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“We must, after all, speak the language of men,”1 C.S. Lewis reminds us. And to best 

understand how he himself did this so masterfully, it is necessary to unpack what he considers 

fundamental to man’s speech and what role he believed imagination and reason play in man’s 

attempt to speak meaningfully and truthfully. According to Lewis, human communication includes 

at least three distinct languages: the “Ordinary,” the “Scientific” and the “Poetic”2 each with its own 

indispensable characteristics. Mr. Ordinary, for example, might say, “That star is bright.” Dr. 

Scientist, on the other hand, would rejoin, “But of course, it’s a white-hot supergiant with a 

Hertzsprung-Russell magnitude of 0.1”. But along comes a poet in reverential humility and says, 

“Ah, gentlemen, that,” he whispers, pointing to Rigel, the star in the lower-right corner of the 

constellation Orion, “is Rijl Jauzah al Yursa, the left foot (sometimes ‘leg’) of the giant. He is the 

great one, ‘charg’d with deluges of rain / Orion rages on the wintry main.’ It is he who ‘Hath vexed 

the Red Sea coast.’”3  

There is also a fourth kind of language, according to Lewis, the language of religious 

discourse. But, he surmises, it is not strictly a unique language unto itself. It is categorically more 

fluid and often consists of combinations of Ordinary, Scientific and Poetic speech, especially in 

apologetic discourse. As he notes, “the language in which we express our religious beliefs and 

other religious experiences, is not a special language, but something that ranges between the 

                                                             
1 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, “Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 421.  

2 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, Christian Reflections, “The Language of Religion” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 263.  

3 William Tyler Olcott, Star Lore Myths, Legends, and Facts (Mineola: Dover Publications, 2004), 280 (Aeneas); 

281 (Milton); 283 (the Arabic name for Rigel).  
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Ordinary and the Poetical.”4 At times, it is possible “to state religious matter in a form more like that 

we use for scientific matter,” he suggests, but the Scientific “is not the language religion naturally 

speaks.”5 Apologetically, this is a crucial point. The best kind of religious language is that which can 

comfortably inhabit and engage all the others. For Lewis, it is a condescension of the divine to our 

creaturely etymologies.6  

Each of these expressions and their various combinations, are essential for effective and 

lucid communication and are predicated upon the creative interconnectedness of both imagination 

and reason. Imagination, for Lewis, is the actual “organ of meaning”7 whereas reason is the 

“natural organ of truth.”8 What’s that mean, precisely? All of the above expressions about the star, 

for example, are certainly true. Astronomy reference books will tell you as much. But what do such 

“natural” facts about the star actually mean? Does the nature of Rigel’s hot-glowing gas point to 

something beyond it, a super-nature? Could there be some validity of the poetic expressions about 

a giant hunter who brings torrential rains and vexes the Red Sea coast? For Lewis, Nature and all 

our metaphorical expressions about her elicit scintillating glimpses of the supernatural. Stars were 

once considered symbols of the gods. But such imaginative interpretations of the heavens didn’t 

create divine super-nature. Imagination, Lewis says, “is not the cause of truth, but its condition.”9 In 

other words, the imagination does not create metaphorical truth about supernatural reality but 
                                                             
4 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, Christian Reflections, “The Language of Religion” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 259.  

5 Ibid, 259.  

6 Genesis 11:5.  

7 C.S. Lewis, Selected Literary Essays, “Bluspels and Flalansferes” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2013), 265.  

8 Ibid, 265.  

9 Ibid, 265.  
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rather apprehends such truth metaphorically. Metaphor and imagination are attributes of truth. If 

the stars elicited thoughts of a deity in some way, that tacit understanding was received within the 

metaphor itself, not created by it. For Lewis it is the Christian apologist who ought to be most 

attuned to the wondrous beauty of the heavens and respond in tripartite, expository praise.    

