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Discussion Questions:

The central theme of this chapter can be summarized as the necessary and unique relationship
between Christianity and improvement of and in the world around us.  If you were asked
to make an argument for that relationship, how would you support it?

Do you think that any parts of Chesterton’s argument less relevant today than they were when
he wrote?  If so, which ones?

At p. 100, Chesterton wrote, “(O)urs is only an age of conservation because it is an age of
complete unbelief. Let beliefs fade fast and frequently, if you wish institutions to remain
the same. The more the life of the mind is unhinged, the more the machinery of matter will be left to itself.”  Is this true of
our time?

At p. 101, Chesterton argues that a fixed ideal is necessary, and Christianity supplies it.  How does Christianity do so?
At p. 104 and elsewhere, Chesterton seems to be saying that the very idea of progress toward something better requires the mind

of an artist (i.e., God) to see what it is that is better.  Is this a stronger argument than the argument from “irreducible
complexity” that Creationists make today?  What about his argument from proportion, at pp. 106-7?

At pp. 105 and 113, Chesterton argues that Christianity is uniquely conducive to frivolity, levity, and lightness of spirit.  Do you
agree?

At page 109, Chesterton argues that popular systems (such as methods of government) regularly become oppressive, and that the
Christian teaching of the Fall is both the best explanation for that fact and the best protection for the oppressed.  Do you
agree?

Do you agree with Chesterton’s view that Christianity supports “eternal revolution” against oppressive systems?
At pp. 112-3, Chesterton argues that democracy is “profoundly Christian” at its core.  Explain.
At p. 116, Chesterton cites the “adventure” which Christianity provides, and which he says is required for improvement in the

world, because the stakes are real and our choices are binding.  If someone would say to you that does not sound very
adventurous, how would you reply?

For substantive discussion of the merits, as time and interest permit:

Page 95:  The following propositions have been urged: First, that some faith in our life is required even to
improve it; second, that some dissatisfaction with things as they are is necessary even in order to be
satisfied; third, that to have this necessary content and necessary discontent it is not sufficient to have
the obvious equilibrium of the Stoic. For mere resignation has neither the gigantic levity of pleasure
nor the superb intolerance of pain. There is a vital objection to the advice merely to grin and bear it.
The objection is that if you merely bear it, you do not grin. Greek heroes do not grin: but gargoyles
do—because they are Christian. And when a Christian is pleased, he is (in the most exact sense)
frightfully pleased; his pleasure is frightful. Christ prophesied the whole of Gothic architecture . . .  The
prophecy has fulfilled itself: the very stones cry out.

Page 95: But what do we mean by making things better? Most modern talk on this matter is a mere argument
in a circle—that circle which we have already made the symbol of madness and of mere rationalism.
Evolution is only good if it produces good; good is only good if it helps evolution.

Pages 95-6: Obviously, it will not do to take our ideal from the principle in nature; for the simple reason that (except for
some human or divine theory), there is no principle in nature. For instance, the cheap anti-democrat
of to-day will tell you solemnly that there is no equality in nature. He is right, but he does not see the
logical addendum. There is no equality in nature; also there is no inequality in nature. Inequality, as
much as equality, implies a standard of value. To read aristocracy into the anarchy of animals is just
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as sentimental as to read democracy into it. Both aristocracy and democracy are human ideals: the
one saying that all men are valuable, the other that some men are more valuable. But nature does not
say that cats are more valuable than mice; nature makes no remark on the subject.

Page 96: You cannot even say that there is victory or superiority in nature unless you have some doctrine about
what things are superior.

Page 96: (A)s we follow here the first and natural speculation, we will leave out (for the present) the idea of
getting it from God. We must have our own vision.

Page 96: Some fall back simply on the clock: they talk as if mere passage through time brought some
superiority; . . .  How can anything be up to date? —a date has no character.

Page 97: Other vague modern people take refuge in material metaphors; in fact, this is the chief mark of vague
modern people. Not daring to define their doctrine of what is good, they use physical figures of speech
without stint or shame, and, what is worst of all, seem to think these cheap analogies are exquisitely
spiritual and superior to the old morality. Thus they think it intellectual to talk about things being
"high."

