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DOROTHY L.  SAYERS,  “PREFACE”,  
THE MIND OF THE MAKER:  THE 

EXPRESSION OF FAITH THROUGH 
CREATIVITY AND ART (1941)  

 

From Rick Ganz, 12-15 February 2022 - This, below, is my “conversation” with Sayer’s 
text, expressing how her thoughts have challenged my own. I share this, so that you 

yourself will similarly enter into conversation with Sayers as you read what she has 
written. 

NOTE: I have when I thought it helpful for emphasis when reading broken up Sayers’ 
paragraphing into small paragraphs. And I have placed my conversation with the text 
in block quotes and in footnotes. 

 

Dorothy L. Sayers and Madeleine L’Engle, The Mind of the Maker: The Expression of 

Faith through Creativity and Art (New York, NY: Open Road Media, 2015). 

 

I propose to state the doctrine of the Trinity of God … in doing which, if I shall 

be led on to mention one or two points of detail, it must not be supposed, as 
some persons strangely mistake, as if such additional statements were intended 
for explanation, whereas they leave the Great Mystery just as it was before, and 

are only useful as impressing on our mind what it is which the Catholic Church 
means to assert, and to make it a matter of real faith and apprehension, and not a 
mere assemblage of words. - (Saint) JOHN HENRY NEWMAN1: “Sermon on the 

Trinity” 

 
1 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd ed. - Newman, Saint John Henry (1801–90), 

*Tractarian leader and later Cardinal. He was brought up in the C of E under Evangelical influence. He 

entered Trinity College, Oxford, in June 1817, became Fellow of Oriel in 1822, and was ordained deacon 
in 1824. In 1825 he was appointed vice-principal of Alban Hall by R. *Whately, and in 1828 vicar of St 

Mary’s, Oxford. In 1832–3 he toured S. Europe and on returning became intimately associated with the 

*Oxford Movement, in which he was the leading spirit. His sermons in St Mary’s, published as Parochial 



NOTES BY RICHARD GANZ 2 

 

In the case of man, that which he creates is more expressive of him than that 
which he begets. The image of the artist and the poet is imprinted more clearly on 

his works than on his children. - NICHOLAS BERDYAEV2: The Destiny of Man 
(1931) 

 
PREFACE 

THIS book is not an apology for Christianity, nor is it an expression of personal 
religious belief. It is a commentary, in the light of specialized knowledge, on a 

particular set of statements made in the Christian creeds and their claim to be 
statements of fact. 

The term “dogma” refers to the church’s belief that in scripture and tradition 
God’s intention for humankind has been revealed to the ecclesial community and 

that the community’s leadership can authoritatively interpret and promulgate 
this truth. To be adequately understood, therefore, dogma, should be situated 
within the context of revelation. Dogma, of course, is not coincident with 
revelation, but it is one manner in which revelation is explicated. Functionally 

then, dogma fulfills the same purpose as revelation: the engagement of one’s 

entire person, mind, feelings, and body, in an existential encounter with truth. 
This understanding of dogma’s sacramentality is an aspect of dogma which has 

 
and Plain Sermons (1834–42), had a profound influence on the religious life not only of Oxford but of the 

whole country. Their spirituality was based on a systematic study of the Fathers which bore fruit in The 
Arians of the Fourth Century (1833), whereas the *Tracts for the Times (1833–41), 27 of which came from his 

pen, were popular statements of his religious position…. Newman’s thought was nourished by the 

Fathers rather than by the Schoolmen, and his main contribution to the thought of his age lay much more 

in the fields of psychological analysis and acute moral perception than in matters strictly theological. His 
fruitful use of the idea of development, in its application to the growth of Christian doctrine, and his 

profound insight into the nature and motives of religious faith, place him in the first rank of modern 

Christian thinkers.” 