The stars once provided man with an abundance of primordial metaphorical treasures. The 

heavens declared a wondrously silent speech10 by which man first employed innumerable 

“constructions of the imagination”11 in relation to his own terrestrial pilgrimage. The poetically 

wordless expressions of the cosmos came down to man and enlightened his loamy, thorn-ridden 

plight. The stars were the offspring12 and inheritance13 of the ancients. Their numinous silent 

discourse is known throughout the world by every tongue, tribe and nation.14 The stories of stars 

and constellations then, “those original equations, between good and light, or evil and dark, 

between breath and soul and all the others,” if they “were from the beginning arbitrary and fanciful 

– if there is not, in fact, a kind of psycho-physical parallelism (or more) in the universe – then all our 

thinking is nonsensical.”15 In short, to “speak the language of men”, one must possess a tacit 

appreciation for the heavens and understand their silent speech, for it is a universal language 

“heard” throughout the world.16 One must also be about judiciously employing imagination and 

reason, making good metaphors through the Ordinary, Scientific, and Poetic languages in order to 

apologetically communicate “religious language” effectually. For those who do so, as Lewis himself 
                                                             
10 Psalm 19:1; Psalm 8:3.  

11 C.S. Lewis, The Discarded Image, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 216.  

12 Genesis 15:5.  

13 Matthew 5:3. 

14 Psalm 19:2-3.  

15 Lewis, Bluspels and Flalansferes, 265.  

16 Psalm 19:3-4.  
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did so ingeniously, “shall shine like the brightness of the sky above; and those who turn many to 

righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”17  

The Ordinary  

 During a 1963 interview, C.S. Lewis was asked to suggest an “approach that would spark 

the creation of a body of Christian literature strong enough” to influence a generation. After telling 

the interviewer that there was “no formula in these matters” Lewis then replied, “God has shown us 

that he can use any instrument. Balaam’s ass, you remember, preached a very effective sermon in 

the midst of his ‘hee-haws.’”18 If the “image is vulgar”, he once rejoined, so what? “If it gets across 

to the unbeliever what the unbeliever desperately needs to know, the vulgarity must be endured. 

Indeed, the image’s very vulgarity may be an advantage.”19  

For Lewis, if donkeys can preach, we ought to learn how to interpret their braying. And by 

so doing, we’ll shamefully recognize that the obedience of recalcitrant pack animals’ is more 

perhaps consistent than our own.20 “When one wants to discuss the problem of communication on 

a grand, philosophical level, when one wants to talk about conflicts of Weltanschauung and the 

predicament of modern, or urban, or crisis consciousness,” Lewis says, “it is chilling to be told that 

                                                             
17 Daniel 12:3, ESV.  

18 C.S. Lewis, The Inspirational Works of C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, “Cross-Examination” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 475.  

19 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, “Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 422.  

20 “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib, but Israel does not know, My people do not 

understand.” Isaiah 1:3, ESV.  
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the first step is simply linguistic in the crudest sense. But it is.”21 Learn to “hee-haw.” Before we 

philosophize to our brother about his etymological shortcomings, in other words, we must first deal 

with our own asinine vernacular.22 For if we are unwilling, or unable, to translate our eloquence into 

the vulgar elements of Ordinary speech, our words are mere noise.23 In discoursing in the Ordinary 

with an unbeliever, for example, Lewis suggests the very real possibility that “Some question of 

shattering crudity (it would never be asked in learned circles) will be shot at you…The crude 

question turns out to be fatal. You have never, it now appears, really understood what you have so 

long maintained.”24 For Lewis, effective apologists require “teaching about the language and mental 

habits” of one’s “own uneducated and unbelieving fellow countrymen.”25 In taking the time to 

understand “vulgar” discourse affords one to “set aside every trace of snobbery or pedantry”26 in 

communicating at the Ordinary level and demonstrates to your audience that you genuinely 

understand them.  

To the extent Lewis went in understanding the crudity of Ordinary language is best 

exemplified in his examination of “four-letter words” pertaining to sex common in medieval 

literature. He really knew what he was talking about. Rather than exhibit a superficial prudery about 

vulgar speech, Lewis got his hands dirty and got behind the meaning of vulgar metaphors. “They 

are the vocabulary either of farce or vituperation; either innocent, or loaded with the very opposite 
                                                             
21 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, “Before We Can Communicate” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 473.  

