories. The “unificationist” approach to scientific explanation holds that the best theory is able to accommodate all the valid insights of earlier theories, while at the same time expanding their horizons and identifying the basis of its plausibility.18 This is nicely illustrated by the transition from classical Newtonian mechanics to relativistic quantum mechanics, which took place during the first few decades of the twentieth century.19


    In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, classical mechanics was seen as a self-sufficient and intellectually autonomous area of theory, capable of accounting for what could be observed in nature. Yet following the work of Max Planck, Albert Einstein, and Niels Bohr in the early twentieth century, it was realized that classical mechanics was a special, limiting case of a grander theory. Relativistic quantum mechanics was proposed as a more fundamental theory, capable of far greater explanatory capacity, in that it was able to account for both the successes and the failures of classical mechanics by identifying its limited sphere of validity. The “correspondence principle,” first identified by Niels Bohr in 1923, sets out, clearly and elegantly, how quantum mechanics reduces to classical mechanics under certain limits.20


    Neither relativistic quantum mechanics nor quantum field theory invalidated classical mechanics; they simply demonstrated that it was a special or limiting case of a more comprehensive and complex theory.21 The classical model was thus accounted for on the basis of the greater explanatory capacity of the relativistic model, and the limits of their correspondence were established. And perhaps more importantly, the relativistic approach explained why the classic theory worked in certain situations and not in others. Its validity was affirmed within certain limits.


    Elsewhere, I have suggested that the Christian faith can be thought of as offering a metarationality—a greater vision of rationality that is able to accommodate and account for what we might call “everyday human rationality,” while at the same time helping us grasp its limits.22 The distinct trinitarian logic of the Christian faith is the greater framework—a way of understanding ourselves and our world that transcends the limits of human reason yet at the same time helps us position what we might call our “native” or everyday rationality within an informing context. Human rationality operates within limits—and outside those limits, it distorts and impoverishes our understanding of God and our universe.


    In the specific case of narrative apologetics, the apologist can aim to show at least that the Christian narrative is a meaningful and credible option in today’s world, and if possible that this narrative is capable of positioning and accounting for other narratives. We have already considered J. R. R. Tolkien’s important discussion of this theme; a similar approach was developed by C. S. Lewis, who held that Christianity was not one myth alongside many others but rather represented the fulfillment of all myths—the “true myth” toward which all other myths merely pointed, or “God’s myth” from which “human myths” ultimately derived and toward which they ultimately point.23 Christianity thus tells a true story about humanity that makes sense of all the stories that humanity tells about itself—and provides robust answers to the questions they raise yet tantalizingly fail to answer satisfactorily.


    Offering Criticism of Rival Narratives


    Narrative apologetics can also be used critically, as a tool for challenging the credibility of the dominant narratives of our culture. This is a preliminary move before proposing the Christian narrative as a better account of reality; the objective here is initially not to commend Christianity but to challenge the integrity and intellectual reliability of an influential alternative narrative and in doing so to remove a roadblock to the serious consideration of the gospel. If this dominant narrative proves unreliable, what alternatives might be considered?


    One of the most obvious applications of this approach relates to the “conflict narrative” of the relation of science and religion, which has been adopted by writers such as Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens as emblematic of the New Atheism.24 The “conflict narrative” is a highly eclectic reading of Western cultural history that holds that there is a perennial and essential conflict between science and religion. Dawkins intensifies this image, speaking of the warfare of science and faith and asserting that this entails the notion that any scientist with religious beliefs is a traitor to science. Scientists are thus intellectually prohibited from holding religious beliefs, in that this amounts to appeasement or treason.25


    Apart from being a hysterical overstatement of the situation, this represents an unacceptably selective and biased reading of history. J. A. Froude, a former Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford University, was withering in his criticism of such cherry-picking approaches to history: “It often seems to me as if history is like a child’s box of letters, with which we can spell any word we please. We have only to pick out such letters as we want, arrange them as we like, and say nothing about those which do not suit our purpose.”26


    The serious deficiencies of such polemical readings of history are easily demonstrated from Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great (2007), a flagship manifesto of the New Atheism. Noting (correctly) that Christian writer Timothy Dwight (1752–1811) opposed smallpox vaccination,27 Hitchens draws the wider conclusion that Dwight’s position demonstrates how religious obscurantism stood in the way of scientific advance then, as it continues to do to this day. Religion poisons all attempts at human progress. The specific example confirms the general principle.


    But Hitchens’s simplistic narrative is both subverted and redirected through a closer reading of the history of smallpox inoculation. For example, Jonathan Edwards (1703–58)—now widely regarded as America’s greatest religious thinker—was a strong supporter of scientific advance and was committed to the new medical procedure of smallpox inoculation using the “variolation” technique introduced into America from Europe by Cotton Mather (1663–1728), probably the most famous Puritan pastor in New England.28 Wanting to reassure his students at Princeton that it was safe, Edwards was vaccinated himself—only to die as a result.29 Using the same highly selective narrative approach favored by Hitchens, it could be argued that this single case proves that Christianity was supportive of scientific advance.


    Or, to complexify Hitchens’s inadequate and superficial account still further, consider the case of the atheist writer George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950), who opposed smallpox vaccination in the 1930s, ridiculing it as a “delusion.” He dismissed leading scientists whose research supported it—such as Louis Pasteur and Joseph Lister—as charlatans who knew nothing about the scientific method.30 Applying Hitchens’s cherry-picking approach, it could be argued that this single case provides that atheism was hostile toward scientific advance.


    But nobody with any knowledge of the history of smallpox vaccination and concerned to tell its full story would draw such ludicrous conclusions. History is complex. It is open to multiple interpretations, none of which is self-evidently “right.” Revisionist approaches to many of the historical incidents traditionally interpreted in light of the “conflict” or “warfare” narrative have debunked these interpretations.31 Their continued use within the New Atheist movement is a worrying indication that it relies upon “fake news” for its intellectual and cultural appeal. As philosopher John Gray points out, the New Atheism is precariously dependent upon what is little more than “a tedious re-run of a Victorian squabble between science and religion.”32


    The origins of the “conflict narrative” lie specifically in the social world of the final quarter of the nineteenth century, when it emerged as a polemical strategy to ensure the independence of the natural sciences from ecclesiastical control.33 Other narratives—such as that of the potential enrichment of science and faith—can be proposed that are far more sensitive to the historical evidence than those of the “conflict” model.34 The New Atheism’s decision to allow itself to become dependent on the “conflict” narrative must now be seen as unwise, leaving it exposed to potentially lethal criticism as historical research continues to erode its intellectual foundations.


    Thus far, we have outlined three broad strategies for narrative apologetics. Yet these strategies themselves open up further questions—above all, how we might go about deciding which is the “best” narrative. We shall consider this in the next section.


    Criteria of Relevance for Narrative Apologetics


    Humans are storytellers and story-dwellers. Some stories are received, some are discovered, and some are simply invented. C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia are fundamentally about discovering a story that makes sense of all other stories—and then embracing it, because of its power to give meaning and value to life. But which is the true story? Which are merely its shadows and echoes? And which are fabrications, tales spun to entrap and deceive?


    At an early stage in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the four Pevensie children begin to hear stories about the true origins and destiny of Narnia. Puzzled, they find they have to make decisions about which persons and which stories are to be trusted. Is Narnia really the realm of the White Witch? Or is she a usurper, whose power will be broken when two Sons of Adam and two Daughters of Eve sit on the four thrones at Cair Paravel? Is Narnia really the realm of the mysterious Aslan, whose return is expected at any time? As the children realize, they need to work out how stories are to be tested.