2 The New World Encyclopedia – “Nikolai Alexandrovich Berdyaev (Николай Александрович 

Бердяев) (March 18, 1874 – March 24, 1948) was a Russian religious and political philosopher. He was 

often referred to as a Christian existentialist, though his thought differs in significant ways from the 

existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre as well as other existential thinkers. Nevertheless, Berdyaev embraced 
key existential ideas, particularly that of freedom. For him freedom was the fundamental metaphysical 

reality upon which all else is based. From the primary notion of freedom, he developed his own 

existential interpretation of ultimate truth in terms of subjectivity rather than objectivity. In doing this, he 

offered a critique of modern rationalism and instead vigorously defended the intrinsic value of the 
human person and the creative life of the spirit.” 
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been lost in modern times and which needs to be recovered lest the church fall 
into dogmatic positivism, merely repeating formulae.3 

Nearly all Christian dogma can fit on one sheet of paper – the Creeds. Dogma 

expresses truths (not possible truths) about reality – as Sayers puts it “they are 
statements of fact”. Doctrine is what happens when believing Christians go to 
work trying to plumb of the depths of these truths and then to communicate 
expansive and helpful understanding of what these truths mean (within the 

particular space-time and social setting and according to the sanctity of the 
theologian who works doctrinally). 

It is necessary to issue this caution, for the popular mind has grown so confused that it 
is no longer able to receive any statement of fact except as an expression of personal 

feeling.  

It is a commonplace among competent Teachers that they regularly teach – fairly, 
judiciously, and objectively – all sorts of things that he or she does not personally 
believe to be the case! What is interesting is that Sayers is acknowledging that 
because she “comments” on the Creed so fairly, judiciously, and objectively – 

unlike so many other insufficient Teachers – that this must mean that she 
believes, makes an essential part of her own person, all that she explains in The 

Mind of the Maker. Obviously, this kind of sloppy inference irritates Sayers. 

Some time ago, the present writer, pardonably irritated by a very prevalent ignorance 

concerning the essentials of Christian doctrine, published a brief article in which those 
essentials were plainly set down in words that a child could understand. Every clause 
was preceded by some such phrase as: “the Church maintains,” “the Church teaches,” 
“if the Church is right,” and so forth. The only personal opinion expressed was that, 

though the doctrine might be false, it could not very well be called dull. 

“a very prevalent ignorance” – In my experience, such culpable ignorance among 
the majority of Christians has become more and more obvious, and the damage 
to what God means by what God has done in history, and continues to do, is 

incalculable. 

“it could not very well be called dull” – This will come up often in Sayers’ 

Christian writings. It clearly irritates her that even Christians (!) fail to make a 
robust and sustained effort to know God – the Divine Persons, to experience the 
reality of God. And because they fail in this way, the “teachings” of the Church 

 
3 Joseph A. Komonchak, Mary Collins, and Dermot A. Lane, The New Dictionary of Theology 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 293–294. 
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strike such people as being so “dull”. One can sense the professional fury in 
Sayers at such impertinence and ignorance. 

Every newspaper that reviewed this article accepted it without question as a profession 

of faith—some (Heaven knows why) called it “a courageous profession of faith,” as 
though professing Christians in this country were liable to instant persecution. One 
review, syndicated throughout the Empire, called it “a personal confession of faith by a 
woman who feels sure she is right.” 

Because the work of Faith has become so profoundly associated with one’s 

“personal faith”, Christians have lost the capacity to distinguish between skillful 
teaching of the Faith – a fair, judicious, expansive, profound teaching – and the 
personal position of the Teacher in relation to what he or she has taught. 

Now, what the writer believes or does not believe is of little importance one way or the 

other. What is of great and disastrous importance is the proved inability of 

supposedly educated persons to read. So far from expressing any personal belief or any 
claim to personal infallibility, the writer had simply offered a flat recapitulation of 
official doctrine, adding that nobody was obliged to believe it. There was not a single 

word or sentence from which a personal opinion could legitimately be deduced, and for 
all the article contained it might perfectly well have been written by a well-informed 
Zoroastrian. 

Sayers’ tartness of expression here, her exasperation, and probably the offense 

she takes at those who ignorantly presume to know her personal stance before 
God, stands out here. This is the vigorous, bold, clarifying voice of Sayers that 
caught C.S. Lewis’ attention, and which he so respected. Sayers was an habitual 
participant at the Oxford Union, probably the most famous debating society in 

the world, over which C.S. Lewis presided for 22 years. 

It is common knowledge among schoolteachers that a high percentage of examination 
failures results from “not reading the question.” The candidate presumably applies his 
eyes to the paper, but his answer shows that he is incapable of discovering by that 

process what the question is. This means that he is not only slovenly minded but, in all 
except the most superficial sense, illiterate.  

