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Allow me to  express  my grat i tude to  Laura Simmons for  br inging so  much of  

Dorothy Sayers’  wri t ing to  l ight  in  a  way that  is  c lear ,  systematic  and coherent .   As 

a  response to  Sayers’  theology,  Simmons’  book is  remarkably apt  because i t  not  only 

seeks an  in te l lectual ly  r igorous engagement  with  Sayers’  thought,  but  i t  a lso  aims to  

make Sayers’  thought  accessib le  to  contemporary readers .   As such,  Simmons’  a im is  

thoroughly in  l ine with Sayers’  own desire  to  make Chris t ian  theology seem both  

reasonable  and relevant to  her  own contemporar ies .   By publ ishing and organizing so  

much of  Sayers’  unpublished wri t ing f rom the Marion E.  Wade Center  in  Wheaton,  

IL,  Simmons has performed a great  service to  academics and non-academics al ike.  

The most  valuable aspect  of  Simmons’  book is  two-fold:  f irs t ,  she al lows Sayers’  

voice to  be heard  clear ly through the pages of  her  book,  and second,  she makes that  

voice accessib le  to  a  very wide audience.1  Although Simmons is  c lear ly a  g if ted 

researcher ,  the most  exci t ing bi ts  of  Creed without  Chaos  are  surely  the many quotes 

from Sayers  herself .   S immons a lso provides a  helpful  b iography and context  for  

Sayers’  wri t ing,  which augments  the sense that  one is  reading the ‘real’  

Sayers .   Simmons’  choice to  use so  many of  Sayers’  own words,  of ten  quot ing her  at  

length,  is  surely a  wise one because i t  a l lows Sayers’  wit ty  and insightful  s tyle  to  

shine through.   Fur thermore,  Simmons helpful ly  organises  Sayers’  thought  according 

to  general  topics  ( incarnat ion,  t r ini ty ,  s in  and redemption,  work,  women’s  issues ,  

e tc . ) .   She makes Sayers  more accessible to  a  wider  audience by avoiding 

unnecessary theological  jargon,  as  Sayers  herself  would  have done,  and by offer ing 

numerous pract ical  ways that  Chris t ians can benef i t  f rom Sayers’  wri t ing.   In  her  

f inal  chapter ,  ‘Reclaiming Sayers  for  the People of  God’,  Simmons clear ly has the 

lay Chris t ian  in  mind,  and she points  to  some in terest ing ways that  Chr is t ians  have 

used Sayers’  wri t ings.  

As th is  book was published in  2005,  numerous reviews have already been wri t ten  in  

other  journals .   For  the  most  par t ,  these  reviews are  very posi t ive,  and i f  there  is  any 



reason to  faul t  Simmons,  i t  is  usual ly in  regards to  the book’s  fa i lure  to  fu l ly  sat isfy 

the academic theologian.   What  is  general ly  agreed upon is  that  Simmons’  book does 

an  excel lent  job  of  br inging Sayers  to  the  lay Chris t ian.   While  I  a lso agree that  

Simmons’  book does br ing Sayers  to  the lay Chris t ian ,  I  would  l ike  to  suggest  that  

Simmons could have approached her  subject  in  a  more cr i t ical  fashion.  

One might  object  that  Simmons is  a iming to  commend Sayers’  work to  a  wide 

audience,  and so  a  cr i t ical  d iscussion of  Sayers’  thought  is  out  of  p lace.   But,  on the 

contrary,  a  cr i t ical  appraisal  of  Sayers’  work would s imply at tes t  to  the  obvious fact  

that  Sayers  d id  not  have i t  a l l  f igured out ,  and would  reveal  the complexi ty  within 

the wri t ing of  such a  great  th inker .   Simmons’  systematic  approach to Sayers’  work 

cer ta inly has  a  tendency to  smooth over  cer ta in  inconsis tencies.   For  example ,  while 

Sayers  clear ly p laces a  great  deal  of  importance upon the humanity of  Jesus in  her  

wri t ing on the  incarnat ion,  and especial ly  in  her  BBC radio play The Man Born to  be 

King,  why is  th is  aspect  of  Chr is t  so of ten diminished in  her  wri t ing on the Tr in i ty? 

A second reason that  someone with  Simmons’  a im might  choose to  be cr i t ical  of  

their  subject  would be to  show which aspects  of  Sayers’  thought  both are ,  and are  

not ,  appl icable  in  re la t ion to  s imilar  contemporary debates .   Now, as  I  mentioned 

ear l ier ,  Simmons does argue that  Sayers’  writ ings are  relevant  and appl icable  for  

contemporary Chris t ians.   Indeed,  she not  only offers  advice about  how specif ic  

books and essays can be used by Chris t ians  today,  but  she also  br ings Sayers  in to 

conversat ion with Jacques El lu l  (p .  117)  and some recent  thought on business  ethics  

(pp.  118-22) .   But  when Simmons points  out  the value of  Sayers’  wri t ing for  today,  

she rarely  does  so  in  a  cr i t ical  way.   To i l lus tra te  what  I  mean,  a l low me to  take one 

example of  a  topic,  Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty  and ar t ,  that  Simmons recommends 

to  Chr is t ians and show how a cr i t ical  assessment  of  Sayers’  work would actual ly  

lead to a  more fru i tfu l  engagement.  