    Gradually, one narrative emerges as supremely plausible: the story of the noble lion, Aslan. Each individual story of Narnia turns out to be part of this greater narrative. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe hints at (and partially discloses) the “big picture,” expanded in the remainder of the Narnia volumes. This “grand narrative” of interlocking stories makes sense of the riddles of what the children see and experience around them. It allows the children to understand their experiences with a new clarity and depth, like a camera lens bringing a landscape into sharp focus. In Mere Christianity, Lewis helps us to understand Christian ideas; his Chronicles of Narnia, however, allow us to step inside and experience the Christian story, judge it by its ability to make sense of things, and “chime in” with our deepest intuitions about truth, beauty, and goodness.35


    In his book Moral, Believing Animals (2003), Smith identifies the contemporary metanarratives that he believes shape the thinking of Western people—the Christian metanarrative, the Militant Islamic Resurgence narrative, the American Experiment narrative, the Capitalist Prosperity narrative, the Progressive Socialism narrative, the Scientific Enlightenment narrative, the Expressive Romantic narrative, the Destined Unity with Brahman narrative, the Liberal Progress narrative, the Ubiquitous Egoism narrative, and the Chance and Purposelessness narrative.36


    So which of these many stories about our world and ourselves should we choose? How do we know whether it is truthful and reliable? Which “grand story” allows the best rendering of our complex universe? Which metanarrative offers the most illumination of our shadowy world? And what criteria might be used to make these judgments in the first place? A narrative apologetics cannot avoid such questions—nor should it. Christian apologetics focuses on the question of the trustworthiness of the Christian story and its capacity to illuminate and then to transform our lives.


    As a former natural scientist, I have long been interested in the criteria used in choosing scientific theories. The dominant approach to the development of scientific theories is currently known as “inference to the best explanation.”37 A number of theories can always be developed to explain a set of observations. The challenge faced by natural scientists is to determine which of these candidates represents the best explanation.


    A number of criteria are often put forward as hallmarks of successful theories, such as simplicity, elegance or beauty, and coherence.38 Yet these criteria are at best indications of theoretical success. The criteria emerge from scientific practice and are not grounded on a priori metaphysical ideas that are somehow built into the order of things. The best explanation is not always the simplest, and beautiful theories are not always correct. Yet these criteria serve a useful function, in that they allow us to identify the strengths and weaknesses of theories—even if this does not always lead to a secure conclusion about which theory is indeed the best.


    So how might we go about judging the stories that lie at the heart of our lives and cultures? How do we evaluate their trustworthiness? We noted earlier the findings of sociologist Christian Smith, who observed that a dozen “grand stories” are regularly used by people in Western culture to make sense of the world and their lives. Smith stresses the importance of these narratives in generating and sustaining a person’s meaning. Humans are “animals who make stories but also animals who are made by our stories.”39 Furthermore, we tend to use different stories to engage and illuminate different aspects of our lives. A modern American might use a Christian narrative to illuminate and inform some aspects of her life yet draw on the Capitalist Prosperity narrative for others. This entanglement of informing and interpreting narratives is something that can never be entirely resolved or rationalized.


    Smith’s studies of how people use narratives help us grasp an important point: it is not necessary to show that Christianity offers an exclusive account of reality. The apologist needs to show that the Christian story connects with the deepest questions, concerns, and needs of humanity. People may—and do—draw on other narratives to make sense of some areas of their lives. The Christian narrative illuminates deep questions of meaning and value, offering transformation and renewal in the face of God. Yet it might not answer questions concerning political and social issues, so people might draw on other narratives to help them engage these matters. As we noted earlier (see “The Story of the Exodus: The Hope of Deliverance” in chap. 4), the complexity of human life is such that we need to draw on multiple narratives and multiple maps to deal with its many facets.


    These reflections, though helpful, do not resolve the issue of how we decide which narrative is the “best.” Smith is clear that this poses some serious and possibly insurmountable problems. “The problem with a narratological understanding of human persons—and probably an important reason modern people resist thinking of themselves as ultimately storytelling and believing and incarnating animals—is that it is difficult rationally to adjudicate between divergent stories. How do you tell which one is more deserving of assent and commitment than others?”40


    Yet while this is indeed a difficult question to answer, it is important apologetically. At the very least, Christianity must be able to show that its informing and grounding narrative is plausible and capable of engaging meaningfully with at least some major questions of life. So what criteria might be used? In what follows, I shall suggest three basic criteria that seem to be important to people as they engage and assess competing narratives, and reflect on the apologetic significance of these criteria.


    Offering a Realistic Account of Our World


    Some say we are entering a post-truth era, in which we simply make up our beliefs to suit our personal taste. We create a world that fits with our preconceived ideas or our deepest longings and take offense when our imagined certainties are challenged. Why worry about someone else’s so-called reality, when we can create our own and thus make our beliefs serve our longings? For some in this post-truth world, a metanarrative is nothing more than a convenient fiction, created to serve our wishes. Earlier, we noted how Thomas Nagel’s atheism is a post hoc rationalization of his fundamental longing for a godless world (see “Meeting Objections: God as a Projection” in chap. 3).


    This does not, of course, in any way preclude a fictional narrative from making important moral points or illuminating significant intellectual issues. Stanley Hauerwas points out that while Watership Down (1972) was clearly a fictional work about rabbits, it nevertheless made some powerful and valid points about the importance of transmitting stories and how the loss of a defining narrative leads to the fragmentation and dissolution of a community.41 Yet the truth of these insights is neither established nor guaranteed by the story line of Watership Down. If these Leporidian insights are indeed true, then their truthfulness must be established on other grounds, so that the novel illustrates them, without actually validating them. Watership Down thus highlights the need to determine whether a given narrative is able to both produce and confirm ideas or values.


    The Christian narrative is both generative and validating. In other words, distinctively Christian ideas and values arise from a dramatic narrative of creation, redemption, and consummation and find their grounds of authorization and justification from within that narrative itself.42 This important insight resonates with both recent narrative approaches to theology, noted earlier (see “Why Stories Matter” in chap. 1), and traditional evangelical approaches that emphasize the Bible itself as a source of ideas and values.43 As is often stressed, the Bible is firmly rooted in history, on the one hand, while offering an interpretation of that history that transcends any specific time or place, on the other.


    At times, the Christian theological tradition has amplified those ideas by establishing interconnections not necessarily found within—though not for that reason inconsistent with—the core biblical narrative; at times, it may even, whether by accident or design, have assimilated them into ideas deriving from other sources, potentially distorting the biblical dynamic. For example, N. T. Wright has argued that some Protestants have moralized the core problem of humanity (seeing sin essentially as violations of an ethical or cultural code), paganized the solution to this problem (by suggesting that an angry Father takes out his anger on his Son), and Platonized the goal of the Christian life (by thinking of going to heaven when we die, rather than focusing on the core notion of resurrection).44 All these points are open for discussion within the community of faith, yet the very possibility of that discussion itself illustrates that the Christian narrative has the capacity for self-correction when needed.


    Creating Space for the Reader


    The best narratives arguably create space for their readers to step inside them, seeing themselves described or analyzed in the text. A good example of this lies in Charles Colson’s conversion to Christianity in the aftermath of the Watergate scandal. During a visit with Colson in August 1973, Tom Phillips—then chairman of the Raytheon Corporation—read aloud to him the chapter titled “The Great Sin” from C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity.45 Colson recognized himself in the text, which both diagnosed his problem and pointed toward its cure. The trustworthiness of the diagnosis opened him to embrace its capacity to cure.


