Orthodoxy, The Ethics of Elfland


    -GK Chesterton

“I wish to set forth my faith as particularly answering this double spiritual need, the need for that mixture of the familiar and the unfamiliar which Christendom has rightly named romance.”

Orthodoxy is an excellent defense of orthodox Christian beliefs.  Chesterton’s preceding book, Heretics, critiqued many of the philosophies of his time, but did not express his own beliefs. This book was a response to a challenge to do just that (although in the process he continues to do a marvelous job of critiquing false beliefs.)

By using many images, often quite humorously, Chesterton takes the reader on a tour of his re-discovering Christianity.  He likens his journey to an “English yachtsman who slightly miscalculated his course and discovered England under the impression that it was a new island in the south Seas.”  Each chapter then describes the truths he re-discovered and, to his surprise, found that they were in fact the same as orthodox Christian beliefs.  I will give a brief summary of his main points in each chapter, dwelling significantly longer in Elfland.

In his second chapter,The Maniac, Chesterton speaks out against the foolish decision to trust only in reason, pointing out that reason must also be wed with a healthy imagination.  

“This chapter is purely practical and is concerned with what actually is the chief mark and element of insanity; we may say in summary that it is reason used without root, reason in the void.  The man who begins to think without the proper first principles goes mad; he begins to think at the wrong end.” (pp.24)

He argues against the idea that it is the artistic, imaginative men who go insane by showing how it is actually the “morbid logician” who can be found in the local asylum, enslaved by his narrow and self-centered point of view.  An ‘ordinary man’ cares more for truth than for consistency,

“If he saw two truths that seemed to contradict each other, he would take the two truths and the contradiction along with them.  His spiritual sight is stereoscopic, like his physical sight:  he sees two different pictures at once and yet sees all the better for that.” (pp.25)

He continues to show that an ‘ordinary man’ is a mystic; that is, he allows for mystery and is therefore healthy and sane.  When mystery is destroyed, morbidity is created.  In what is perhaps one of my favorite quotes of the book, worth quoting at length, he gives the following metaphor summarizing this predicament,

“The whole secret of mysticism is this:  that man can understand everything by the help of what he does not understand.  The morbid logician seeks to make everything lucid, and succeeds in making everything mysterious.  The mystic allows one thing to be mysterious, and everything else becomes lucid…The one created thing which we cannot look at is the one thing in the light of which we look at everything.  Like the sun at noonday, mysticism explains everything else by the blaze of its own victorious invisibility.  Detached intellectualism is(in the exact sense of a popular phrase) all moonshine; for it is light without heat, and it is secondary light, reflected from a dead world….For the moon is utterly reasonable; and the moon is the mother of lunatics and has given to them all her name.” (pp.25-26)

Building on the points of the previous chapter, he reminds us that it takes faith to even believe that reason is reasonable.  One of the most popular words heard at Regent College is “posmodernism”.  As John Stackhouse shared in his lecture on apologetics, perhaps the most telling aspect in this stage of history is it’s increasing skepticism of any objective truth, any meta-narrative.  Boldly addressing this tendency, Chesterton waxes prophetic in his chapter ‘The Suicide of Thought’.  Here he recognizes that we have come to a place where we are skeptical of even the process of reason, thus cutting off the branch the philosopher is preaching from.  Chesterton critiques two false reactions to this limitation of reason; egoism (like Nietzsche) and extreme skepticism (like Tolstoy).  He sees both standing at a cross-roads; one liking every path and so paralyzed (for choosing one would involve sacrificing another); the other hating every path and so also obviously paralyzed.  He sees these philosophies heading for an inevitable crash –for they use their mental activity to reach mental helplessness.  


The skeptic also stands at these crossroads.  Desiring a rational certainty of the right path, he is fearful of taking the wrong path –thus paralyzed.  While writing this paper I noticed an interesting connection between this idea and the next chapter, as it relates to my life.  On one hand I had recently experienced a similar dilemma by anxiously yearning for a certainty/knowledge/safety that I did not have –that of God’s existence and acceptance.  This, in short, was resolved through trusting my wife’s testimony of her experience, knowledge, and ensuing trust in her God.  On the other hand, I am presently anxiously desiring freedom from a certainty/knowledge/terror that this age & culture have instilled in me.  Chesterton would call it scientific fatalism.  I long to understand how (and trust that) the happenings in the universe around me are meaningful/willful/ magical. This chapter, The Ethics of Elfland, as much as I can grasp right now, seems to offer me some hope of this freedom.

 “My first and last philosophy, that which I believe in with unbroken certainty, I learnt in the nursery…The things I believed most then, the things I believe most now, are the things called fairy tales.”  To help explain this statement, Chesterton previously writes how his only positive bias in this personal speculation is that he has always believed in democracy.  After giving reasons for this, he describes how “tradition is democracy extended through time”.  Tradition and the stories that are passed on with it, are the votes of the dead.  It is within this element of popular tradition, that the influences of a nurse’s tales began their profound effect on Chesterton.

Gilbert heartily proclaims that fairy tales are more reasonable than religion and rationalism.  He writes,

“Fairyland is nothing but the sunny country of common sense.  It is not earth that judges heaven, but heaven that judges earth; so for me at least it was not earth that criticized elfland, but elfland that criticizes the earth.”

His interest is not to share the many principles that can be learned from elfland  (although he does share a few), but rather with the “whole spirit of [Elfland’s] law”.  His interest, like mine, is in a certain way of looking at life.  He does this by describing four or five attitudes and contrasting them to the current ‘modern’ ways of looking at life.