22 Matt. 7:3-5.  

23 1 Cor. 13:1.  

24 Lewis, “Before We Can Communicate”, 473.  

25 C.S. Lewis, The Collected Works of C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock, “Christian Apologetics” (New York: 

Inspirational Press, 1996), 363.  

26 Ibid, 473.  
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evil to that which prudes suspect – with a gnostic or Swiftian contempt for the body.”27 Lewis is not 

suggesting we deliberately embrace vulgarity and fill our apologetic discourse with crudities by any 

means, but rather that we’d better at least really understand it and recognize that if a particular 

audience relishes in such language, they will have little or no tolerance for the vernacular of 

academia. Start translating.  

The Ordinary language knows stars are bright, but cares little for what a Hertzsprung-

Russell magnitude chart is or what “Rijl Jauzah al Yursa” means or why any of that would be of any 

importance. Rain is rain. Stars are stars. The Red Sea is in Egypt. So what? For the Christian 

apologist attempting to declare the glory of God in Ordinary speech, it is paramount to 

comprehend this and begin where his audience is. With serpentine wisdom and dove-like 

gentleness28, it is his express purpose to rejoin the critic’s “So what?”29 One’s knowledge of the 

numinous majesty of Rigel must imaginatively and reasonably condescend to a mere pinpoint of 

light, however so crude and vulgar a proposition that may seem. For Lewis, the best sort of 

Christian apologist is one who can skillfully bray bout the universe, finding his “own level; / With 

Balaam’s Ass daily…Now playing, now braying / Over the meadows of light.”30  

The Scientific  

The late Nobel-prize-winning physicist Werner Heisenberg seemed to have a surreal 

quantum connection to Lewis’s own thinking about the language of Science. Writing in the late 

1950s, he remarks “we have to remember that what we observe is not nature in itself, but nature 
                                                             
27 C.S. Lewis, Selected Literary Essays, “Four Letter Words” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 

174.  

28 Matt. 10:16.  

29 1 Peter 3:15.  

30 C.S. Lewis, Poems, “Donkey’s Delight” (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1992), 31.  
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exposed to our method of questioning.”31 Though not a trained scientist, Lewis clearly understood 

the language. Echoing Heisenberg almost verbatim, he writes, “nature gives most of her evidence 

in answer to the questions we ask her.”32 But “how,” asks the puzzled genius of Heisenberg, “do 

we describe a state of affairs when we admit at the outset we don’t have the language to do it?”33 

Lewis knew it was an impossible task to literally convey what modern physics was uncovering. No 

one has ever seen a subatomic particle. Such a term is an abstraction and the very “thing we are 

really talking about can never appear in the discussion at all.”34 The only alternative was 

imaginative, metaphorical expression. A “cross-examiner” of the physical universe, Lewis suggests, 

ought to be well-versed in not only Scientific language, but in the Ordinary and Poetic speech of 

the masses as well. “Without parable,” he writes, “modern physics speaks not to the multitudes. 

Even among themselves, when they attempt to verbalise their findings, the scientists begin to 

speak of this as making ‘models.’”35 These models, in other words, despite their intricate 

mathematical structures and abstruse conceptual entities, according to Lewis are good old-

fashioned parables - metaphors of the scientific imagination brought to the natural organ of truth - 

not literal things. But the natural world is as far as the scientific language is willing to go and the 

“character of the evidence” it yields only as robust as the cross-examiner’s etymological and 

interrogative expertise.  

Such limited, natural, expertise, (an implied a-priori exclusion of the supernatural) however, 

ends up not only emptying the universe of intelligence and will, but man himself. The “solidity” of 
                                                             
31 Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, The Revolution in Modern Science (New York: Harper Perennial, 

2007), 32.  

32 Lewis, The Discarded Image, 223.  

33 Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, XIV.  