    It is no accident that many readers of the Gospel narratives find themselves drawn to the accounts of encounters of Jesus Christ with individuals—such as Nicodemus (John 3:1–21), Zacchaeus (Luke 19:2–10), or the anonymous woman at the well (John 4:7–26). The passages are not about the enunciation of generic ideas directed toward anyone who happens to be around but rather are about specific engagements that reflect the individuality of the person whom Christ encounters.


    The critical point is that the Christian narrative needs to speak to us individually, not merely to someone else. We need to feel—or to be helped to realize—that we are being addressed and engaged. We need to be able to see ourselves in that story. This points to the importance of the core Christian narrative itself and also helps clarify the role of its apologetic interpreters. Their task is to construct a bridge from the narrative to its audience—whether that audience is a single individual or a group of people. This, it must be stressed, is about exhibiting the intrinsic significance of the Christian narrative, not about imposing an external constructed significance upon that narrative.


    It is abundantly clear that the Christian narrative, when properly interpreted, has an intrinsic capacity to engage all kinds of human situations. Yet it is the task of the interpreter of that narrative to translate and transpose it, with the specific situation of the audience in mind.46 We have already noted the importance of this point in speaking of the “love of God” (see “The Story of Jesus Christ: Rendering the Love of God” in chap. 4); it is instructive to consider how this could also be applied to other core Christian ideas.


    Making Sense of Our Existence


    Finally, we can judge the relevance of a story in terms of its ability to make sense of the world in which we live and our own personal existence. Narratives serve an important role in that they can connect otherwise disconnected events and show how they belong together in a larger vision of things. We have already considered the importance of narratives in helping people cope with emotional and spiritual trauma in times of distress, partly because they help us cope with events by finding meaning within them.47 The philosopher Iris Murdoch also noted the “calming” and “whole-making” effect of ways of looking at the world that allow it to be seen as ultimately rational and meaningful.48 Yet although she expresses this idea of generating a comprehensive vision of the world in her more philosophical writings, the importance of the theme is best seen in her novels, in which she uses narrative to help her readers grasp the importance of this point imaginatively, and not merely rationally.49


    The most familiar literary genre that engages this theme of making sense of our world is, of course, crime fiction. In his essay “The Slaughterhouse of Literature,”50 Franco Moretti reflects on why the works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle—creator of the London detective Sherlock Holmes—remain so widely read, when other Victorian crime authors are overlooked or neglected. His answer is significant, and of obvious apologetic importance. Conan Doyle makes systematic use of clues: entities or observations that demand an explanation that can only be provided by a coherent narrative that binds them together. Some other authors of this period mention clues but seem to have little idea about what to do with them; others make virtually no use of them at all.


    Clues are pointers to a larger picture—to a coherent story that can be told, explaining how those clues came into being and what their place and significance is within that story. This point is highlighted by the novelist Dorothy L. Sayers, who emphasizes the need for a coherent narrative to provide connections between clues.51 Sayers sees human beings as searching for “patterns” in life,52 and she explores this theme in her Peter Wimsey detective novels as well as her religious writings. How can we find the best explanation of what we observe? What is the best story that we can tell, that holds as many of these clues together as persuasively as possible? Sayers’s point is echoed by Michael Goldberg, who emphasizes the need for a “narrative which can bind the facts of our experience together into a coherent pattern” and thus allow our ideas and lives to “gain their full intelligibility.”53


    Sayers argues that the success of detective fiction is based on our deep yearning to make sense of things, above all to connect together what may initially seem to be an unrelated series of events. Sayers makes her point by appealing to the Greek legend of Theseus and the Minotaur. Theseus is challenged to enter the dark and complex Cretan labyrinth, kill the Minotaur, and find his way out again. His lover, Ariadne, gives him a ball of thread, so that he can leave a trail behind him that he can follow afterward and thus escape from the labyrinth. For Sayers, detective novels are about finding a narrative thread that connects events and holds them together. We “follow, step by step, Ariadne’s thread, and finally arrive at the centre of the labyrinth.”54 Sayers later spoke of the intellectual “satisfaction of plaiting and weaving together innumerable threads to make a pattern, a tapestry, a created beauty.”55


    Sayers held that the Christian narrative is dramatic, making a deep appeal to the imagination. Yet it also discloses patterns by which we can “make sense of the universe,” disclosing its otherwise hidden patterns and finding meaning within its mysteries. Some have suggested that her novel The Nine Tailors addresses the “mystery of the universe,” while Gaudy Night engages the “mystery of the human heart.”56


    As Sayers discovered, Christianity offers a dramatic narrative that helped her make sense of her world. Always self-critical, she at times wondered if she had fallen in love with the intellectual pattern that Christianity disclosed, rather than with the central character of that narrative. Yet Sayers knew the importance of discerning that pattern and knowing that there was some deeper unity and coherence within the world. Sayers here echoes the New Testament itself, which speaks of all things “holding together” or being “knit together” in Christ (Col. 1:17).


    Thus far, we have focused on the question of intelligibility and coherence, exploring the ways in which the Christian narrative helps us make sense of our world and ourselves and helps us discern the fundamental interconnectedness of reality. Though these are important, many would argue that the most important human concern is finding meaning in life. This rich and important theme, already hinted at in this chapter, is of such importance that it demands a fuller treatment in its own right, which we will turn to in the next chapter.

  


  
     

    6. 
The Christian Story and the Meaning of Life


    We cannot simply eat, sleep, hunt and reproduce—we are meaning-seeking creatures. . . . We seem to need some higher purpose, some point to our lives—money and leisure, social progress, are just not enough.


    Jeanette Winterson1


    In her personal memoirs, the novelist Jeanette Winterson highlights her growing recognition of the significance of the human quest for meaning and its impact on our existence. Human beings actively seek systems of meaning that embrace an understanding of the world, our personal significance, and our capacity to transcend our limits and locations, as we sense we are part of something bigger and greater. And as we have already seen, narratives are ideally suited to explore these deep questions of meaning, not least by telling the story of how individuals find meaning in life and the difference that this makes in the way they think and live.


    Empirical research on how people express and apply the idea of meaning suggests that it is helpful to draw a distinction between “global” and “situational” meaning.2 Global meaning systems weave together beliefs, goals, and subjective feelings of meaning or purpose in life to give a “big picture” of reality. Yet we use this overarching global framework of beliefs, goals, and sense of purpose to structure our lives and to assign meanings to specific experiences—in other words, to determine situational meaning.


    The “big picture” thus frames our experiences and helps us work out what they mean. It is not difficult to see how this allows us to think of the Christian metanarrative as “global,” with “situational” or “local” applications. One person might apply this “global” framework to her own situation and come up with a “local” meaning that might be quite different from what someone else might develop—even though both had adopted the same “global” meaning. Why? Because our individual lives and circumstances are different.


    A metanarrative that cannot engage the specifics of an individual’s situation will always seem distant and impersonal, in that it cannot secure traction on a person’s deepest cares and concerns. One of the most remarkable features of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s encounters with individuals is that he relates to them in their irreducible individuality—a theme that is echoed at many points in the Christian metanarrative itself.