The first can be described as the attitude that this world is a wild and startling place, full of wonder, and that it need not be as it is.
  While residents of fairyland believe in reason, they do not equate ‘events happening’ (like a tree producing fruit) with the laws of necessity, like mathematics.  Chesterton, while peeking his head over the hedges of Elfland, notices that “learned men with spectacles” muddle their heads until it imagines some necessary mental connection between these events,

“They feel that because one incomprehensible thing constantly follows another incomprehensible thing the two together somehow make up a comprehensible thing.  Two black riddles make a white answer.”

I feel like I am just barely able to grasp this difference, and know that I am still very much one of the “mean in spectacles” who is greatly mistaken.  However, he offers a helpful test.  If you can imagine the event/the law/the sequence happening otherwise, it is not a law.  One can imagine a fish flying, but not three and four fishes making anything other than eight fishes.  Well, except for possibly making a nice dinner (this is an attempt at Chesterton’s brilliant humor).  Yet I struggle with this.  There is still a nagging voice inside that says “but that’s just because you don’t know all the ‘mathematics’(?) of a fish.  If you did, you would not be -able- to imagine otherwise.  For you would see how it breaks the law, the math, the system…”  I want to be free from this nagging voice, but I need to be patient, for it will take time.  In short, Chesterton is arguing that we really know much less than we imagine, and that a better way to describe the happenings around us is that it is magic, or under a spell.  

This admission led him to a sense of awe and wonder; the kind a child feels when first in the world.  He points out that a young child is excited by any story; for the ordinary still has magic.  It is only later that we need to hear that a dragon is behind the door.  “[These tales] make rivers run with wine only to make us remember, for one wild moment, that they run with water.”  This honest ignorance is the true state of man.  This attitude led Chesterton to feel that life was “precious as it was puzzling.  It was an ecstasy because it was an adventure; it was an adventure because it was an opportunity.  The goodness of the fairy tale was not affected by the fact that there might be more dragons that princesses; it was good to be in a fairy tale.  The test of all happiness is gratitude; and I felt grateful, though I hardly knew to whom.” (pp.55)


The next thing Chesterton describes is what he calls “the Doctrine of Conditional Joy”.  He describes how in fairyland, and in this world, “an incomprehensible happiness rests upon an incomprehensible condition”.  He subtly hints at the incident of Eden.  While many challenge this fact of life, he points out that if Cinderella were to ask “Why must I be home at midnight”, her godmother might reply “Why is it that you are going there until twelve?”.  The question is the same for us who protest the limits in life.  He emphasizes the absurdity of this position by the sharing how he could never understand his peers protests against monogamy.  “Keeping to one woman is a small price for so much as seeing one woman.  To complain that I could only be married once was like complaining that I had only been born once.  It was incommensurate with the terrible excitement of which one was talking.”(pp.58)  Since the world is so laden with such mysterious gifts, might we “be modest and submit to the queerest limitations of so queer a kindness.” (pp.59)


The next two attitudes he gained were formed by the modern world’s colliding with the above “tendernesses”.  The first was a reaction to scientific fatalism, which basically states that everything is as it ‘must’ be and has unfolded from uncertain beginning.  This modern attitude assumed that because they observe things repeating themselves, they ‘must’ go on repeating themselves.  Chesterton shows the circularity of this argument, and how it really ‘proves’ nothing.  His next point is absolutely brilliant.  Possibly revolutionary.  Here he shares that we have made another false assumption; that if a thing goes on repeating itself it is probably dead.  He demonstrates the falsity of this assumption by pointing to facts like a baby’s ceaseless enjoyment of a single rhythmic motion, or a child’s asking for the adult to “do it again!”  He writes, “Perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony.  It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon.” (pp.61).  This realization led him from feeling facts to be miracles, to seeing that they were willful; from believing there to be some magic in the world, to there possibly being a magician; from seeing some purpose and story, to seeing a person and story-teller.


The last attitude Chesterton shares about in this chapter is in reaction to modern thought about the ‘largeness’ of the universe.  He was not impressed by this talk for if they saw it as one single thing, one system, it only made the thought of a massive imperial prison all the more frightful.  Miles and miles of space containing nothing of real importance –no will, no love, no meaning.  Also, he points out, why call it ‘large’?  Things only have size in comparison to other things.  If there is nothing else, why not call it small.  Being fond of the universe, Chesterton wanted to address it by a diminutive, “and it never seemed to mind”.  (pp.64)  He explains his fondness for the universe as a type of romantic economy.  Like Robinson Crusoe’s few possessions that were saved from the wreck, each thing (including each person) is meaningful and significant in that it “might not have been”.  I believe he said more about this idea but, with the time that I have, I was not able to understand more.


The attitudes shared in The Ethics of Elfland were his “ultimate attitudes towards life; the soils for the seeds of doctrine.” (pp.65)  The following five chapters describe his process of continuing to rediscover the tenants of Orthodoxy, doctrines like; original sin; Christ’s humanity and divinity, and other paradoxes; individual responsibility and calling; The Trinity; and much more.


Orthodoxy is a book that I must read, and want to read, again and again.  I feel as though I have understood only a small part, and have allowed myself to be changed by an even smaller fraction of that.  Like Chesterton, I find this life of faith a great romance and adventure, far from boring or depressing.  While I am still very homesick, it is greatly encouraging to know that others, like Chesterton, have reached home and are eternally re-discovering our Awesome God.