As I have learned over decades of diligence learning to read and write, and 
taking care with words, is that my readers cannot be counted on to recognize the 
arguments I open for them to see, to understand what particular words mean, 

etc. It is a frightening circumstance when people are growingly unable to read 
and understand English, their native tongue (if it is). What is the communicative 
value of taking care with one’s writing, when one knows that most will never 

pick up its more subtle, but no less important, points? 
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Teachers further complain that they have to spend a great deal of time and energy in 
teaching University students what questions to ask. This indicates that the young mind 

experiences great difficulty in disentangling the essence of a subject from its accidents; 
and it is disconcertingly evident, in discussions on the platform and in the press, that 
the majority of people never learn to overcome this difficulty.  

Sayers, who earned First Class Honors in her university studies, highlights the 
failure of public education not primarily with respect to content, but with respect 

for the awakening of students to their powers – “what questions to ask” – and 
their responsibility to develop these powers. See Sayers’ famous Talk given to 
educators in the summer of 1947 – “The Lost Tools of Learning.” 

A third distressing phenomenon is the extreme unwillingness of the average questioner 

to listen to the answer—a phenomenon exhibited in exaggerated form by professional 
interviewers on the staffs of popular journals.  

I recall the quote from Stephen R. Covey - “Most people do not listen with the 
intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply.” 

It is a plain fact that ninety-nine interviews out of a hundred contain more or less subtle 
distortions of the answers given to questions, the questions being, moreover, in many 

cases, wrongly conceived for the purpose of eliciting the truth.  

The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb “to distort” – “figurative. To give a twist 
or erroneous turn to (the mind, thoughts, views); to pervert or misrepresent 
(statements, facts).” To “distort” what someone else has offered you does not 
mean to substitute a new thought in place of his or her. It means to take what he 

or she offers and to “bend” or “twist” it just enough, for it to be the “same” 
thought but different, enough different to make a real difference in how it is now 
understood. 

The distortions are not confined to distortions of opinion but are frequently also 

distortions of fact, and not merely stupid misunderstandings at that, but deliberate 
falsifications.  

Sayers has a head of steam going here. She clearly has personal experience of 
having her thoughts “distorted”, as well as watching the convictions of respected 
others be distorted in the public forum. 

The journalist is, indeed, not interested in the facts. For this he is to some extent 

excusable, seeing that, even if he published the facts, his public would inevitably 

distort them in the reading.  
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A work of communication relies on sufficient communion between speaker and 
hearer, between writer and reader. What quickly destroys communion is the 

offered trust between speaker and hearer. We think of Jesus and those among the 
religious professionals of his time and place, “They watched him to see if they 
could catch him at something.” Recall the famous “Presupposition” in the 
Spiritual Exercises [22] of St. Ignatius, in which Ignatius is stating the most basic 

condition for effective communication between the one making the Retreat and 
his or her Spiritual Director: “To assure better cooperation between the one who 
is giving the Exercises and the exercitant, and more beneficial results for both, it 

is necessary to suppose that every good Christian is more ready to put a good 
interpretation on another’s statement than to condemn it as false. If an orthodox 
construction cannot be put on a proposition, the one who made it should be 

asked how he understands it. If he is in error, he should be corrected with all 
kindness. If this does not suffice, all appropriate means should be used to bring 
him to a correct interpretation, and so defend the proposition from error.” 

What is quite inexcusable is that when the victim of misrepresentation writes to protest 
and correct the statements attributed to him, his protest is often ignored, and his 

correction suppressed. Nor has he any redress, since to misrepresent a man’s statements 
is no offense, unless the misrepresentation happens to fall within the narrow limits of 
the law of libel. The Press and the Law are in this condition because the public do not 

care whether they are being told truth or not. 

“because the public do not care whether they are being told truth or not” – A 

startling and combative statement. But I can testify to exactly this in so much of 
what I am hearing currently being bellowed in the public square. As Simon and 
Garfunkel sang: “People talking without speaking / people hearing without 

listening.” In the pervasive sloppiness of public discourse, what gains a hearing 
is not the truth (truth never favors one side or the other; truth puts everyone to 
the test) but what people want to hear, or what “thrills” the hearer because what 

he or she hears is so outrageous. Sayers knew that this kind of sloppiness, or 
downright, nastiness has little to do with conversation, not to mention 
communion, but much more to do with wrath. We are becoming “the children of 
wrath.”  