    So why is the question of meaning so important to human beings? Social psychologist Erich Fromm was shocked by the insanity and destructiveness of the First World War and wondered how individuals could cope with inhabiting such a senseless world. How could anyone find meaning within this apparent meaninglessness? His answer lay in developing what he called a “framework of orientation and devotion,” a way of thinking about the world that endows human existence with purpose and significance.3 Although Fromm developed his own specific framework for coping with this baffling world, what is more important is his recognition that we need such frameworks if we are to live and act in the world without going insane. Living purposefully and meaningfully requires a conceptual frame of reference, a mental map that offers us a secure foundation and focus for our lives.


    These insights were further developed by the Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, whose experiences in Nazi concentration camps during the Second World War led him to realize the importance of discerning meaning if we are to cope with traumatic situations.4 Whether people survived depended on their will to live, which in turn depended on being able to find meaning and purpose in even the most demoralizing situations, which would otherwise be experienced as overwhelmingly destructive. Those who coped best were those who had frameworks of meaning that enabled them to frame their traumatic experiences within their core narratives. The Christian narrative of a suffering savior resonated deeply with the human experience of suffering, enabling people to cope with adversity and even to grow through it—a well-recognized phenomenon now widely referred to as “post-traumatic growth.”5


    In this chapter, we shall explore how the Christian metanarrative establishes meaning and how this opens up important apologetic opportunities and approaches. We begin our reflections by considering the distinction between how things function and what things mean.


    Meaning and Function: A Crucial Distinction


    There is a critically important distinction between understanding how things work and grasping what they mean. Meaning is quite distinct from functionality. The natural sciences are excellent, even outstanding, in helping us discern how things work; indeed, they might even help us to figure out how they might work better. Yet the deeper questions of meaning and value—what Karl Popper termed “ultimate questions”6—lie beyond the reach of the methods of the natural sciences. Spanish philosopher José Ortega argued that human flourishing and well-being require more than the partial account of reality that science offers.7 We need a “big picture,” an “integral idea of the universe” that possesses existential depth, and not merely cognitive functionality.


    Peter Medawar, who won the Nobel Prize for Medicine for his work on immunology, observes that “only humans find their way by a light that illuminates more than the patch of ground they stand on.”8 Human beings seem to possess some desire to reach beyond the mechanics of engagement with our world, looking for deeper patterns of significance and meaning. Yet for Medawar, science could not answer questions about human meaning, value, or purpose. These questions lie outside, and would always lie outside, the scope of the natural sciences. To expect science to be able to answer ultimate questions is on the same level as expecting Euclid’s axioms and postulates to teach us how to bake a cake.9


    As the philosopher Nicholas Rescher has remarked, human knowledge of the “value dimension of experience” by which we judge certain things to be “beautiful or delightful or tragic” remains outside the range of science.10 These are not empirical questions that can be answered by the natural sciences.


    In his 1990 Herbert Read Memorial Lecture at Cambridge University, Salman Rushdie argued that religion has met three types of needs that have not been satisfied by secular, rationalist materialism. First, it enables us to articulate our sense of awe and wonder, partly by helping us grasp the immensity of life and partly by affirming that we are special. Second, it provides “answers to the unanswerable,” engaging the deep questions that so often trouble and perplex us. And finally, it offers us a moral framework within which we can live out the good life. For Rushdie, religion or the “idea of God” provides us with a “repository of our awestruck wonderment at life, and an answer to the great questions of existence.” Any attempt to describe or define human beings “in terms that exclude their spiritual needs” will only end in failure.11


    Rushdie’s analysis naturally leads us to ask what sort of “answers to the unanswerable” he had in mind. If the natural sciences cannot answer our deepest questions about meaning, value, and purpose through the legitimate use of its methods, how can we answer them at all? The simple answer is this: by not depending on the natural sciences for such answers, but by looking toward other sources of meaning—above all, to Christianity, which sets out a “big picture” of reality, which provides a framework for engaging the ideas of truth, beauty, and goodness. The philosopher Keith Yandell highlights this aspect of faith: “A religion is a conceptual system that provides an interpretation of the world and the place of human beings in it, bases an account of how life should be lived given that interpretation, and expresses this interpretation and lifestyle in a set of rituals, institutions and practices.”12


    Difficulties in defining “religion”—for example, the existence of “atheist religions” such as Buddhism13—have led some scholars to suggest that the notion of a “worldview” is less problematic and potentially more illuminating.14 Christianity itself can be presented as a worldview,15 at least in some respects, although it clearly cannot be reduced to this category. A worldview can be understood as a complex set of representations concerning issues of meaning and understanding in relation to “big questions” such as ontology, epistemology, and cosmology.16 It weaves together a number of themes, gaining its distinct character through both the themes that it incorporates and the manner in which it achieves this. As psychologist Mark Koltko-Rivera observes, “A worldview is a way of describing the universe and life within it, both in terms of what is and what ought to be. . . . Worldviews include assumptions that may be unproven, and even unprovable, but these assumptions are superordinate, in that they provide the epistemic and ontological foundations for other beliefs within a belief system.”17


    Worldviews that generate meaning are, of course, found beyond what is normally considered to be a religion—for example, in Marxism or in the metaphysically inflated “universal Darwinism” of Richard Dawkins.18 As the philosopher Mary Midgley has pointed out, this helps us to understand why Marxism and Darwinism—the “two great secular faiths of our day”—display “religious-looking features.”19


    Yet while the creation or disclosure of meaning may not be a distinguishing feature of religion, setting it apart from everything else, it can certainly be argued that it is characteristic of it. The stories that individual Christians tell about their lives often focus on questions of meaning. This observation is so important that it needs further consideration.


    Personal Narratives: The Embodiment of Meaning


    Personal narratives of faith are a testimony to the capacity of the Christian gospel to change people, becoming an important part of their lives, so that an objective truth becomes a subjective reality without losing its objective character. These narratives might take the form of the discovery of the Christian faith or the experience of the capacity of this faith to inspire, console, or sustain in times of struggle and despair. While audiences will find these stories interesting, the most important point is that these stories illustrate and confirm the ability of the Christian faith to become part of someone’s life, providing the person hope and meaning.


    There are many such narratives, yet all share a common feature: for Christians to tell their own story is for them to speak of how Christianity became real to them as living human beings. It is an affirmation of the truth of faith in the sense of demonstrating its capacity to change life, to give direction and meaning to real people, and to become a transforming reality in an individual’s personal existence. There is ample empirical evidence pointing to the importance of personal narratives as a means of connecting an individual’s life story with a wider frame of reference and hence discovering meaning and significance.20


    We can speak of individual Christians embodying meaning. The idea of “embodied meaning” needs a little explanation. It refers to the idea that the way in which a Christian thinks and acts reflects the core themes of the gospel. Instead of thinking of the idea of “meaning” abstractly, we think of it in terms of a lived-out life—what someone does, which expresses and enacts his understanding of what life is all about. We have already looked at one good example of this: the way in which Christians cope with hardship, suffering, and trauma, seeing the story of Jesus Christ as something that they can use as both an example and an inspiration.21 In telling how they cope with suffering, Christians are thus retelling an important element of the Christian narrative and displaying its impact through their lives.


    These personal narratives can be institutionalized. A good example of this lies to hand in the “conversion narratives” that were a requirement for admission to Puritan congregations in New England and elsewhere in the seventeenth century.22 These narratives were intended to give the congregation a convincing testimony of a person’s experience of conversion and the subsequent workings of grace in the person’s life. John Rogers (ca. 1570–1636), the Puritan minister of Dedham, required everyone who was to be admitted to his congregation to give oral testimony to “some experimental Evidences of the work of grace upon his soul.”23 One of the functions of these narratives was to demonstrate that Christianity was a living reality in the lives of such individuals, rather than some form of notional assent to a set of doctrines.


