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“Carl Trueman at his brilliant, provocative, hysterical best. . . . Will edify,
entertain, and occasionally infuriate.” —Kevin DeYoung

In this collection of essays, Carl Trueman is at his brilliant, provocative, hysterical best. Reading Trueman is always enlightening and always an event. I loved the previous collections of his
articles and enjoyed this one just as much. These chapters will
edify, entertain, and occasionally infuriate. What more could one
ask for in a book?
—Kevin DeYoung, Senior Pastor, University Reformed Church,
East Lansing, Michigan
Though he might not take himself too seriously, Carl Trueman takes
the gospel very seriously in this wonderful little book. Trueman
offers laugh-out-loud, insightful commentary on theology, culture, the church, and the Christian life. His rapier wit cuts through
absurdity and bad theology like a hot knife through butter. This
is Trueman at his best, using “humor in the service of theology.”
—J. V. Fesko, Academic Dean and Associate Professor of
Systematic and Historical Theology, Westminster Seminary
California
The essay used to be a key subgenre of Christian writing (witness
those of the Baptist John Foster or the Catholic G. K. Chesterton),
but in recent days the art of the essayist has become something
of a lost art among evangelicals. As this scintillating collection of
mini-essays clearly reveals, however, past essayists like Foster and
Chesterton have a worthy successor in Trueman. His essays are
not always easy to read—not so much because of the difficulty
of their content but due to their distinct prophetic edge. Like the
essays of Foster and Chesterton, however, although Tureman’s
essays do not always soothe, they do ultimately edify.
—Michael A. G. Haykin, The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary, Louisville

Trueman_Fools.indd 1

2/2/12 5:34 PM

Wit and wisdom don’t always go together with theologians, especially with historical theologians. When they do, it’s a real treat.
Proving the adage that those who don’t understand history are
doomed to repeat it, Carl Trueman brings the treasures of the
past to bear on the challenges and opportunities of the present.
Even if you don’t agree with everything he says, you can’t help
but be provoked to ponder God, yourself, the church, and our
culture in fresh ways.
—Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Theology,
Westminster Seminary California
The Reverend Rodney Trotter is an international treasure, and his
current residence in Cricklewood belies his ambition to address
theological concerns on a global scale. The man seems fearless,
offending sacred cows of all sizes and types. His writings shake
the very foundations of conservative theological empires. I fully
expect him to be named as Time magazine’s “Most Influential
Theologian” any day now.
—Derek W. H. Thomas, Minister of Preaching and Teaching, First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, South Carolina;
Distinguished Visiting Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson,
Mississippi
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To
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and
Paul Levy
“The laughter is on our side.”
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Foreword
The Reverend Rodney Trotter

I t is an unusual honor to be invited to write
a preface for this collection of writings by my childhood friend
and erstwhile verbal sparring partner, Carl Trueman. I remember
some years ago, Carl telling me that Ian Thompson, then working
at another Christian publishing firm, had described an earlier
compilation of his writings, The Wages of Spin, as a book without
a theme, without a constituency, and thus without a market. Well,
Ian is now working for P&R Publishing and faced with a dilemma
of similar provenance: selling another of Trueman’s books that,
if anything, is even less coherent than its ancestor.
The essays, aphorisms, and brief jottings in this book are
not united by any internal theme beyond being ref lections,
whether direct, satirical, or merely subversive, of contemporary Western and particularly American culture, especially
as it bleeds into the Christian world and receives inadequate
responses therein. To the literal-minded, there is much here
that will simply confuse; to those who prefer to use emoticons
rather than whole sentences with built-in irony, I would simply
suggest that you look elsewhere for inspiration.
ix
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Mockery is both powerful and important within the church,
not as a means to belittle others but as a means to belittle all. The
Bible itself contains numerous passages of deep irony and mockery,
with the lessons expressed in such passages made powerful as
much by this form as by their content. One thinks of Psalm 115,
where the idolaters become as impotent and as fake as the idols
they have manufactured; or Isaiah 44, where the man chops down
a tree, uses half of the timber to cook his meal, and bows down
and worships the other half; or even God’s pointed and painful
mockery of Jonah through his destruction of the gourd. In each
case, the irony of the text is part and parcel of its power.
Humor has been lost on most Protestant writers. For some
reason, the funniest and most ironic theological writing tends to
come from the Catholics: Newman, Chesterton, Belloc, and, in
recent days, Percy and Neuhaus. Yet it was not always the case.
Protestantism was not always the preserve of the humorless, the
dessicated, the self-important, and the professionally hurting and
offended. The founder of the feast, Martin Luther, understood
the power of humor, probably because he understood the absurdity of human self-regard in the context of the fallen world. He
showed no mercy, either to his enemies or indeed to himself on
this score. His writings are an oasis of welcome wit in the desert
of Protestant pomposity.
Today, as always, there is a ridiculously pretentious dimension
to fallen human beings, a risible tendency to assume that we are
important not simply to our immediate family and friends, but to
all. This unfortunate bias toward what is, in effect, self-worship
has only been enhanced and exacerbated by the advent of the exhibitionism of the web, of blogs, of Facebook, and of a myriad other
x
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“social networking” outfits. Such bubbles of pretention need to be
burst; but how to do it, without falling prey to the same? Trueman’s
answer has been to use the very tools such media provide to mock
everything, the author himself included. Whether he always—or,
indeed, ever—succeeds in this, I leave to the reader to decide; but
he has certainly tried. Taste in humor, like preferences in sport,
is, after all, a deeply subjective and irrational thing: one either
intuitively grasps it, or one does not.
A custard pie in the face is the funniest thing one man has
ever seen; to another, it is a degrading act of physical assault. This
book is, I suspect, designed to be enjoyed by the former, and to
offend the latter. Enjoy—or abominate—as you wish. In today’s
world—I mean “church”—the customer, after all, is indeed king.
Rodney Trotter, M.A. (Cantab.)
Theologian-in-Residence
Pastoral Centre for the Creative Arts
Cricklewood
The Feast Day of St. Olaf the
Sublime
January 2011
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1
Fools Rush In Where
Monkeys Fear to Tread
December 2009

