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A junior  contemporary and fr iend of  Lewis in  Oxford ,  Farrer  seems to  many to  be 

the more formidable  apologis t .  He has  no fame as  an  imaginative wri ter ,  but  h is  

Study in  Mark  commanded the esteem of  l i terary cr i t ics  as  soon as  i t  was publ ished,  

while  h is  essay ‘On Dispensing with  Q’ is  among the hardy perennials  of  New 

Testament  scholarship.  The invi ta t ion to  g ive the Gifford Lectures ,  which was never  

extended to Lewis,  resul ted  in  h is  subt le  book on The Freedom of  the Wil l ;  h is  most  

ambit ious essay in  metaphysics ,  Fini te  and Inf in i te ,  is  the  s tuff  of  d isser ta t ions.  

Those who f ind Lewis g l ib  would  never  say th is  even of  such popular  books by 

Farrer  as  A Science of  God?  or  Love Almighty  and I l ls  Unlimited .  Whereas  Lewis 

r ises to  expectat ion l ike  a barr is ter  in  the service  of  a  d is t inguished cl ient ,  Farrer  is  

a  phi losopher  who manages h is  own br ief .  

As the two were unl ike in  temper,  so they have proved unequal  in  reputat ion;  hence 

the necessi ty  for  th is  book,  in  which the connoisseur  of  Farrer’s  works may be 

disappointed to  f ind so  l i t t le  of  h is  id iosyncrasy.  His  in terpreta t ion of  Mark is  

represented by a  pungent  sermon,  rather  than by his  labyr inthine pursuit  of  the man 

in  the  l inen cloth who escapes  arres t  a t  Mark 14.52 .  Programmatic  passages  f rom 

his  s tudy of  Matthew and The Glass  of  Vis ion  exemplify  his  cardinal  tenet  that  

gospel  and his tory are indissolubly fused in  the inspira t ion of  the  scr ip tures ,  so that ,  

just  as  the bel iever  cannot  c l ing to  the symbol  without  the fact ,  so  he cannot  hope to  

ref ine the pure adamant  of  h is tory from the al loy of  in terpreta t ion and take a  

conf ident  s tance on th is  a lone.  What the sun is  to  natural  objects ,  the Chris t ian  

revelat ion is  to  the Old Testament:  The surest  proof  of  i ts  power to  i l luminate  is  not  

our  seeing i t ,  but  our  seeing by i ts  l ight  what  would  otherwise be erra t ic ,  formless  or  

opaque.  (The s imile  is  famil iar  to  readers  of  Lewis,  and was derived by both  from 

Plato) .  As a Nonconformis t  who had turned Anglican,  Farrer  held  that  the  church is  

authori ta t ive but  not  infal l ib le:  Her  cer t i tude rests ,  not  on an a pr iori ,  but  on the 

improbable  t ru th  of  tes t imonies  that ,  i f  fa lse ,  would admit  of  his tor ical  correct ion.  

Nor  is  i t  the mere proclamation of  dogma,  but  the apprehension of  i t  in  l i fe  and 

thought,  that  makes the Chris t ian a  chi ld  of  God.  Chr is t  possessed a  la tent  rather  

than a  credal  knowledge of  h is  own Sonship ,  which disclosed i tself  in  his  int imate 

consciousness  of  the Father’s  love;  in  the same way,  the Chris t ian  understands his  



own creed through prayer ,  through the d iscernment  of  Chr is t  in  others ,  through 

embracing lesser  creatures  in  that  love which we feel  pre-eminently  for  members of  

our  own species .  By pur i ty  of  in tent  and s ingle-hear tedness  the Chris t ian  comes to  

feel  d isbel ief  to  be more of  an evasion than the fai th  which others  cal l  credul i ty .  

Farrer’s  thought  can seldom be dis t i l led  in to  an  epigram.  His  character is t ic  medium 

is  the  parable ,  of ten protracted  to  a  length  that  seems exorbi tant  and punctuated by 

his  own caveats .  The sentent iousness  of  Lewis is  as  fore ign to  him as  the  levi ty of  

Chester ton or  the  t renchant  chauvinism of  Dean Inge.  Like these three,  he is  

constant ly engaged in  a  publ ic  duel  with  the despisers  of  re l ig ion,  but  i t  is  not  his  

custom to  name his  in ter locutors ,  let  a lone to  car icature  or  r id icule  them. Arguments  

conducted in  th is  a l lusive manner  may seem to  us  circuitous and evasive,  but  i t  is  

d iff icul t  for  a  th inker  to  argue otherwise when he grasps both  s ides of  every case 

and readi ly  warms to  the convict ions  of  a  s incere  antagonis t .  His  in tel lect ,  l ike that  

of  many of  the best  Anglican wri ters ,  is  unst int ingly hospitable  to  ‘honest  doubt’ ,  i f  

not  to  Tennyson’s  paradox that  such doubt  contains  more fai th  than ‘half  the creeds’ .  
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