    These observations make clear the apologetic importance of personal testimony. Believers can speak of how they discovered Christianity, how it became real to them, and the difference that it made. They can speak of their inhabitation of faith and how they learned to cope with doubt and uncertainty, develop their moral values, and face difficulties and troubles. In doing so, they are witnessing to the capacity of faith to generate meaning and sustain people in times of need.


    The Christian Narrative and the Disclosure of Meaning


    As I have argued throughout this work, Christianity is fundamentally a historically rooted interpretative and transforming narrative that gives rise to a system of concepts and values that provide an integrated framework of meaning in life. It establishes connections between God, Christ, and believers that are woven together within a coherent worldview. Substantial research literature points to the importance of finding meaning for human well-being and also illuminates the role played by religious faith in providing a comprehensive and integrated framework of meaning that helps individuals to transcend their own concerns or experience and connect with something greater.24 Christians, of course, have always appreciated that their faith enables them to live life meaningfully and authentically; recent psychological studies, in confirming this point, have also helped unfold the various ways in which we understand this core concept of “meaning.”


    Social psychologist Roy Baumeister set out an influential evidence-based analysis of theories of the meaning of life, in which he identified the themes that had to be engaged and explored before the human quest for meaning could be satisfied.25 There were, he argued, four fundamental questions that had to be answered convincingly if a worldview was to count as offering a credible account of the “meaning of life”:


    
      	Identity: Who am I?


      	Value: Do I matter?


      	Purpose: Why am I here?


      	Agency: Can I make a difference?

    


    Baumeister was clear that psychology could not provide normative answers to these four questions. Questions of meaning appear to lie tantalizing beyond the intellectual horizons and methodological frontiers of the natural sciences. Yet this does not mean that these questions cannot be answered. There are other tools we can use in our search for meaningful answers—including the Christian story.


    So how does this Christian “grand narrative” engage with these four fundamental questions? In what follows, we shall reflect on each of these questions, outlining some potential apologetic approaches that emerge from them that can be developed and applied further.


    Identity: Who Am I?


    It is very easy to give definitions of human identity. We are partly defined by our genetic makeup, by our social location, and by countless other scientific parameters. We can be defined with reference to our race, our nationality, our weight, and our gender. Yet all too often this leads to our identity being reduced to genetic and social stereotypes, so that individual identity has become a matter of an impersonal genetic code.


    Many have protested against this depersonalization of human identity. Jewish philosopher Martin Buber (1878–1965) has argued that purely scientific accounts of humanity reduce people to objects—to an “it” rather than a “you.” It is the “sublime melancholy of our lot that every You must become an It in our world.”26 The essence of personal identity, for Buber, is an ability to exist in relationships. We are defined not by our chemical or genetic makeup but by our social and personal relationships.27 For Christianity, we are given a new identity as a person of significance by the God who has created and redeemed us and called us by name. We are invited to allow our personal narrative to become part of the greater narrative of God.


    We have already noted (see “H. Richard Niebuhr on the Retrieval of Narrative” in chap. 2) the importance of H. Richard Niebuhr’s 1941 essay “The Story of Our Lives,” which argues that Christians should focus on the “irreplaceable and untranslatable” narrative of faith that straddles the borderlands of history, parable, and myth. This story is not an argument for the existence of God but rather a simple recital of the events surrounding Jesus Christ and an invitation to become part of that story. How participants understand being part of such a shared history is not framed in terms of a detached scientific explanation of life but rather involves a subjective, committed, and engaged attitude to existence, resting on a set of implicit assumptions that need to be unpacked and given systematic formulation.


    Niebuhr’s essay sees a new interest emerge in the capacity of the Christian story to generate moral values and frameworks of meaning. Writers such as Stanley Hauerwas have explored how this narrative recognizes human brokenness and the need for forgiveness and thus acts as the context of corporate and individual formation, inviting Christians to align and connect the stories of their lives—in terms of both their habits of thought and their actions—with the narrative of the Christian tradition.28 C. S. Lewis has offered an accessible way of visualizing this point in his Chronicles of Narnia, showing how individual characters in the drama allow their personal narratives to become part of the greater story of Narnia itself—a story that they simultaneously inhabit and advance. Their individual identity and value remain; they realize, however, that they have become part of something grander, which motivates and informs their lives and actions.


    Identity, however, is social as much as individual. In recent years, there has been much interest in how biblical narratives shape and inform both individual and communal identities. The role of narratives in shaping ancient Israelite identity is becoming increasingly clear, as scholars have used tools such as social identity theory to clarify how such narratives are intertwined with questions of identity.29 Yet such biblical narratives can also help shape personal and social identity in the present. A particularly good exploration of this issue is provided by Athena Gorospe’s exploration of how the narrative of Moses’s return to Egypt (Exod. 4:18–26) can illuminate the social identity of Filipino overseas workers in an age of global economic migration.30 Gorospe appeals to Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of threefold mimesis (prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration) to allow the text to connect with contemporary concerns.


    The apologist is thus presented with the task of making connections between the Christian story and the audience, aiming to show how the gospel has the capacity to help us discover who we are and who we are meant to be. It is here that apologetics becomes an art, rather than a science, as it requires a series of gifts—such as empathy and imagination—to help others see how the Christian story connects with, and eventually transforms, their own personal stories.


    Value: Do I Matter?


    In his “Late Fragment,” American poet Raymond Carver speaks movingly of the longing “to know myself beloved, to feel myself beloved on the earth.”31 It is a very human (and very natural) yearning, which helps us appreciate why so many regard personal relationships as being of such significance and find their sense of self-worth affirmed and validated through them. Yet it is a thought that is constantly subverted by reflecting on the apparent insignificance of humanity, when seen in its broader cosmic context.


    Sigmund Freud famously argued that scientific advance has led to a radical reevaluation of the place and significance of humanity in the universe, deflating human pretensions to grandeur and uniqueness.32 Before Copernicus, we thought we stood at the center of all things. Before Darwin, we thought we were utterly distinct from every other living species. Before Freud, we thought that we were masters of our own limited realm; now we have to come to terms with being the prisoner of hidden unconscious forces, subtly influencing our thinking and behavior. And as our knowledge of our universe expands, we realize how many galaxies lie beyond our own. The human lifespan is insignificant in comparison with the immense age of the universe. We can easily be overwhelmed by a sense of our own insignificance when we see ourselves against this vast cosmic backdrop.


    This sense of unease is compounded for some by the dominant Western cultural narratives—such as what Christian Smith dubs the Scientific Enlightenment narrative or the Chance and Purposelessness narrative (see “Why Stories Matter” in chap. 1). These portray human beings as simply assemblies of molecules or biological components, devoid of purpose or meaning. This highly reductive approach is found in the writings of biologist Francis Crick, who defined human beings in purely neurological terms. “‘You,’ your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules. . . . You’re nothing but a pack of neurons.”33 Yet Crick’s highly reductive approach to our human identity assumes that a complex system is no more than the sum of its parts—and that one of these components can be singled out as being of supreme importance. Crick’s bold overstatement is probably best seen as a neurologist’s perspective on human nature, which overlooks the obvious fact that there is a lot more to human nature than neurons. We need neurons to function, but we are not defined exclusively or characteristically in this way.


