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All  books with the word Mere ,  Surprised ,  or  Lewis  in  the t i t le  are  suspect  unt i l  

proven innocent .  The charge is  ‘Jacksploi ta t ion’ ,  a  p lay upon the words ‘Jack’  

(Lewis’  n ickname) and ‘exploi tat ion’ .  Rober t  MacSwain,  who coined the phrase,  

explains that  the world  ‘ is  awash in Jacksploi ta t ion’ ,  in  books that  have l i t t le  or  no 

scholar ly value but  seek s imply to  ‘cash in’  on the legacy of  C.  S.  Lewis,  making i t  

d iff icul t  to  form a learned opinion of  h is  ideas.[1]  Both  Wil l  Vaus and Alis ter  

McGrath  have wri t ten books t i t led  Mere Theology ,  Vaus in  2004 and McGrath  in  

2010.  The subt i t les  reveal  their  important  d ifference:  Vaus’  book is  A Guide to  the  

Thought  o f  C.  S .  Lewis ,  and McGrath wrote on Christ ian Faith and the Discipleship 

of  the Mind .[2]  Our business  is  with Vaus’  book.  In th is  review,  a  not  unfavourable 

verdict  emerges .   

Af ter  Douglas  Gresham’s preface and J .  I .  Packer’s  back cover  endorsement  have 

taken the edge off  the reader’s  prel iminary anxiety,  the author  in troduces h is  book.  

In Mere Theology ,  Vaus takes the formula ‘What  d id Lewis  bel ieve about __________?’  

(p.  16) ,  f i l ls  in  the  b lank with  twenty-f ive central  Chr is t ian themes,  and answers 

them in  an equal  number of  short  chapters .  The themes may be worth  mentioning 

here:  apologet ics ,  Scr ip ture ,  the Trin i ty,  God’s  sovereignty and human free wil l ,  the 

creat ion,  the  Fal l ,  Jesus  Chris t ,  the Holy Spir i t ,  forgiveness  of  s ins ,  fai th  and works,  

Satan and temptat ion,  the natural  moral  law,  sex,  marr iage and divorce,  gender ,  

pol i t ics ,  war ,  love,  the Church,  prayer ,  the sacraments ,  Hel l ,  Purgatory,  Heaven,  and 

the Second Coming of  Chr is t .   

The chapters  are  most  readable,  well  s tructured,  and succinct .  Mere Theology  is  one-

four th  of  the length of  Walter  Hooper’s  C. S .  Lewis:  A Complete  Guide to  His Li fe  

and Works .[3]  Vaus rarely quotes  Lewis at  length (not  an  effor t less  

accomplishment) ,  has  a  knack for  arrest ing opening l ines ,  and most  of  h is  between-

chapter  t ransi t ions are  good.  He is  a  ra ther  self less  author ,  adding minimal  personal  

comment  or  cr i t ic ism.  Instead,  he takes the reader  by the hand and helps h im sif t  

through Lewis’  l i terary legacy,  comprised of  ‘ for ty publ ished books during his  



l i fe t ime,  not  to  mention numerous ar t ic les ,  poems and countless  le t ters’  (p .  231) .  

Vaus does quote Scrip ture heavi ly throughout the book.  His  hope is  that  readers  wil l  

not  only be content  with the s imply educat ive purpose of  h is  book but  wil l  ‘ look 

with me along Lewis’  wri t ings back up to the God of  whom he wri tes’  (p.  16) .  He 

doubts  that  Lewis ‘would mind’  h is  numerous Scr ip tural  references.  

In one of  the most  memorable chapters ,  Vaus explains  how Lewis,  who had a  h igh 

to lerance of  paradox and of  the l imit  of  human reason,  resis ted any defin i te  solut ion 

to  what Aust in  Farrer  cal led  ‘ the verbal ly  insoluble r iddle  of  grace and f reewil l’  (p .  

60) .  However,  Vaus suggests  that ,  over  the years ,  Lewis’  view of  the relat ionship of  

human responsibi l i ty  and God’s  sovereignty may have undergone a  gradual  change,  

so  that  there  ‘ is  a  decided emphasis ,  in  Lewis’  las t  in terview,  on God’s  sovereignty 

in  Lewis’  own salvat ion’  (p.  61) .  This  interest ing observat ion would  cer tain ly be 

worth invest igat ing fur ther .  