S ome weeks ago a friend forwarded me a link to the
blog of an American Christian academic. Now, at the risk of protesting too much, I must stress that I don’t read blogs—I really
don’t read blogs—unless, that is, they are sent to me by someone
else. Sufficient to my own life is the tedium and banality contained
therein; I really have no interest in compounding such with the
tedium and banality contained in the lives of other people.
This blog, however, caught my eye, not so much for the specific post to which I had been referred, but because, as I glanced
in boredom at the various other posts this person had archived,
I noted that part of the stock-in-trade of this particular chap was
criticism of Reformed evangelicals as smug and arrogant. This
did not bother me, nor did the lack of imagination: hitting the
Reformed in such a way in today’s Emergent circles is a bit like
calling Obama a “Marxist” in a speech to a branch meeting of the
1

Trueman_Fools.indd 1

2/2/12 5:34 PM

Fools Rush In Where Monkeys Fear to Tread

John Birch Society—you may not actually know what you are
talking about, but the crowd will love it, and you certainly won’t
have to buy your own drinks at the bar afterward.
What amused me was not the obvious playing to the gallery;
no, what was so funny was the self-description in the little bar off
to the side, where I was assured that the gent concerned was “a
widely-recognized authority” in his own field, a “witty speaker,” and
a figure of some importance, with appearances everywhere from
national radio and TV to local churches. The irony was clearly lost
on the author—railing against Reformed smugness on one half of
the web page, while describing himself as a very witty and important
person on the other; but, hey, sensitivity to the ironic is generally
not a strong point of the Earnest But “Witty” Progressive Brigade.
Now, it is one thing to have others write commendations of you
for a book cover or conference brochure—perhaps necessary evils
in the cut-throat world of publishing and conferences; and nobody
should believe them, least of all the objects of such patent flannel; but
to say it about yourself implies that you might actually believe the
propaganda, that maybe you yourself are just a wee bit arrogant and
smug. And, remember, this chap wasn’t even Reformed. I shudder
to think how much worse he might be if he endorsed the Westminster Standards or the Three Forms of Unity. One can only assume
that the kind of man who describes himself on his own website as
“witty” is likely to be the same kind of man who laughs at his own
jokes and, quite probably, applauds himself at the end of his own
speeches—behavior that was previously the exclusive preserve of
politicians, Hollywood stars, and chimpanzees.
Yet this example is just one more piece of Christian absurdity
in this topsy-turvy world where anything is now possible. What
2
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next, I wonder? Will black become white? Will the pope cease to
be Catholic? Will woodland bears start to use public conveniences?
And will Dutch people start listing Belgium as their first choice
destination for holidays? Indeed, on the same day I received the
above link, I was directed by another friend to a website where an
individual had put up on a social network page a public announcement that he was “humbled” by a reference to himself or herself
on a well-known theologian’s blog. Curiouser and curiouser, I
thought: being humbled usually involves becoming more selfeffacing, making oneself more invisible, bringing less attention
to oneself. At least, that’s what the Oxford Dictionary implies;
but, hey-ho, maybe Webster’s is different?
This person had no doubt asked himself how he might best
demonstrate this self-effacement. “Perhaps I should send a private
note of thanks to the person concerned, expressing quiet appreciation for his kind reference to me,” he no doubt reflected; but then,
suddenly, a light bulb must have clicked on in his head—“No. I
know what I’ll do. I’ll announce my humility on my Facebook page!
Surely it is hard to imagine a more humble and less attention-seeking
move? And, yes, while I’m logged on, I’ll also mention it on the very
web page where said well-known theologian originally puffed me,
just to make sure that everybody knows how humbled I truly am.”
Don’t laugh—this really happened, and, what’s more, the absurdity of the story does not end there. The well-known theologian’s
website to which our humble friend had taken us also contained a
link to another person’s site, this time to a recorded interview with—
guess who?—the well-known theologian himself! The subject?
The importance of the books written by himself! ’Tis true—for
you could not possibly make this stuff up.
3
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But the sordid tales of the inverted morality of the Christian
web are seemingly limitless. The self-absorption on display here
called to my mind yet another web page I am sometimes directed
to visit by friends, where the only subject ever discussed seems to be
the author’s own contribution to Christian thought, and, very occasionally, the critical interaction of others with his earth-shattering
insights (none of his critics understand him and are generally idiots
or wicked or both). As one colleague describes said page: see me
here, hear me there, stroke my ego everywhere. Indeed, this page
always brings to my mind the tale of the apocryphal Cambridge
don who used to warble on and on about himself in tutorials until
one day, in a moment of humility, he turned to his hapless students
and declared, “Well, that’s enough about me; let’s talk about you for
a change. What do you think of my books?” But then the owner of