Page 97: This, incidentally, is almost the whole weakness of Nietzsche, whom some are representing as a bold
and strong thinker. . . .  He said, "beyond good and evil," because he had not the courage to say, "more
good than good and evil," or, "more evil than good and evil." Had he faced his thought without
metaphors, he would have seen that it was nonsense.

Pages 97-8: Then again, some people fall back on sheer submission and sitting still. Nature is going to do something
some day; nobody knows what, and nobody knows when. We have no reason for acting, and no reason for
not acting. If anything happens it is right: if anything is prevented it was wrong.

Page 98: Lastly, there is a fourth class of people who take whatever it is that they happen to want, and say that
that is the ultimate aim of evolution. And these are the only sensible people. This is the only really
healthy way with the word evolution, to work for what you want, and to call that evolution. . . .  If you
like to put it so, the essence of the doctrine is that what we have around us is the mere method and
preparation for something that we have to create. This is not a world, but rather the material for a
world.

Page 98: This adds a further principle to our previous list of principles. We have said we must be fond of this
world, even in order to change it. We now add that we must be fond of another world (real or
imaginary) in order to have something to change it to.

Page 98: Evolution is a metaphor from mere automatic unrolling. Progress is a metaphor from merely walking
along a road—very likely the wrong road. But reform is a metaphor for reasonable and determined
men: it means that we see a certain thing out of shape and we mean to put it into shape. And we know
what shape.

Pages 98-9: Now here comes in the whole collapse and huge blunder of our age. We have mixed up two different things,
two opposite things. Progress should mean that we are always changing the world to suit the vision. Progress
does mean (just now) that we are always changing the vision. It should mean that we are slow but sure in
bringing justice and mercy among men: it does mean that we are very swift in doubting the desirability of
justice and mercy: a wild page from any Prussian sophist makes men doubt it. Progress should mean
that we are always walking towards the New Jerusalem. It does mean that the New Jerusalem is
always walking away from us. We are not altering the real to suit the ideal. We are altering the ideal: it
is easier.

Page 100: (O)urs is only an age of conservation because it is an age of complete unbelief. Let beliefs fade fast and
frequently, if you wish institutions to remain the same. The more the life of the mind is unhinged, the
more the machinery of matter will be left to itself.

Page 100: We may say broadly that free thought is the best of all the safeguards against freedom. Managed in a
modern style the emancipation of the slave's mind is the best way of preventing the emancipation of
the slave. Teach him to worry about whether he wants to be free, and he will not free himself.

Pages 100-1: All modern books are on his side. As long as the vision of heaven is always changing, the vision of
earth will be exactly the same. No ideal will remain long enough to be realized, or even partly realized.
The modern young man will never change his environment; for he will always change his mind.
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Page 101: This, therefore, is our first requirement about the ideal towards which progress is directed; it must be
fixed.

Page 101: (I)t does not matter (comparatively speaking) how often humanity fails to imitate its ideal; for then all
its old failures are fruitful. But it does frightfully matter how often humanity changes its ideal; for then
all its old failures are fruitless.

Page 101: How can we make a man always dissatisfied with his work, yet always satisfied with working?

Page 101: A strict rule is not only necessary for ruling; it is also necessary for rebelling. This fixed and familiar
ideal is necessary to any sort of revolution. Man will sometimes act slowly upon new ideas; but he will
only act swiftly upon old ideas. If I am merely to float or fade or evolve, it may be towards something
anarchic; but if I am to riot, it must be for something respectable.

Pages 101-2: This is the whole weakness of certain schools of progress and moral evolution. They suggest that there
has been a slow movement towards morality, with an imperceptible ethical change in every year or at
every instant. There is only one great disadvantage in this theory. It talks of a slow movement towards
justice; but it does not permit a swift movement. A man is not allowed to leap up and declare a certain
state of things to be intrinsically intolerable. . . .  If an animal is wronged, we ought to be able to rush to
his rescue. But how can we rush if we are, perhaps, in advance of our time? How can we rush to catch
a train which may not arrive for a few centuries?