    Others find themselves perplexed by reductive evolutionary narratives of human nature, such as Richard Dawkins’s “gene’s eye” view of human nature, set out in his landmark book The Selfish Gene (1976). This approach, which attracted a lot of attention back in the 1980s, although it has since fallen out of favor,34 sees human beings essentially as machines that are controlled and determined by their DNA—the complex biological molecule that transmits genetic information. According to Dawkins, “DNA neither cares nor knows. DNA just is. And we dance to its music.”35 Our sole purpose in existing is to pass on our genes to future generations. Human beings are just gene-perpetuating machines.36


    Dawkins himself has misgivings about this narrative, which holds that we are trapped in patterns of thought and action that are ultimately not of our own choosing. He thus proposes a counternarrative, arguing that we are able to assert our autonomy in the face of this genetic determinism. We can rebel against our selfish genes. “We have the power to defy the selfish genes of our birth. . . . We, alone on earth, can rebel against the tyranny of the selfish replicators.”37 Yet this bold narrative of human autonomy remains located, not entirely consistently, within a narrative of humans as gene machines who are constrained to dance to the music of DNA. Dawkins thus frequently refers to human beings as robots that are programmed to execute the instructions of their genetic masters.


    So is our self-worth subverted, if not destroyed, by these reflections? Some would argue that we need to face up to our situation, whether in a bold act of intellectual defiance or a gracious resignation to a bleak emptiness as we contemplate our limited role in the greater scheme of things. Yet the Christian narrative allows us to frame these questions in a very different way than that offered by a bleak secular humanism. By allowing their personal narratives to be embraced and enfolded by the greater narrative of God, Christians see things in a new way—including their own status and identity. We are no longer mere assemblies of molecules, neurons, or genes; we are individuals who can relate to God, and whose status is transformed by God’s love and attentiveness toward us.


    Christian writers thus speak of the transvaluation of human life through faith. One particularly good example of this is the notion of being “touched” by God, explored in the writings of English poet-theologian George Herbert. Herbert likens the graceful “touch” of God to the fabled “philosopher’s stone” of medieval alchemy, which transmutes base metal into gold:


    This is that famous stone


    That turneth all to gold:


    For that which God doth touch and own


    Cannot for less be told.38


    Through inhabiting the Christian narrative, we come to see ourselves, as medieval writer Julian of Norwich famously put it, as being enfolded in the love of Christ,39 which brings us a new security, identity, and value. Our self-worth is grounded in being loved by God.


    God is one who relates to us and thence transforms our sense of value and significance precisely through this privilege of relationship. We matter to God. One of the most profound pieces of writing in the Old Testament is Psalm 8, which takes the form of reflection on the place of humanity in the natural world. The psalmist considers the immensity of the night sky, before turning to consider the place of human beings in this vast universe:


    When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,


    the moon and the stars that you have established;


    what are human beings that you are mindful of them,


    mortals that you care for them?


    Yet you have made them a little lower than God,


    and crowned them with glory and honor. (Ps. 8:3–5)


    The passage locates humanity at a level that is intermediate between God and the beasts of the field.


    This insight is supplemented by one of the most significant elements of the Christian narrative—namely, that God chooses to relate to human beings. God chose to enter into human history as one of us, in order to restore our broken relationship with God. The core Christian ideas of incarnation and atonement affirm that we matter to God, that we are sufficiently important to God to motivate this great drama of solidarity, restoration, and redemption. (We considered this point earlier in relation to C. S. Lewis’s sermon about God diving into the world to save humanity; see “Explaining Significance: Narrating the Incarnation” in chap. 3.) To be created in the image of God is a privilege, yet it is a still greater privilege to be redeemed by God. As John Donne put this in one of his Holy Sonnets:


    ’Twas much, that man was made like God before,


    But, that God should be made like man, much more.40


    Once more, the apologist is called on to explore how best to express and communicate such ideas to a wider audience. What analogies might be used to illuminate these issues? What stories might be told to help communicate the points at issue?


    Purpose: Why Am I Here?


    Many people regard the search for personal and communal authenticity and fulfillment as being of central and critical importance. The idea that Christianity both articulates and enables such fulfillment was present from its outset. Christianity presented itself not as an enemy of Judaism (within which it initially emerged) but as representing its climax and fulfillment. Christ’s declaration in the Sermon on the Mount was widely seen as a manifesto of this position: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17 NIV).


    Yet Christianity rapidly established itself in Roman and Greek culture in the late first century, so that its relationship with Judaism gradually came to be seen as of diminishing relevance. Many early Christian writers presented Christianity as the fulfillment of the classic human quest for wisdom and highlighted the way in which Christianity resonated with themes in the writings of philosophers such as Plato and Plotinus. Other early Christian writers located the significance of Christianity at a more existential level.


    For Augustine of Hippo, Christianity offered a vision of a God who was able to fulfill the deepest longings of the human heart. This is expressed in his famous prayer: “You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in you.”41 The fundamental theme here is that human beings have some built-in longing to relate to God (an idea often articulated in terms of bearing the “image of God”), so that finding and embracing God is thus about becoming what we are meant to be and experiencing joy and peace in doing so. It is through embracing and entering the Christian narrative that we find purpose.


    As might be expected, this theme is found throughout C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. The Chronicles of Narnia resonate deeply with the basic human intuition that our own story is part of something grander—which, once grasped, allows us to see our situation in a new and more meaningful way. A veil is lifted, or a door is opened, so that we enter a new realm. Our own story is now seen to be part of a much bigger story, which helps us both to understand how we fit into a greater scheme of things and to discover and value the difference we can make. Lewis deftly shows how individual narratives acquire both value and purpose through becoming part of a greater narrative. Each character advances the story of Narnia in his or her own distinct way, thus becoming part of an ongoing and unfolding story that discloses and affirms each character’s own distinct purpose.


    One of the more disturbing implications of atheist interpretations of the theory of evolution is that we are here by accident, the outcome of a cosmic happenstance. This conclusion is not, it must be stressed, demanded by evolutionary biology itself; it is the outcome of the fusion of the basic themes of evolutionary biology with an aggressive and dogmatic atheism. Yet it is an unsettling thought, even for many atheists who profess to believe it. Some, of course, argue that its metaphysical austerity is an indicator of its truth. When I was an atheist myself, I took a certain pride in believing in such grim and bleak ideas, seeing it as a badge of intellectual courage and integrity. I would have echoed Steven Weinberg’s view that the natural sciences disclose a meaningless universe: “The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it seems pointless.”42


    Bleakness, however, can hardly be considered to be a reliable indicator of truth. The Christian narrative makes a counterassertion: God is the heart’s true desire, the goal of our longings, and the fulfiller of our deepest aspirations. The philosopher Pascal thus saw human longing as a pointer to our true goal:


    What else does this longing and helplessness proclaim, but that there was once in each person a true happiness, of which all that now remains is the empty print and trace? We try to fill this in vain with everything around us, seeking in things that are not there the help we cannot find in those that are there. Yet none can change things, because this infinite abyss can only be filled with something that is infinite and unchanging—in other words, by God himself. God alone is our true good.43


    The Christian narrative provides a rich and deeply satisfying answer to the profound questions that we ask ourselves about the meaning of life. The Christian tradition has developed many ways of expressing this belief. The “chief end” of human existence, according to the Westminster Shorter Catechism (1648), is “to enjoy God,” while giving God glory. The Christian narrative thus gives us a sense of purpose, allowing us to see how we fit into a greater picture of reality and can play a meaningful role in advancing it. It allows us to see ourselves as created by God in such a way that we find joy and fulfillment in relating to God.