The education that we have so far succeeded in giving to the bulk of our citizens has 

produced a generation of mental slatterns. They are literate in the merely formal 
sense—that is, they are capable of putting the symbols C, A, T together to produce the 
word CAT. But they are not literate in the sense of deriving from those letters any clear 

mental concept of the animal.  
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“a generation of mental slatterns” – The Oxford English Dictionary at the noun 
“slattern” – “Of a person, esp. a woman: untidy, slovenly; habitually careless, 

lazy, or negligent with regard to appearance, household cleanliness, etc. Also, in 
extended use.” Sayers describes her experience of being able to perceive the 
nature of a person’s mind (as any good Teacher becomes expert at doing with his 
or her students) as an experience of “seeing” a room that is in complete disrepair, 

a “hoarder’s” house, a mess, no discernible order. 

Literacy in the formal sense is dangerous, since it lays the mind open to receive any 
mischievous nonsense about cats that an irresponsible writer may choose to print—
nonsense which could never have entered the heads of plain illiterates who were 

familiar with an actual cat, even if unable to spell its name.  

“Literacy in the formal sense is dangerous” – What she means is that too many 
people have the formal credentials – “Yes, I graduated from high school and 
went through university.” Yet, they performed, their education – fulfilled the 
requirements - but they were never changed as persons, in their souls, in any 

significant way. Such people become corrosive and even dangerous, because 
they have “knowledge” (a bunch of content about this and that), but they never 
became worthy of that knowledge. True education is never sufficient when a 

student’s “command of content” is tested and found sufficient to “make the 
grade.” Why? Because the true subject of education, according to Sayers, is not 
the mastery of “subjects” (of specific content) – “Hey, I got an “A”.” – but the 
transformation of a student into full awakeness, into a competent and 

responsible “owner” of his or her intellectual powers. Sayers in her “The Lost 
Tools of Learning” references the medieval Trivium; Bernard Lonergan, SJ 
speaks of the “self-appropriation” of the knower. 

And particularly in the matter of Christian doctrine, a great part of the nation subsists in 

an ignorance more barbarous than that of the dark ages, owing to this slatternly habit of 
illiterate reading.  

“in an ignorance more barbarous” – She is speaking so tartly. But I myself am 
deeply concerned, have been since my youth, at how apparently OK teachers in 
the formal Church are, allowing themselves to accept the pervasive ignorance of 

their people, just not caring to make sure that their people are given excellent 
and demanding teaching (without failing, ever) that really helps them in their 
lives and helps the Church in a complex world not to fail in its mission. I care not 

to blame here, just to describe what was obvious to me for my whole life in the 
Church. 
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Words are understood in a wholly mistaken sense, statements of fact and opinion are 
misread and distorted in repetition, arguments founded in misapprehension are 

accepted without examination, expressions of individual preference are construed as 
ecumenical doctrine, disciplinary regulations founded on consent are confused with 
claims to interpret universal law, and vice versa; with the result that the logical and 
historical structure of Christian philosophy is transformed in the popular mind to a 

confused jumble of mythological and pathological absurdity. 

Sayers’ point here is that when what the Great Tradition has articulated with 
such care and regularly through much suffering is so sloppily read, it eventually 
happens that sloppy readers and thinkers conclude that the Tradition is stupid, 

irrelevant, and an imposition on their freedom, etc. They overlook that it is their 
own illiteracy and sloppiness with language that is the problem. 

It is for this reason that I have prefixed to this brief study of the creative mind an 
introductory chapter in which I have tried to make clear the difference between fact and 
opinion, and between the so-called “laws” based on fact and opinion respectively. 

It is helpful, and a sign of a real Teacher, that she is willing to teach to the level of 

her readers, most of whom (if we accept her judgment about them) still have not 
learned to distinguish truth/fact/reality from opinion (what might be true; what 
seems to be true; what “feels right”, it has to be true because that loud person is 

saying it, loudly, etc.). This is a humble and good place for anyone to start his or 
her journey to competent intellect: a commitment to practice distinguishing 
between what is real and what might be real, what would be nice if it were real, 
etc. 

In the creeds of Christendom, we are confronted with a set of documents which purport 

to be, not expressions of opinion but statements of fact. Some of these statements are 
historical, and with these the present book is not concerned. Others are theological—
which means that they claim to be statements of fact about the nature of God and the 

universe; and with a limited number of these I propose to deal. 