this website is a “leading scholar,” a claim that must be true because
he himself tells us so on his very own web page; and he should know
because he is, after all, a “leading scholar.” And you thought the
noise at a chimpanzee’s tea party could be deafening.
Let’s stop there a minute. This is madness. Is this where we
have come with our Christian use of the web? Men who make
careers in part out of bashing the complacency and arrogance of
those with whose theology they disagree, yet who applaud themselves on blogs and twitters they have built solely for their own
deification? Young men who are so humbled by flattering references that they just have to spread the word of their contribution
all over the web like some dodgy rash they picked up in the tropics?
And established writers who are so insecure that they feel the need
to direct others to places where they are puffed and pushed as the
next big thing? I repeat: this is madness, stark staring, conceited,
4
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smug, self-glorifying madness of the most pike-staffingly obvious
and shameful variety.
But yet there is more. There is another phenomenon on web pages
that seems closely akin to these direct puffs of one’s own greatness;
and that is greatness by proxy. Sufferers of this syndrome develop the
uncontrollable habit of continually using the language of intimate
friendship about everybody who is perceived to be anybody, thereby
making themselves seem to be close to the movers and shakers of the
theological world. In such conversations and on such blogs, contacts
of only recent and superficial vintage are referenced familiarly as
“Dave” or “Geoff” or “my mate, Kev.” With such people, every passing
acquaintance is an intellectual intimate; and names casually picked
up at lunch, by nightfall are intentionally dropped on personal blog
sites, as every pushy arriviste and aspiring parvenu strains to project
an image of inner-circle savvy to their needy blog followers.
This is truly a land beyond satire. It is the very antithesis of the
attitude of an agnostic lady I knew in the nineteen-eighties who,
when asked where her son went to university, would always reply,
“Oh, to a small college in East Anglia,” because she feared that the
more precise explanation—the University of Cambridge—would
bring too much attention to her family and be seen as a way of
puffing up herself and belittling others. She was truly modest and
fiercely private. Such a different attitude to the “me first and only”
exhibitionism found on the web—the Christian web!—today. As
I said, book blurbs are one thing; but here we have a world where
we have not just eliminated the middle man by producing the
phenomenon of the self-blurber; we have then taken it one stage
further—we have eliminated the need for the very book whose
existence was, traditionally, the necessary precondition of such a
5
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blurb. All that is left is the Onanistic self-aggrandizement of those
who proclaim themselves “humble” and “witty,” and “leading
scholars.” Sheer virtual Onanism. No wonder their eyesight is so
bad they seem blind to their problem.
Now, none of us should be arrogant and complacent about this.
I am always mindful of the great line from Seven Pillars of Wisdom, when T. E. Lawrence refers to his own ambivalence to public
acclaim: “There was a craving to be famous; and a horror of being
known to like being known.” Lawrence clearly struggled with fame;
and even more so with the fear that his enjoyment of fame might
become known; but let’s remember how high the bar was set for
him. He had, after all, led the Arab Revolt and was one of the few
people who could be justifiably described as a living legend; his
work, military and literary, was truly monumental; he hadn’t just
launched a blog page where he could talk about “my old buddy, Big
Winnie” and “my beers with Gertrude,” and post pics with captions
such as “Here’s one of me in Damascus with Faisal and the lads.”
If Lawrence had real grounds for his struggle because he had
really achieved significance, the same is surely not true for any of
us. We mediocrities struggle at a different level, hoping that our
own petty contributions, irrelevant and ephemeral as they are,
will be puffed up and acknowledged by others; and, in a sense,
there is nothing we can do about that. I am a man divided against
myself; I want to be the center of attention because I am a fallen
human being; I want others to know that I am the special one;
and as long as the new me and the old me are bound together in
a single, somatic unity, I will forever be at war with myself. What
I can do, however, is have the decency to be ashamed of my drive
to self-promotion and my craving for attention and for flattery
6
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and not indulge it as if it were actually a virtue or a true guide to
my real merit. I am not humble, so I should not pretend to be so
but rather confess it in private, seeking forgiveness and sanctification. And, negatively, I must avoid doing certain things. I must
not proudly announce my humility on the Internet so that all can
gasp in wonder at my self-effacement. I must make sure I never
refer to myself as a scholar. I must not tell people how wonderful I
am. I must resist the temptation to laugh at my own jokes. I must
not applaud my own speeches. I must deny myself the pleasure
of posting other people’s overblown flattery of me on my own
website, let alone writing such about myself. I must never make
myself big by clinging to the coattails of another. In short, I must
never take myself too seriously. Not even chimpanzees do that.