    The apologist thus has a rich range of narrative resources, above all stories of how individuals have found purpose in life and the difference that this has made to them. Some of the material here may be helpful in taking these matters further; each apologist, however, is best advised to develop her own range of resources as she develops her ministry.


    Agency: Can I Make a Difference?


    Finally, we need to consider an important yet often neglected question: Can I make a difference? Or am I so insignificant and powerless that I might as well not be here? Or are we, as Richard Dawkins declares, “robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known as genes”?44 The capacity to choose to make a difference is seen by many people as integral to their quest for meaning and purpose. If I cannot choose to make a difference, I might as well not be here. The issue is that of empowerment. Do we have what it takes to make a difference? Or is this something we need to be enabled to do, drawing on something that lies beyond us in doing so?


    Michael Horton uses a helpful analogy in reflecting on the Christian “meganarrative,” suggesting that believers “are no longer spectators but are actually included in the cast” of this drama.45 The point to appreciate here is that through faith Christian believers become part of God’s unfolding story. We must think of ourselves as graciously invited to become part of this cast and thus being made capable of undertaking roles of real importance in developing God’s story, no matter how insignificant these might appear from a purely human perspective.46 It is within this narrative that our real identity emerges and develops.


    To have faith is thus to accept the invitation to step inside this story-shaped world, which both transforms our understanding of our place in the physical world of our habitation and brings about a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) as we are transformed by grace. We now see ourselves as wayfarers passing through this world, assured of our citizenship and right of abode in the renewed and transformed reality that we call “heaven.” While knowing that we are frail, wounded, and broken, we also know that we are under the care of a healing and restoring God. We know that we do not travel on our own, but in the company of a journeying God who shepherds us through life, remaining with us and being there for us even when we pass through the “valley of the shadow of death” (Ps. 23:4 KJV).


    The Christian narrative helps us grasp that human nature is damaged and wounded by sin and not able to achieve its full potential unaided. It is a point made throughout the New Testament, particularly in the writings of Paul: “I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Rom. 7:18–19). Paul was convinced that he was trapped, unable to break free from the prison of his own limitations and weaknesses. What could be done? In the end, Paul found his answer: “Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom. 7:24–25).


    This theme was subsequently developed by Augustine of Hippo, who was fully alert to the problem of human weakness, fragility, and brokenness.47 For Augustine, human beings are damaged by sin, which is like a hereditary disease, passed down from one generation to another, that weakens humanity and cannot be cured by human agency. Christ is the divine physician, by whose “wounds we are healed” (Isa. 53:5 NIV). We are thus healed by the grace of God, so that our minds may recognize God and our wills may respond to the divine offer of grace.


    Or, to change the image, sin is like a power that holds us captive and from whose grip we are unable to break free by ourselves. The human free will is captivated by the power of sin and may be liberated only by grace. Christ is thus seen as the liberator, the source of the grace that breaks the power of sin. Or again, sin is a type of guilt or moral impurity that is passed down from one generation to another. Christ thus comes to bring forgiveness and pardon. Using such images, Augustine builds a powerful depiction of human nature being weakened, impoverished, and trapped by sin—but healed and liberated by grace. A Christian account of human agency thus recognizes the importance of seeking to attain virtue, while setting the question of human agency within the dialectic of sin and grace.


    Yet some will rightly raise a question here. Does not the notion of divine grace subvert both the idea of human agency and the moral basis of the pursuit of virtue? In a careful and thoughtful reflection on this point, N. T. Wright argues for a virtue ethic that is “generated and sustained by grace,” within which human agency is seen as enabled by grace. He thus excludes “any suggestion that the ‘virtue’ we are going to talk about is something that ‘we do’ through self-effort.”48 God’s grace enables us to become the people we are meant to be, so that “our journey is not one of achievement but of implementation, not of unaided goodness but of unmerited grace.”49 Wright sums up this narrative approach as follows: “The Christian teaching and practice of virtue, then, can be understood in terms of the life that is lived within the story whose goal, whose telos, is that complete, redeemed, renewed and perfected human life. . . . Love is not our duty; it is our destiny.”50


    There is an interesting parallel here with Karl Marx asserting the historical inevitability of socialism while still affirming the important role of individual socialists in bringing this about.51 Human agency was not abolished nor subverted by the inevitability of this goal; rather, the inevitability of this goal meant that human agents could commit to this political struggle in hope, knowing that their commitment was not in vain.


    Although it is inevitable that a socialist revolution will come, it is not inevitable how long it will take for it to come, nor how painful its course will be. It may therefore be rational for revolutionaries to dedicate themselves to the socialist movement, so that they will be in a position to shorten, and to reduce the severity, of the “birth pangs” of socialism.52


    There are, of course, problems with Marx’s approach, not least in that the “inevitability” of socialism now seems indefensible. It is certainly possible to argue that moral agents can act rationally and responsibly, even when their actions are undertaken on behalf of a goal whose achievement they believe to be inevitable. However, it is questionable that the inevitability of this goal being achieved makes it moral or even appropriate to work for such a goal.


    Wright, however, does not see the inevitability of the Christian telos as a justification for human agency; rather, he locates this within an eschatological framework. It is the anticipation in the present of what is hoped for in the future. By setting human agency within a Pauline narrative framework of present grace and future hope, Wright avoids the difficulties Marx encountered. Paul’s concept of the renewal of the mind (Rom. 12:2) thus opens the way to transformed moral behavior through transformed ways of thinking.53 The Christian believer is not a passive beholder of another’s actions but rather has become an active agent in God’s world.


    In this chapter, we have considered four core elements of the human understanding of “meaning” and reflected on how they connect with the Christian metanarrative, noting in particular how this narrative is intrinsically capable of generating and justifying such concepts of meaning. They are not imposed upon this narrative but emerge from within it. Each of the four elements of meaning considered in this section is likely to resonate with different individuals, to different extents. Yet this is the outcome of the richness of the Christian “grand story,” which an apologist should be able to connect with the individual needs and concerns of different audiences, rather than offering a generalized approach lacking any particularization.

  


  
     

    7. 
Handing Over: Developing Narrative Approaches to Apologetics


    This short book is a manifesto for narrative apologetics—for the joyful, creative, and faithful use of stories to communicate and commend the central truths of the Christian gospel. These truths are not abstract propositional ideas but the living reality of people whose lives have been enriched and redirected through the encounter with a living and loving God. They can speak of how they have truly been transformed by a graceful and gracious God, in and through Jesus Christ. The natural response to such a transformative encounter is to tell the story of what has happened and the difference that it has made. And at one level, that’s what narrative apologetics is all about.


    Some readers will find the approach adopted in this book to be strange, others to be challenging. But I suspect many (especially preachers) will find that it resonates with both their deepest intuitions and their personal experience. When asked to explain what the gospel is, we tell a story. When asked to explain what difference the gospel makes to life, we tell a story. That’s not where the discussion will end, but it is where it most appropriately begins.


    I often use an analogy in trying to open up the rich complexity of the Christian faith, whether this is framed in terms of its narrative elements or its core doctrinal components. Great British scientist Isaac Newton showed that a beam of sunlight, when passed through a glass prism, is broken down into a spectrum of its constituent colors—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. Yet the prism does not create those colors; it merely allows them to be separated out from each other, so that they can be seen individually. Similarly, the individual elements of Christianity’s rich and complex metanarrative can be set out and explored individually, so that their apologetic significance and value can be assessed. The Christian “grand story” is made up of interwoven and integrated “little stories.” This book has offered some explorations of these “little stories”—but others can easily be added or developed.