34 Lewis, “The Language of Religion”, 267.  

35 Lewis, The Discarded Image, 218.   
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reality is merely a chimera. Man as man in the natural realm is “no less phantasmal” than the 

mythical gods and dryads of our ancestors. Our intelligence and will, and that of the early universe, 

is cast aside and classified as “sensations, thoughts, images or emotions.”36 But as Lewis objects, 

“If…I swallow the scientific cosmology whole, then not only can I not fit in Christianity, but I cannot 

even fit in science. If minds are wholly dependent on brains, and brains on biochemistry, and 

biochemistry (in the long run) on the meaningless flux of atoms, I cannot understand how the 

thought of those minds should have any more meaning than the sound of wind in the trees.”37 The 

problem as Lewis sees it is that scientific language mistakenly expresses the intricate mechanisms 

of such physics, cosmology and biochemistry to the multitudes as literal expressions of a natural 

reality when in truth are really only imaginative, metaphorical constructs of scientists attempting to 

explain certain phenomena. “The very essence of our life as conscious beings, all day and every 

day,” Lewis notes, “consists of something which cannot be communicated except by hints, 

similes, metaphors, and the use of those emotions (themselves not very important) which are 

pointers to it.”38 In its attempt to be “literal”, however, scientific language has effaced this kind of 

creaturely knowing and has “emptied the baby out with the bath water” in its model making. “The 

Subject is as empty as the Object,” Lewis says, “Almost nobody has been making linguistic 

mistakes about almost nothing. By and large, this is the only thing that has ever happened.”39 

Why then the success of such scientific models? The models themselves, it must be 

understood, are not inherently negative. Lewis asserts that “none is mere fantasy.” But, he also is 

                                                             
36 C.S. Lewis, Present Concerns, “The Empty Universe” (New York: Harcourt, 1986), 81.  

37 C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (New York: HarperCollins, 1980), 139.  

38 Lewis, The Language of Religion, 270.  

39 Lewis, The Empty Universe, 83.  
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keenly aware that “No Model is a catalogue of ultimate realities,”40 either. Models of science do 

indeed exhibit particular truths about the physical world, but truth, as we’ve come to see, for 

Lewis, is most lucidly expressed metaphorically, not literally.  Lewis might argue that Models may 

often have “some of the same qualities as works of art,” qualities which exude a “peculiar unity of 

effect produced by a special balancing and patterning of thoughts and classes of thoughts.”41 They 

are, in essence, good stories. There is a unity to them, a cohesiveness, even a beauty, though they 

may only be partly true.  Both subatomic particles and mythical creatures, say a Boson and a 

dryad or a lepton and a fairy, essentially evoke a similar aura or atmosphere of “delight”.42 The 

aesthetic quality of an enchanting story just as easily bodies forth from a physicist’s “Model” which 

seems to be able to account for much of “the phenomena known at a given period.”43 There is 

something inherently sating about locating the luminosity of Rigel on a Hertzsprung-Russell 

magnitude scale, of course. There is nothing inherently wrong with this form of expression, so long 

as we understanding that “0.2” is a kind of metaphor for Rigel’s numinous blue-white glow. And 

though Scientific language may have something to say about a star’s rising or its brightness, its 

assertion that luminous gas is all that a star is has, for Lewis, decimated the true supernatural 

meaning of stars. Modern scientific language, though, dismisses super-natural meanings of the 

physical world as obstructions to scientific progress, striking the universe and man himself with the 

smiting rod of literalism. Much of this cosmic smiting has emanated from the cross-examiner’s 

blindness to the unseen realm. But every once in a while, shockingly, unexpectedly, the universe 

                                                             
40 Lewis, The Discarded Image, 222.  

41 Ibid, 86.  

42 Ibid, 86.  

43 Lewis, The Discarded Image, 223.  
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sends a man into a wall and responds. “Am I not the cosmos, through which you have ridden all 

your life long to this day? Is it my habit to treat you this way?”44  

The Poetic – An Epilogue  

 “Such information as Poetic language has to give,” Lewis suggests, “can be received only if 

you are ready to meet it half-way.” Smiting the cosmos for a literal understanding of her nature 

simply will not do. “It is no good holding a dialectical pistol to the poet’s head and demanding how 

the deuce a river could have hair, or a thought be green, or a woman a red rose,”45 Lewis retorts. If 