In the same chapter ,  Vaus correct ly notes  that  Lewis ‘seems to misunders tand the 

doctr ine of  to tal  depravi ty’  (p.  50)–at  least  based on Lewis’  treatment of  i t  in  The 

Problem of  Pain .  Vaus explains that  th is  doctr ine ‘means not ,  as  Lewis  suggests ,  

that  people are  as  bad as  they could be but  rather  that  a t  no point  are  people  as  good 

as  they should be’ ,  and that  ‘every aspect  of  a  person’s  being has been affected  by 

s in ,  including the abi l i ty  to  choose’  (p .  50) .  Vaus does not  comment  on whether  

Lewis would have objected to  th is  ‘ fai thful’  understanding of  the doctr ine.  I  suspect  

he would have agreed wholehear tedly with  the f irs t  par t ,  but  been ambivalent  about  

the second.  What Lewis u l t imately objected to ,  regardless  of  precise  doctr inal  

formulat ions,  were cer ta in anthropological  presupposi t ions and a  spir i t  that  ( to  

borrow extracts  f rom Vaus himself)  led ‘some Chris t ian wri ters  [ to] f ind pleasure 

i tself  to  be s inful’  (p .  75) ,  or  to  nurture ‘a permanently horr i f ied percept ion of  our  

s in’  (p .  181) ,  and so  on.  Lewis  was not  the sor t  of  man who would  cal l  human 

vir tues  ‘splendid vices’ .  

Vaus is  candid but  careful  in  h is  assessment of  Lewis’  v iew of  marr iage and divorce,  

not ing how his  re la t ionship  with Joy ‘may have changed his  v iews on divorce and 

remarr iage’  (p.  137) .  Ear l ier  in  l i fe ,  Lewis had counsel led  a  woman whose husband 

was unfai thful ,  g iv ing support ive advice,  but  ul t imately sharing his  bel ief  that  i f  she 

d ivorced her  husband,  she was ‘not  [ free] to  remarry’  (p.  133) .  Vaus points  out  that  

obviously Lewis changed his  mind,  s ince he h imself  marr ied Joy ‘under  s imilar  

c ircumstances’  (p.  137) ,  or  a t  least  found some way,  in  h is  own case,  to  reconci le  

the irreconci lable .  The author  s l ips in  h is  bel ief  that  both  Jesus and Paul ‘seem to 

al low divorce and  remarr iage in  the case of  ei ther  adul tery or  deser t ion’  (p.  137,  n .  

37,  emphasis  added) ,  but  graciously tucks i t  in  the safety of  an endnote.  



Vaus’  chosen observat ions are  valuable.  Some of  them, l ike the one on to tal  

depravi ty,  suggest  Protestant  in terests .  Not  that  he wishes to  impose any 

confessional  leanings,  but  ra ther  that  there  are  cer ta in issues that ,  as  an Evangel ical  

Chr is t ian author  wri t ing for  the readers  of  In terVarsi ty  Press ,  he most  natural ly  

would not ice.  An equal  share of  (cr i t ical)  a t tention could have been paid to  what  

Cole  Matson has cal led Lewis’  ‘barr iers  to  Cathol icism’.[4]  I t  would be in terest ing 

to  know what  a  Roman Cathol ic  commentator ,  in  a  s imilar  book,  would have s ingled 

out  for  c loser  inspect ion.  Would they,  for  instance,  have chal lenged the in terest ing 

logic of  Lewis’  argument in  support  of  prayers  for  the  dead,  but  against  asking for  

the prayers of  the dead (pp.  177-8)?   

Another  enjoyable chapter  was the one on love.  Throughout the book,  the reader  wil l  

seldom hesita te  a t  the author’s  in terpretat ions or  arguments ,  and only once wil l  this  

hesi tancy sol id ify in to  posi t ive d isagreement .  In  Lewis’  understanding of  human 

love,  Vaus wri tes ,  ‘Appreciat ive love is  not  par t  of  af fection:  there is  the tendency 

for  af fect ion to  take i ts  loved ones for  granted’  (p .  158) .  We can agree with the 

second par t  of  that  s ta tement  but  I  remain  unconvinced by the f irs t .  Standard  

in terpreta t ions of  The Four Loves  y ield a  d ifferent  understanding of  the matter .   