    Many have argued that the value of an artistic work or a worldview is measured by its capacity to engage fully and simultaneously all our mental capacities—cognitive, emotional, imaginative, and perceptual.1 A narrative approach to apologetics opens up these four core aspects of the Christian gospel, allowing us to engage the human imagination and feelings in a deeply satisfying way, which older rational approaches to apologetics are unable to do. By making good use of narratives, the apologist can help others grasp how the Christian faith informs and nourishes our minds, captivates our hearts and imaginations, and inspires and motivates our actions in the world.


    Having set out this manifesto for narrative apologetics, I must now hand it over to my readers and invite them to take things further for themselves. I have passed on a set of tools; it is up to you to decide how you use them. Readers of my earlier work Mere Apologetics have expressed particular appreciation for the suggestions I make in that work about how they might develop their own distinctive approaches. In bringing this work to an end, I shall repeat this pattern.


    Using Biblical Narratives


    I have made extensive use of biblical narratives throughout this work, including the great stories of the exodus and the exile (see “The Story of the Exodus: The Hope of Deliverance” and “The Story of the Exile: Where Do We Really Belong?” in chap. 4), as well as what is perhaps the greatest story ever told—the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ (see “The Story of Jesus Christ: Rendering the Love of God” in chap. 4). Yet there is much more that could be done with the narratives of the exodus and the exile. I have merely scratched the surface of their rich deposits of meaning and significance. Furthermore, there are many other biblical stories that are rich in apologetic potential and can easily find their place in apologetic sermons, addresses, and conversations. Narratives possess a remarkable ability to cross a generational divide and speak to both adults and children.2


    Might I offer an exercise to my readers? I invite you to consider, on the basis of the ideas developed in this book, what apologetic points you could make by telling and retelling the following biblical stories:


    
      	Isaiah’s vision of the glory of God (Isa. 6:1–8)


      	Jesus calming the storm on Lake Galilee (Mark 4:35–41)


      	Jesus’s encounter with Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1–10)


      	Jesus’s encounter with the Samaritan woman (John 4:1–42)


      	The parable of the woman and the lost coin (Luke 15:8–10)


      	The parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32)


      	Paul’s visit to the Areopagus (Acts 17:16–34)

    


    In each case the task is to tell the story in ways that capture your audience’s attention and imagination and to work the angles of the narrative to connect with the hopes and longings of your listeners.


    Or you can develop this approach and use a contemporary retelling of a biblical narrative as a way of opening up the core themes of the original narrative for a contemporary audience. You might like to explore these possibilities:


    
      	C. S. Lewis’s Magician’s Nephew (1955) as a window into the biblical creation narrative (Gen. 1)


      	William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954) as a window into the biblical narrative of the fall (Gen. 3)3


      	Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead (2004) as a window into the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32)

    


    This approach can be taken further. There is no shortage of works that can act as windows into the grand narrative of faith as a whole (rather than individual biblical passages). For example, Madeleine L’Engle’s Wrinkle in Time (1962) and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (2007) both open up some major apologetic themes for discussion by raising questions that invite correlation with the Christian “big picture” as a whole. The list is not difficult to extend!


    Using Personal Narratives


    Each of us has a story to tell. One of the reasons I love reading biographies (and sometimes writing them as well) is because it helps me to understand how the core ideas of Christianity change people, by becoming part of their lives. People are not containers filled with ideas; they are living realities whose existence is changed by the ideas they embody.


    Those stories need to be told, and their significance appreciated. There is good biblical precedent for telling our stories as a way of demonstrating the ability of the gospel to change lives, thus affirming that it is life changing, not simply evidence based or reasonable. For example, consider how Paul responded to criticism he faced in Jerusalem. He offered an apologia by telling his story (Acts 22:1–21).4 That story is of a life-changing encounter with the risen Christ that both motivated his evangelistic ministry and undergirded his fundamental conviction of the truth of the Christian faith. Something happened to Paul that redirected the course of his life and the shape of his beliefs—and that “something” can be set out only in the form of a narrative.5


    By telling our stories, we bear witness to the capacity of the gospel to give us direction in life to cope with uncertainty and difficulty and to live well and meaningfully in what so often seems a confusing world. As I have suggested in this book, the personal narratives of individual Christians have enormous apologetic potential. They depend not on verbal brilliance for their appeal but on the fact that they are real-life accounts of truthful and faithful living. A personal narrative might serve as a testimony to the capacity of the gospel to change some lives and give stability and purpose to others. A personal narrative has an inner authenticity and a rhetorical power that far exceed those of a logical argument, even though they can both be linked together in a creative and persuasive whole.


    The challenge that a preacher or speaker thus faces is deciding which personal narratives are best adapted to bridge the intellectual and experiential gap between the gospel and the audience. Such a decision will ultimately be based on knowing the audience to be addressed, as well as the personal narratives that are available. And since it is not entirely satisfactory to tell someone else’s story, those narratives are best told by their subjects. Seekers are looking for people whose message resonates authentically with their manner and way of life, in effect seeing someone’s quality of life as a measure of the validity of the person’s ideas.6 This may not make much intellectual sense to those raised within a rationalist culture—but we have to learn how others evaluate worldviews and respond appropriately. Apologists may have been late in discovering the importance of what is now known as “emotional intelligence,” but its importance for their task can hardly be overlooked.7


    Using Cultural Narratives


    The range of narratives at our disposal is vast. In addition to the rich repository of biblical stories and the personal narratives of individual believers, the apologist can draw on cultural narratives such as literature and films. The range of literary writers engaged in this short work is somewhat limited. It is not difficult to see why I have used C. S. Lewis so often. Lewis clearly gave considerable thought to narrative approaches to apologetics and offered both important and helpful reflections on the theological foundations of these approaches and examples of how they might be developed further. Yet there are other writers who might well offer alternative approaches, capable of enriching and expanding the limited account presented in this work. I have no doubt that the literary writings of Dorothy L. Sayers and Marilynne Robinson—touched on but not fully developed in this work—offer an embarrassment of riches to the narrative apologist, and I suspect that many others might also be explored with great profit.


    Yet this is simply the tip of the iceberg. Some will feel that my literary examples are sociologically limited. I will freely confess that this is indeed the case! But this range of writing can easily and productively be extended by others, sensitive to the needs and opportunities of their cultural contexts, and aware of the cultural narratives that are known to and can connect with those contexts. Readers will know their own audiences well and can easily draw selectively and appropriately on the narratives of novels and movies to open up the great questions of life and explore Christian responses.


    This short book has offered an introduction—and nothing more than an introduction—to the emerging field of narrative apologetics, aiming to open up its potentially rich and fertile pastures for exploration and inhabitation. I hope that it will encourage others to explore and develop this rich resource for Christian ministry and outreach. It is a manifesto, using broad brush strokes to depict the theological foundations and apologetic possibilities of this approach.


    Yet fine brushwork is clearly needed if this approach is to be developed further. It is obvious, for example, that more attention needs to be given to providing a theological explanation of the role that stories play in so many aspects of human existence. We also need a better empirical understanding of how stories work in creating receptivity to new ideas or alternative ways of understanding our world. There is also a pressing theological need for deeper reflection on how the Christian narrative functions as a medium or agent of salvation, not merely of revelation. Yet my hope is that enough has been said to allow readers to appreciate the possibilities that this approach opens up and to explore how it can be developed further. There is so much more to explore!
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