“but statement of fact” – This is the point of dogma, that it is not a statement of 
what might be true, what we wish were true, what the in-group insists is true, 
but of what is true. Period. In other words, a dogmatic conviction is an 

acceptance of reality. But how it is real, or what it means, is the work of doctrine – 

the effort to understand reality, and then to be able to articulate that meaning to 
others in a compelling and responsible and eloquent way. 

The selected statements are those which aim at defining the nature of God, conceived in 
His capacity as Creator. They were originally drawn up as defenses against heresy—

that is, specifically to safeguard the facts against opinions which were felt to be 
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distortions of fact. It will not do to regard them as the product of irresponsible 
speculation, spinning fancies for itself in a vacuum. That is the reverse of the historical 

fact about them. They would never have been drawn up at all but for the urgent 

practical necessity of finding a formula to define experienced truth under pressure of 

misapprehension and criticism. 

So beautifully and perfectly said: the meaning of dogma and the battle for it in 
doctrinal thinking. 

The point I shall endeavor to establish is that these statements about God the Creator 

are not, as is usually supposed, a set of arbitrary mystifications irrelevant to human life 
and thought. On the contrary, whether or not they are true about God, they are, when 
examined in the light of direct experience, seen to be plain witness of truth about the 

nature of the creative mind as such and as we know it.  

So far as they are applicable to man, they embody a very exact description of the 

human mind while engaged in an act of creative imagination. Whether this goes to 
prove that man is made in the image of God, or merely that God has been made in the 
image of man, is an argument that I shall not pursue, since the answer to that question 

depends upon those historical statements which lie outside my terms of reference. The 

Christian affirmation is, however, that the Trinitarian structure which can be shown 

to exist in the mind of man and in all his works is, in fact, the integral structure of the 

universe, and corresponds, not by pictorial imagery but by a necessary uniformity of 

substance, with the nature of God, in Whom all that is exists. 

As St. Augustine did in his “psychological analogy” of the Trinity, so Sayers in 
The Mind of the Maker will similarly attempt to prove how the image of God is 
“baked in” to human beings as “creators” – “an act of creative imagination”. The 

image of God in human beings is not a “mark” (even an “indelible mark”) but an 
integrated set of dynamic operations – the work of the human powers of soul: 
memory/imagination, understanding/intellect, affect/will. But we will never 

know God through the image, if you will, unless we have been awakened to these 
powers and have learned how they work in an integrated and dynamic way in 
the works of creativity. 

This, I repeat, is the Christian affirmation. It is not my invention, and its truth or 
falsehood cannot be affected by any opinions of mine. I shall try only to demonstrate 

that the statements made in the Creeds about the Mind of the Divine Maker 

represent, so far as I am able to check them by my experience, true statements about 

the mind of the human maker. If the statements are theologically true, then the 

inference to be drawn about the present social and educational system is important, and 
perhaps alarming; but I have expressed no personal opinion about their theological 
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truth or otherwise; I am not writing “as a Christian,” but as a professional writer.1 
Nobody, I hope, will be so illiterate as to assert that, in pointing out this plain fact, I am 

disclaiming belief in Christianity. This book proves nothing either way about my 
religious opinions, for the very sufficient reason that they are not so much as 
mentioned. 

2 Sabellius was a theologian of the third century, who maintained that God was not at one and 

the same time, Father, Son, and Spirit, but assumed these manifestations consecutively. His heresy died 

out in the fourth century. – Editor’s note.4 

 

 
1 If one must use this curious expression. The theory that what writes is not the self but some 

aspect of the self is popular in these days. It assists pigeon-holing. It is, of course, heretical—a form of 

Sabellianism,2 no doubt. Even so, it is very loosely used. “Mr. Jones writes as a coal-miner” usually means 

that the critic knows Mr. Jones to be a miner and takes it for granted that he understands mining. But 
“Mr. Smith writes as a Christian” may mean only that the critic perceives Mr. Smith to have some 

understanding of Christianity and takes it for granted that he is a Christian. “This fact [that I had many 

Christian friends],” says Mr. Herbert Read, plaintively, “together with my intellectual interest in religion, 

and at one time my frequent reference to scholasticism, has often led to the assumption that I was at least 
in sympathy with the Catholic Church, and perhaps a neo-Thomist” (Annals of Innocence and Experience). 

Naturally, what else could he expect? 

4 Dorothy L. Sayers and Madeleine L’Engle, The Mind of the Maker: The Expression of Faith through 
Creativity and Art (New York, NY: Open Road Media, 2015). 