Page 102: Thus we may say that a permanent ideal is as necessary to the innovator as to the conservative; it is
necessary whether we wish the king's orders to be promptly executed or whether we only wish the king
to be promptly executed.

Page 102: There must at any given moment be an abstract right and wrong if any blow is to be struck; there
must be something eternal if there is to be anything sudden. Therefore for all intelligible human
purposes, for altering things or for keeping things as they are, for rounding a system for ever, as in
China, or for altering it every month as in the early French Revolution, it is equally necessary that the
vision should be a fixed vision. This is our first requirement.

Pages 102-3: Something seemed to be saying, "My ideal at least is fixed; for it was fixed before the foundations of the world.
My vision of perfection assuredly cannot be altered; for it is called Eden. You may alter the place to
which you are going; but you cannot alter the place from which you have come. . . .  Your vision is not
merely a fixture: it is a fact."

Page 103: I passed on to the next necessity of any ideal of progress. Some people (as we have said) seem to
believe in an automatic and impersonal progress in the nature of things. But it is clear that no political
activity can be encouraged by saying that progress is natural and inevitable; that is not a reason for
being active, but rather a reason for being lazy.

Page 104: If the end of the world were mere darkness or mere light it might come as slowly and inevitably as
dusk or dawn. But if the end of the world is to be a piece of elaborate and artistic chiaroscuro, then
there must be design in it, either human or divine. The world, through mere time, might grow black
like an old picture, or white like an old coat; but if it is turned into a particular piece of black and
white art—then there is an artist.

Page 104: We constantly hear a particularly cosmic creed from the modern humanitarians; I use the word
humanitarian in the ordinary sense, as meaning one who upholds the claims of all creatures against
those of humanity. They suggest that through the ages we have been growing more and more humane,
that is to say, that one after another, groups or sections of beings, slaves, children, women, cows, or
what not, have been gradually admitted to mercy or to justice.

Pages 104-5: Darwinism can be used to back up two mad moralities, but it cannot be used to back up a single sane one.
The kinship and competition of all living creatures can be used as a reason for being insanely cruel or
insanely sentimental; but not for a healthy love of animals.

Page 105: If you want to treat a tiger reasonably, you must go back to the garden of Eden. For the obstinate
reminder continued to recur: only the supernatural has taken a sane view of Nature. The essence of all
pantheism, evolutionism, and modern cosmic religion is really in this proposition: that Nature is our
mother. Unfortunately, if you regard Nature as a mother, you discover that she is a step-mother. The
main point of Christianity was this: that Nature is not our mother: Nature is our sister. We can be
proud of her beauty, since we have the same father; but she has no authority over us; we have to
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admire, but not to imitate. This gives to the typically Christian pleasure in this earth a strange touch
of lightness that is almost frivolity. Nature was a solemn mother to the worshippers of Isis and Cybele.
Nature was a solemn mother to Wordsworth or to Emerson. But Nature is not solemn to Francis of
Assisi or to George Herbert. To St. Francis, Nature is a sister, and even a younger sister: a little,
dancing sister, to be laughed at as well as loved.

Page 106: Proportion cannot be a drift: it is either an accident or a design.

Pages 106-7: Is it not quite clear that what we really hope for is one particular management and proposition of these
two things; a certain amount of restraint and respect, a certain amount of energy and mastery? . . .  all
the beauty of a fairy-tale lies in this: that the prince has a wonder which just stops short of being fear. If
he is afraid of the giant, there is an end of him; but also if he is not astonished at the giant, there is an
end of the fairy-tale. . . .  So our attitude to the giant of the world must not merely be increasing delicacy
or increasing contempt: it must be one particular proportion of the two—which is exactly right. We must
have in us enough reverence for all things outside us to make us tread fearfully on the grass. We must
also have enough disdain for all things outside us, to make us, on due occasion, spit at the stars. Yet
these two things (if we are to be good or happy) must be combined, not in any combination, but in one
particular combination. . . .  It will be an exact and perilous balance; like that of a desperate romance. Man
must have just enough faith in himself to have adventures, and just enough doubt of himself to enjoy
them.