jk
Some weeks back I noted a leading Emergent web page that spends
its time telling the reader how important and radical (in the Starbucks
latte drinking sense of the word) the particular person who writes
on it is. I raised the question of how, in the marketplace of ideas,
Christians can promote the good and the true without promoting
themselves. In this context, I’m struck by the following comment
from good old P. T. Forsyth, scarcely a conservative evangelical but
a whole lot wiser than the Emergent person on said website, and any
who are tempted to think too highly of themselves, whatever their
theological conviction: “The work of the ministry labors under one
heavy disadvantage when we regard it as a profession and compare
it with other professions. In these, experience brings facility, a sense
of mastery in the subject, self-satisfaction, self-confidence; but in our
subject the more we pursue it, the more we enter into it, so much the

7
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more are we cast down with the overwhelming sense, not only of our
insufficiency, but of our unworthiness. Of course, in the technique
of our work we acquire a certain ease. We learn to speak more or less
freely and aptly. We learn the knack of handling a text, of conducting
church work, or dealing with men, and the like. If it were only texts or
men we had to handle! But we have to handle the gospel. We have to
lift up Christ—a Christ who is the death of natural self-confidence—a
humiliating, even a crushing Christ; and we are not always alive to our
uplifting and resurrection in Him. We have to handle a gospel that is
a new rebuke to us every step we gain in intimacy with it. There is no
real intimacy with the gospel that does not mean a new sense of God’s
holiness, and it may be long before we realize that the same holiness
that condemns is that which saves. There is no new insight into the
cross that does not bring, whatever else come with it, a deeper sense
of the solemn holiness of the love that meets us there. And there is
no new sense of the holy God that does not arrest His name upon
our unclean lips. If our very repentance is to be repented of, and we
should be forgiven much in our very prayers, how shall we be proud,
or even pleased, with what we may think a success in our preaching?
So that we are not surprised that some preachers, after what the public
calls a most brilliant and impressive discourse, retire . . . to humble
themselves before God, to ask forgiveness for the poor message, and
to call themselves most unprofitable servants—yea, even when they
knew themselves that they had “done well.” The more we grasp our
gospel the more it abashes us.1
If PTF is on target, then the kind of self-promotion in which
evangelicals, emergent, Reformed, whatever, routinely indulge
speaks volumes about our grasp of the holiness of God, the truly
radical nature of the gospel, and the stupidity of any attitude on
our part other than humility. Web page self-promotionists beware!
1. P. T. Forsyth, The Soul of Prayer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, n.d.), 71.

8

Trueman_Fools.indd 8

2/2/12 5:34 PM