In  Simmons’  explorat ion of  Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty and ar t  she focuses upon 

Sayers’  book The Mind of  the Maker  and her  essay ‘Toward a  Chris t ian  Aesthet ic’ .  

In  regards to  the f irs t ,  she points  out  the great  value of  her  chapter  on ‘scalene 

t r in i t ies’ ,  and she even shows how that  par t icular  chapter  proved to  be very valuable 

for  a  group that  s tudies  Sayers’  work while  a lso  making ar t .  In  regards to  the 

second,  she suggests  that  i t  ‘would  also provide a  helpful  undergirding for  their  

[ar t is ts’ ]  work’  (p.  171) .   I  agree wholehear tedly with  Simmons’  recommendat ions,  

but  I  am a l i t t le  worr ied by Simmons’  implic i t  suggest ion that  Sayers’  wri t ing on 

creat iv i ty and ar t  wil l  speak with equal  val id i ty  and power today as  i t  d id in  her  own 

day.   Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty  and ar t  is  hugely shaped by the theory that  ar t  is  

the expression of  emotion,  and especial ly  by the work of  R.  G.  Coll ingwood.   That  



Simmons neglects  to  connect  Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty  and ar t  to  i ts  wider  

phi losophical  tradi t ion is  a  remarkable omission,  especial ly  given that  Sayers was an  

avid reader  of  phi losophy,  and that  she explici t ly  mentions her  debt  to  Coll ingwood 

at  the beginning of  ‘Toward a  Chr is t ian Aesthet ic’ .  

As a  resul t  of  her  re l iance upon Coll ingwood’s  phi losophy of  ar t ,  many of  her  

assumptions about  the nature of  creat iv i ty and ar t  have been severely cr i t ic ized 

within  recent  phi losophy and psychology of  ar t .   In  par t icular ,  her  tendency to  wri te  

about  creat iv i ty  a lmost  ent ire ly  in  terms of  the mind of  the ar t is t  is  far  too  narrow,  

and i t  neglects  s ignif icant  ways that  creat ive pract ices  are  shaped by the ar t is t’s  

physical  mater ials ,  col laborators  and socio-cul tural  context .   As a  resul t ,  I  would 

expect  that  many contemporary ar t is ts ,  and not  s imply those working in  an  academic  

environment ,  would f ind Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty  to  be ra ther  dated.  With  these 

cr i t ic isms clear ly in  mind,  however,  one can see –  perhaps i t  is  even easier  to  see – 

how a book l ike  The Mind of  the  Maker  is  s t i l l  re levant  to  the contemporary 

reader .   Much contemporary th inking on the ar ts  has  reacted s trongly against  the 

phi losophical  assumptions implici t  in  Sayers’  wri t ing on creat iv i ty  and ar t  in  favour  

of  a  v iew of  the ar t is t  as  a  mere puppet  of  cul tural  ideologies  or  as  wholly at  the 

service of  the v iewer.   Sayers’  wri t ing on creativ i ty  and ar t ,  even though f lawed,  can 

s t i l l  be used to  portray a  v iew of  the ar t is t ,  in  contrast  to  postmodern cr i t ic ism,  as  an  

or ig inator  of  meaning.    In  o ther  words,  Sayers’  c la im that  creat iv i ty  is  essent ia l  to  

being a  human being s t i l l  needs to  be heard today,  not  because she offers  such a  

compell ing account  of  the creat ive process ,  but  because postmodern thought  tends 

toward a  dehumanisat ion of  the ar t is t ,  by removing the human subject  f rom ar t is t ic  

creat iv i ty,  which Sayers also witnessed in  the form of  industr ia l isat ion and the 

assembly l ine.  

Simmons’  book could  be improved i f  Sayers’  wri t ings were approached with  a  more 

cr i t ical  eye,  but  th is  apparent  weakness  does not  diminish the  great  value of  the 

book as  a  whole.   Indeed,  i t  is  my hope that  Creed without  Chaos  wi l l  re-acquain t  

the Chris t ian  church with  one of  i ts  greatest  wri ters  and th inkers .   I  concur  with  one 

reviewer  who wri tes  that  ‘ the  temptat ion to  jump on the nearest  a irp lane to  Wheaton 

College,  where  Simmons did  most  of  her  research,  armed with  her  l is t  of  re lat ively  

unknown essays,  ar t ic les ,  broadcast  ta lks  and let ters ,  is  a lmost  overwhelming’ .  

James Watkins 
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1 .  Al though ,  as  Suzanne  Bray  point s  out  in  he r  review in  Journal  o f  Angl ican  S tudies  4  

(2006) ,  pp .  117-18,  Simmons  may  be  speaking  most  powerful ly  to  an  American  audience .  



2 .  For  example ,  Wi l l i am Harr i son’s  rev iew in  Angl ican Theologica l  Rev iew  88  (2006) :  657-8  

3 .  Bray ,  review in  Journal  o f  Angl ican S tud ies ,  118  

 