Page 107: This, then, is our second requirement for the ideal of progress. First, it must be fixed; second, it must be
composite. It must not (if it is to satisfy our souls) be the mere victory of some one thing swallowing up
everything else, love or pride or peace or adventure; it must be a definite picture composed of these
elements in their best proportion and relation. . . .  I only point out that if this composite happiness is
fixed for us it must be fixed by some mind; for only a mind can place the exact proportions of a
composite happiness. If the beatification of the world is a mere work of nature, then it must be as
simple as the freezing of the world, or the burning up of the world. But if the beatification of the world is
not a work of nature but a work of art, then it involves an artist.

Page 107: Twice again, therefore, Christianity had come in with the exact answer that I required. I had said, "The
ideal must be fixed," and the Church had answered, "Mine is literally fixed, for it existed before
anything else." I said secondly, "It must be artistically combined, like a picture"; and the Church
answered, "Mine is quite literally a picture, for I know who painted it." Then I went on to the third
thing, which, as it seemed to me, was needed for an Utopia or goal of progress. And of all the three it is
infinitely the hardest to express. Perhaps it might be put thus: that we need watchfulness even in
Utopia, lest we fall from Utopia as we fell from Eden.

Page 108: An almost unnatural vigilance is really required of the citizen because of the horrible rapidity with
which human institutions grow old. It is the custom in passing romance and journalism to talk of men
suffering under old tyrannies. But, as a fact, men have almost always suffered under new tyrannies;
under tyrannies that had been public liberties hardly twenty years before.

Pages 108-9: We have not any need to rebel against antiquity; we have to rebel against novelty. It is the new rulers,
the capitalist or the editor, who really hold up the modern world. There is no fear that a modern king
will attempt to override the constitution; it is more likely that he will ignore the constitution and work
behind its back; he will take no advantage of his kingly power; it is more likely that he will take
advantage of his kingly powerlessness, of the fact that he is free from criticism and publicity. For the
king is the most private person of our time. It will not be necessary for any one to fight again against
the proposal of a censorship of the press. We do not need a censorship of the press. We have a
censorship by the press.

Page 109: This startling swiftness with which popular systems turn oppressive is the third fact for which we shall
ask our perfect theory of progress to allow. It must always be on the look out for every privilege being
abused, for every working right becoming a wrong. In this matter I am entirely on the side of the
revolutionists. They are really right to be always suspecting human institutions; they are right not to
put their trust in princes nor in any child of man.

Page 109: Here, I say, I felt that I was really at last on the side of the revolutionary. And then I caught my breath
again: for I remembered that I was once again on the side of the orthodox.

Page 109: Christianity spoke again and said: "I have always maintained that men were naturally backsliders; that
human virtue tended of its own nature to rust or to rot; I have always said that human beings as such

CHAPTER 7, SOLEMNITY AND LEVITY (“The Eternal Revolution”) DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND QUOTATIONS, Page 4



go wrong, especially happy human beings, especially proud and prosperous human beings. This
eternal revolution, this suspicion sustained through centuries, you (being a vague modern) call the
doctrine of progress. If you were a philosopher you would call it, as I do, the doctrine of original sin.
You may call it the cosmic advance as much as you like; I call it what it is—the Fall."

Page 110: It fills me with horrible amusement to observe the way in which the earnest Socialist industriously lays
the foundation of all aristocracy, expatiating blandly upon the evident unfitness of the poor to rule.

Page 111: Only the Christian Church can offer any rational objection to a complete confidence in the rich. For she
has maintained from the beginning that the danger was not in man's environment, but in man. Further,
she has maintained that if we come to talk of a dangerous environment, the most dangerous
environment of all is the commodious environment. . . .  (T)he words of Christ . . .at the very least mean
this—that rich men are not very likely to be morally trustworthy.

Page 112: In the best Utopia, I must be prepared for the moral fall of any man in any position at any moment;
especially for my fall from my position at this moment.