the universe does have anything to tell us, we will “never get it by behaving in that way.”46  Poetic 

language, for Lewis, does in fact suggest that there is “a kind of psycho-physical parallelism (or 

more) in the universe.”47 Its purpose serves “to convey to us the quality of experiences which we 

have not had, or perhaps can never have, to use factors within our experience so that they 

become pointers to something outside our experience.”48 No one has, for example, traversed the 

some 900 light years between the earth and Rigel. The only way we can conceive of its nature is 

metaphorically. All we can actually see of Rigel is a pinpoint of light in the night sky. Anything else is 

relegated to the imaginative constructs of Ordinary, Scientific and Poetic languages.  An astronomy 

text, for example, says that Rigel has “three faint companion stars.” But are we to literally believe 

stars have companions? “Companion” evokes something beyond a mere grouping of stars. The 

text also says that Rigel is a “brilliant white” star. Not just white, but brilliant white. For the one 

                                                             
44 Numbers 22:30; Ps. 19:1-4; Romans 1:18-20. Creation is seen in this light as a servant to Man, as Balaam’s 

Ass was to Balaam.   

45 Lewis, “The Language of Religion”, 267.  

46 Ibid, 267.  

47 See footnote 15 above.  

48 Lewis, “The Language of Religion”, 267.  
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paying close attention, such an adjective denotes a transcendent quality. It’s not “just” white. 

What’s that mean? Anything?  

For Lewis, it was essential to recognize when and how Scientific language employs such 

Poetic language. “We are all, very properly, familiar with the idea that in every age the human mind 

is deeply influenced by the accepted Model of the universe,”49 he says. Part of that influence is 

wielded by a particular Model’s use of Poetic language, such as the way in which the late planetary 

astronomer Carl Sagan often did. “If we must worship a power greater than ourselves,” Sagan 

suggested, “does it not make sense to revere the Sun and stars? Hidden within every astronomical 

investigation, sometimes so deeply buried that the researcher himself is unaware of its presence, 

lies a kernel of awe.”50 Reverence and awe emanating from the lips of an uber-agnostic 

astronomer? For those whose language is primarily Ordinary, such eloquence is attractively 

otherworldly. A star, all of a sudden, is more than its brightness. But how to express the wonder? 

For Lewis, nothing but Poetic language will do. “What flame before our chamber door / Shines in 

on love’s security? Fiercer than day, its piercing ray / Pours round us unendurably. It’s Aphrodite’s 

saffron light, / And Jove’s monarchal presence bright / And Genius burning through the night / The 

torch of man’s futurity.”51  

Lewis himself employed verse to express what was for him, beyond expression. “He whom 

I bow to only knows to whom I bow / When I attempt the ineffable Name, murmuring Thou”52  The 

Christian worships God “with frail images”53 and “a folklore dream”54, “The coinage”55 of his “own 

                                                             
49 Lewis, The Discarded Image, 222.  

50 Carl Sagan, Cosmos (New York: Random House, 1980), 243.  

51 Lewis, Poems, “The Small Man Orders His Wedding”, 32.  

52 Lewis, Poems, “Footnote to All Prayers”, 129.  

53 Ibid, 129.  
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unquiet thoughts.”56 Since no one has seen God at any time57 Lewis reasons that man possesses 

nothing but “limping metaphor”58 as he thinks and speaks of God and His glory. But Poetic 

language is not just a means by which to convey divine truth. According to Lewis Poetic language 

is also found in the Weltanschauungs of every tribe, tongue and nation. Most worldviews “have 

certain poetical merits whether you believe them or not”,59 Lewis says. Like scientific Models, 

worldviews contain a certain kind of aesthetic quality or atmosphere which makes them attractive 

to its adherents. After all, a Weltanschauung is but the fruit of imagination brought to the natural 

organ of truth. It will thus inevitably contain some Poetic language. “This is what we should 

expect,” Lewis writes. “Man is a poetical animal and touches nothing which he does not adorn.”60 

Especially when it comes to the cosmos.  