Although i t  is  famil iar i ty ,  not  appreciat ive love,  that  is  the matr ix  of  affect ion,  only 

extended famil iar i ty  with a  person can,  and eventual ly wil l ,  expose—and thus teach 

to appreciate—the goodness that  is  present  in  every person including ‘ the ugly,  the 

s tupid ,  even the exasperat ing’ . [5]  When affection grows,  Lewis explains ,  the lover’s  

‘eyes begin to  open . . .  [and] presently begin to  see that  there is  “something in  h im” 

af ter  a l l ’ .[6]  An important  f ront ier  is  crossed.  In affect ion we learn  ‘ to  appreciate  

goodness  or  in tel l igence in  themselves,  not  merely goodness  or  in tel l igence 

f lavoured and served to sui t  our  own palate’ .[7]  In  th is  sense,  affect ion turns out  to  

be uniquely appreciat ive.   

However ,  in  Vaus’  defence,  Lewis can be quite  subt le  a t  t imes.  From his  pen are  a lso 

the s ta tements  that  appreciat ive love is  ‘no basic e lement’  of  affect ion,  af fect ion is  

‘not  pr imar ily’  an appreciat ive love,  and there are  moments  in affect ion when 

appreciat ive love ‘ l ies ,  as  i t  were,  cur led up asleep’ .[8]  

Paraphrasing Lewis has the inevi table (and thus excusable)  f l ipside of  being less  

enter ta ining than Lewis himself .[9]  Vaus commits  the un-Lewisian and American 

l i terary s in  of  us ing exclamation marks to  f lag (and thereby defuse)  the potent ial ly  

funny or  surpr is ing,  but  he almost  a tones for  i t  by the Lewisian and un-American 

habi t  of  us ing i ta l ics  spar ingly.  In  th is  he may be working under  the patronage of  

Lewis’  advice that  ‘a  wri ter  ought  not  to  use i ta l ics  for  [emphasis] .  He has h is  own,  

d ifferent ,  means of  br inging out  the key words’ .[10]  Excluding book t i t les  and 



foreign words,  the author  gets  through the f i rs t  two-thirds of  the book with a  mere 

half  dozen i ta l ic ised words,  but  le ts  loose af ter  page 173,  with a  whopping two on 

page 178.  

The tr iv ia l i ty of  a  complaint  accentuates the compliment.  The job of  the  cr i t ic  is  

both f rustrat ing and easy when a  book fai ls  a t  many th ings i t  never  sought to  

accomplish and succeeds in  the th ings i t  d id.  I f  one f inds Vaus’  Mere Theology  

uncr i t ical  a t  t imes,  one may have been expect ing an academic treat ise;  i f  one is  

repel led by the number of  endnotes ,  one may have been expect ing a  s imple popular  

book.  Though Vaus probably knows how to wri te  both genres ,  th is  book is  nei ther .  I t  

is  pr imari ly wri t ten for  the layperson,  whether  s tudent or  senior ,  young or  o ld  in  

fa i th—just  l ike most  of  Lewis’  books were,  though f rom his  pen we also get  The 

Allegory of  Love  and The Chronicles  of  Narnia .   

But minis ters  and academics may also  benef i t  f rom Vaus’  book.  Readers  well  

acquainted with Lewis wil l  probably not  gain  (many) new insights ,  but  they wil l  

surely be reminded of  (some) forgot ten ones.  On the very las t  page Vaus re turns  to  

the theme of  theology’s pastoral  cal l ing.  Lewis’  theological  books are  not  perfect ,  to  

be sure,  but  they should be evaluated on the basis  of  whether  or  not  they ‘point  … to 

the King of  Heaven,  Jesus Chris t’  (p.  232) .  The author  answers  in  the aff irmative;  

and one can almost  hear  his  swal lowed prayer  that  Mere Theology would too.  

As for  the problem of  ‘Jacksploi ta t ion’ ,  the double-solut ion to  the exploi ta t ion of  a  

famous author  is  a lways the same.  Lewis  would  sanct ion both s teps.  First ,  one must  

re turn to  the or ig inals .  One must  read the author’s  own books,  not  (only)  one’s  own 

books on the author .  Second,  just  as  bad l i terature is  overshadowed by good 

l i terature ,  s loppy scholarship  is  d isarmed by sol id scholarship.  As oxymoronic as  i t  

sounds,  Mere Theology  i s  a  correct ive to  the problem of  ‘Jacksploi ta t ion’ .  I t  is  a  

t rus tworthy and accessib le  guide to  Lewis’  thought.  

Jason Lepojärvi  
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