Page 112: Carlyle was quite wrong; we have not got to crown the exceptional man who knows he can rule. Rather
we must crown the much more exceptional man who knows he can't.

Pages 112-3: Now, this is one of the two or three vital defences of working democracy. The mere machinery of voting is not
democracy, though at present it is not easy to effect any simpler democratic method. But even the machinery
of voting is profoundly Christian in this practical sense—that it is an attempt to get at the opinion of those
who would be too modest to offer it. It is a mystical adventure; it is specially trusting those who do not
trust themselves. That enigma is strictly peculiar to Christendom.

Page 113: Aristocracy is not an institution: aristocracy is a sin; generally a very venial one. It is merely the drift
or slide of men into a sort of natural pomposity and praise of the powerful, which is the most easy and
obvious affair in the world.

Page 113: Modern investigators of miraculous history have solemnly admitted that a characteristic of the great
saints is their power of "levitation." They might go further; a characteristic of the great saints is their
power of levity. Angels can fly because they can take themselves lightly. This has been always the
instinct of Christendom, and especially the instinct of Christian art.  Remember how Fra Angelico
represented all his angels, not only as birds, but almost as butterflies.

Page 114: Pride is the downward drag of all things into an easy solemnity. One "settles down" into a sort of selfish
seriousness; but one has to rise to a gay self-forgetfulness. A man "falls" into a brown study; he reaches
up at a blue sky. Seriousness is not a virtue. It would be a heresy, but a much more sensible heresy, to
say that seriousness is a vice. . . .  It is easy to be heavy: hard to be light. Satan fell by the force of
gravity.

Pages 114-5: Now, it is the peculiar honour of Europe since it has been Christian that while it has had aristocracy it
has always at the back of its heart treated aristocracy as a weakness—generally as a weakness that must
be allowed for. . . .  The great and very obvious merit of the English aristocracy is that nobody could
possibly take it seriously.

Page 115: In short, I had spelled out slowly, as usual, the need for an equal law in Utopia; and, as usual, I found
that Christianity had been there before me.  The whole history of my Utopia has the same amusing
sadness. I was always rushing out of my architectural study with plans for a new turret only to find it
sitting up there in the sunlight, shining, and a thousand years old.

Page 116: I could never conceive or tolerate any Utopia which did not leave to me the liberty for which I chiefly
care, the liberty to bind myself. Complete anarchy would not merely make it impossible to have any
discipline or fidelity; it would also make it impossible to have any fun. To take an obvious instance, it
would not be worth while to bet if a bet were not binding. . . .  And the perils, rewards, punishments,
and fulfilments of an adventure must be real, or the adventure is only a shifting and heartless
nightmare. If I bet I must be made to pay, or there is no poetry in betting. If I challenge I must be made
to fight, or there is no poetry in challenging. If I vow to be faithful I must be cursed when I am
unfaithful, or there is no fun in vowing. . . .  For the purpose even of the wildest romance results must
be real; results must be irrevocable. Christian marriage is the great example of a real and irrevocable
result; and that is why it is the chief subject and centre of all our romantic writing. And this is my last
instance of the things that I should ask, and ask imperatively, of any social paradise; I should ask to
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be kept to my bargain, to have my oaths and engagements taken seriously; I should ask Utopia to
avenge my honour on myself.

Page 116: All my modern Utopian friends look at each other rather doubtfully, for their ultimate hope is the
dissolution of all special ties. But again I seem to hear, like a kind of echo, an answer from beyond the
world. "You will have real obligations, and therefore real adventures when you get to my Utopia. But
the hardest obligation and the steepest adventure is to get there."

Wit for our amusement:

Page 98: Because we may possibly grow wings they cut off their legs. Yet nature may be trying to make them
centipedes for all they know.

Page 104: Soon, I shall think it wrong to sit on a horse. Eventually (I suppose) I shall think it wrong to sit on a
chair. That is the drive of the argument.

Page 104: A perpetual tendency to touch fewer and fewer things might—one feels, be a mere brute unconscious
tendency, like that of a species to produce fewer and fewer children. This drift may be really
evolutionary, because it is stupid.
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