So how did Lewis the Christian apologist become so fluent in all three languages? How did 

he reconcile the etymological chasms between the simple, the scientifically erudite and the warm 

poetic dialects? How can one possibly “hee-haw”, talk of Hertzsprung-Russell magnitudes and 

write of a star as a “torch of man’s futurity?” In our hypermodern age of niche specialization where 

incoherence among various disciplines is the norm, any attempt at reconciliation is a daunting, if 

not impossible task requiring nothing short of a herculean humility and patience. “Who will make in 

me a concord of the depth and height?”61 Lewis asks in the poem Reason, comprehending the 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
54 Ibid, 129. 

55 Ibid, 129. 

56 Ibid, 129.  

57 John 1:18; 1 John 4:12.  

58 Lewis, Poems, “Footnote to All Prayers”, 129. 

59 Lewis, Weight of Glory, 126. 

60 Ibid, 126.  

61 Lewis, Poems, “Reason”, 81.  
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seemingly irreconcilable magnitude of the question. “Who make imagination’s dim exploring touch 

/ Ever report the same as intellectual sight?”62 In short, is there any possible way to conjoin the 

“mother”63 of the “organ of meaning”64 and the “maid”65 of “the natural organ of truth”66? Can you 

be Ordinary, Scientific and Poetic all at once? According to Lewis, there is “no formula in these 

matters.” Such questions are akin to asking how to make a donkey speak the King’s English. Man 

has not the requisite power or ability to do such a thing.  But a skillful tri-lingual cross-examiner of 

the universe recognizes the question can be asked and, though terrified by the proposition, is 

supernaturally strengthened to speak it67. No more smiting the universe with an a priori 

metaphysical naturalism, the kingdom of the heavens is has come down to us. There is but one 

thing to do.  

As it turns out “religious language” for Lewis is nothing short of the singular triumvirate of 

Ordinary, Scientific and Poetic languages. The incunabula of this Three-in-One vernacular flowed 

from the inkwell of the divine Logos Himself. The Author of the Universe wrote Himself into his own 

drama, His first incarnate appearance no larger than the period at the end of this sentence. Rigel’s 

“Brilliance” and that of billions of other stars, encapsulated in a prenatal pilgrimage within both 

maid and mother. No human being could ever have conceived of such a unity nor could we have 

imagined the divine Playwright to have scripted His own role in such childlike humility or, more 

                                                             
62 Ibid, 81.  

63 Ibid, 81. 

64 Lewis, Bluspels and Flalansferes, 265. 

65 Lewis, Poems, “Reason”, 81. 

66 Lewis, Bluspels and Flalansferes, 265. 

67 Daniel 10:15-18.  
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shockingly, have allowed His own handwriting to hold the “dialectal pistol” to His head and pull the 

trigger.68  

The Bright and Morning Star69, the One which Balaam foresaw rising out of Jacob70, the 

One with incomparable magnitude71 no Hertzsprung-Russell chart could contain “came down to 

earth” and “dwelt among us.”72 He is the “Giant”73 whose “foot”74 “vexed the Red Sea coast”75 and 

at whose command torrential rains burst forth upon the earth.76 He is the glory which the heavens 

declare in every language under the sun77, “‘Behold, your king is coming to you, humble, and 

mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.’ ”78  

“I repented,” Lewis tells us, speaking the language of men. Then “I entered / Into that 

excellent joke, / The absurdity. My burden / Rolled off as I broke / Into laughter; and soon after / I 

had found my own level; / With Balaam’s Ass daily / Out at grass I revel, Now playing, now braying 

/ Over the meadows of light, / Our soaring, creaking Gloria, / Our donkeys’ delight.”  

Hee-haw.  

                                                             
68 Matthew 27:31.  

69 Matthew 2:1-2; Rev. 22:16.  

70 Numbers 24:17.  

71 Matt. 17:2.  

72 John 1:14.  
 
73 Job 38.  

74 Gen. 3:15.  

75 Gen. 3:15; Ex. 14:21; 27-29.  

76 Gen. 7:11.  

77 Ps. 19:1-4.  

78 Matt. 21:5.  


