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February 2010—On Reading Old Books

Many so-called “Christian” books today are not worth reading, and some are spiritually dangerous.
Given the vast number of such books in the marketplace, we need wisdom and discernment in what
we read, lest be unwittingly led astray. C.S. Lewis gives us wise guidance on this important issue.

There is a strange idea abroad that in every subject the ancient books should be read only by
the professionals, and that the amateur should content himself with the modern books....
This mistaken preference for the modern books and this shyness of the old ones is nowhere
more rampant than in theology. Wherever you find a little study circle of Christian laity you
can be almost certain that they are studying not St. Luke or St. Paul or St. Augustine or
Thomas Aquinas or Hooker or Butler, but M. Berdyaev or M. Maritain or Mr. Niebuhr or
Miss Sayers or even myself.

Now this seems to me topsy-turvy. Naturally, since I myself am a writer, I do not wish the
ordinary reader to read no modern books. But if he must read only the new or only the

old, I would advise him to read the old. And I would give him this advice precisely because
he is an amateur and therefore much less protected than the expert against the dangers of
an exclusive contemporary diet. A new book is still on its trial and the amateur is not in a
position to judge it. It has to be tested against the great body of Christian thought down
the ages, and all its hidden implications (often unsuspected by the author himselt) have to
be brought to light. Often it cannot be fully understood with out the knowledge of a good
many other modern books. If you join at eleven o’clock a conversation which began at eight
you will often not see the real bearing of what is said. Remarks which seem to you very
ordinary will produce laughter or irritation and you will not see why—the reason, of course,
being that the earlier stages of the conversation have given them a special point. In the same
way sentences in a modern book which look quite ordinary may be directed “at” some other
book; in this way you may be led to accept what you would have indignantly rejected if you
knew its real significance. The only safety is to have a standard of plain, central Christianity
(“mere Christianity” as Baxter called it) which puts the controversies of the moment in their
proper perspective. Such a standard can be acquired only from the old books. It is a good
rule, after reading a new book, never to allow yourself another new one till you have read
an old one in between. If that is too much for you, you should at least read one old one to
every three new ones.!

Reading classic works is a good way to gain the perspective we need to guard our hearts and minds
in this age of abundant nonsense and heresy.

' C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1970), pp. 200-201.
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