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introduction

This is a book not so much about Charles Dickens as it is a book 
of him. At least it tries to be. By that I mean, I have attempted in 

these pages to let Dickens speak—through his fiction, through his 
letters, through his journalism, through his speeches—with as little 
interference as possible but also without letting the book become 
simply a compendium of quotations. Specifically, I have attempted 
to let him speak so that we might hear Dickens the Christian. That 
voice, the Christian voice of Charles Dickens, for whatever reasons, 
is not often heard. Yet, Dickens’s Christian voice is conspicuous and 
pervasive in his work, even though that fact is not always recognized 
or acknowledged.

Michael Slater, in his definitive biography, Charles Dickens (2009), 
makes some significant gestures toward Dickens’s faith. First, in 
the several instances where Slater mentions the faith of Dickens, 
it seems clear that Dickens’s faith was no small matter in his life. 
Dickens’s faith, Slater implies, is part and parcel of who he was and 
is evident throughout his life. Second, Dickens’s faith, says Slater, 
finds expression in his work, whether in the deliberately spiritual 
The Life of  Our Lord, his social journalism, or his fiction. Third, 
and not unexpectedly, Dickens’s faith sustained him in difficulty 
and tragedy, particularly as he grappled with the deaths of various 
friends and family members. Of course, Slater says little, if any-
thing, substantial about the nature or the substance of Dickens’s 
faith. Given the intent and design of Charles Dickens, it would be 
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 i n t r o d u c t i o n

a bit misinformed, not to mention unfair, to expect Slater to speak 
extensively to Dickens’s faith or to suppose that he should. That is 
the subject and the purpose of another book, a different book. The 
book you are reading is an attempt to be that other book.

As such, then, this book purposes to speak to the Christian faith 
of which Slater writes. It is a book that will attempt to lead you into 
Dickens’s Christian thought but to guide you only sparingly. Once 
you are acquainted with Dickens and introduced to his understanding 
of the life of faith, my hope is that you will examine him on your 
own and test my observations against yours. Certainly, I have made 
every effort to be honest and accurate in what is written here, and to 
the best of my knowledge, it is honest and accurate. Furthermore, 
I am hopeful that my treatment of Dickens will be adjudged to be 
reasoned and fair. And, of course, any errors in content or judgment 
are certainly my own and for which I accept full responsibility.

My study of Dickens has convinced me that he was a Christian 
and that he wrote unapologetically as a Christian. So, I write here 
not simply to prove that Dickens was a Christian but in order that 
the Christian voice of one of the great literary geniuses of all time 
might be heard; the voice of one who was neither theologian nor 
biblical scholar nor churchman but a layperson, one who thought 
seriously and deeply about the life of faith, following Jesus, and just 
what that should look like.

As Dickens was not a theologian, a biblical scholar, or a church-
man, we should not expect to find anything approximating a sys-
tematic theology or even theological speculation. Even so, in his 
The Life of  Our Lord, Dickens does come near to an explicit and 
deliberate expression of his faith—and I would argue that The Life 
of  Our Lord is, in fact, an explicit and deliberate expression of his 
faith, substantive and definitive. But Dickens’s Christian faith and 
his Christian worldview undergirded all that he wrote. As such, 
The Life of  Our Lord is not an anomaly in the Dickens corpus. It 
is an inevitable and integral volume in it. In chapter 2, I will deal 
more extensively with The Life of  Our Lord, and we will see how it 
becomes, in some instances, a valuable guide to help us navigate the 
Christian landscape of the Dickens corpus. In any case, The Life of  
Our Lord is a central and definitive source for our understanding of 
Dickens’s Christian thought.
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Reading This Book

As a stage for Dickens’s Christian voice, I hope these pages serve at 
the same time as an introduction to this important aspect of Dickens’s 
writing, especially for those who are not familiar with his work or 
who are not familiar with the Christian aspect of his work. I have 
quoted extensively from Dickens himself, from his fiction and his cor-
respondence, and to a lesser degree, his journalism and his speeches. I 
have done this deliberately so that the reader can hear Dickens’s voice. 
I have also included, again quite deliberately, a number of extended 
quotations to reveal the fuller context, thereby offering a better under-
standing of what Dickens intended to say. When it seems appropriate 
for the sake of clarity or to provide some context, I add some words 
of explanation; however, this book is not a formal commentary on 
Dickens’s work. On occasion, and especially in the last chapter, I will 
engage in some limited and nonacademic interpretation. Notwith-
standing, interpretation is not a primary purpose or goal of the book.

I am well aware of the danger of identifying the voice of a novel’s 
narrator and characters with the novelist himself. Accordingly, I have 
attempted to associate material in such a way that the quotes I have 
cited from novels represent concepts and ideas also found expressly 
in his letters and his journalism—a sort of multiple attestation, if 
you will. I have also tried to show, perhaps less conspicuously, that 
Dickens’s worldview is multiply attested. There are times when it is 
reasonably clear that the characters and the narrator have stepped out 
of the way—or perhaps Dickens shoves them out of the way—and 
Dickens the author speaks. In any case, then, I have taken deliberate 
care that what we are considering at a given point in a given chapter 
is indeed the Christian voice of Charles Dickens.

The latter portion of each chapter (except chapter 1 and chapter 
7) has been given over to what I informally refer to as, “what Dickens 
has to say to the church.” In these sections, I have tried to draw out 
the implications of Dickens’s observations, comments, criticisms, 
and declarations for the church today. The church to which Dickens 
spoke was a church in transition, not unlike the church today. As 
such, Dickens’s words may resonate for us in particular ways that 
remind us of what the church should be and how the church might 
become what it should be in the days ahead.
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In view of this, then, it is important to bear in mind that Dickens 
writes to those who claim to be Christians—he writes to the church. 
He does not write to try to make people Christians. He writes to try 
to make Christians attentive and active. He writes to rouse Christians 
from a comfortable lethargy of affluence and self-preoccupation to 
their moral responsibility to the needs around them. And Dickens 
would think first of the needs of those in his immediate circle of 
influence—the culture and community around him. The inward 
and ingrown focus of the church, both individually and institution-
ally, was unacceptable to Dickens and was the central point of his 
criticism of the church. In this regard, Dickens anticipated in some 
respects the missional notion so popular in today’s ecclesial setting. 
If we read Dickens otherwise, ignoring this basic orientation, we will 
certainly misread him and misconstrue much of what he has to say 
that is of value for us today.

Toward a Greater Understanding of  Dickens

I have provided a selected bibliography for those interested in some 
further reading on Dickens’s Christianity and Christian thought. Of 
course, the best way to get to know Dickens and his thought is to read 
his novels. Dickens himself said as much in his will.1 Most authors, 
of course, will make a similar claim. Still, there are some excellent 
secondary sources that are informative, engaging, and worthwhile.

A handful of volumes have been written on Dickens and religion, 
each employing their own method and, as I see it, complementing 
each other. Dennis Walder’s Dickens and Religion (George Allen & 
Unwin, 1981) is the seminal work. Walder traces the religious themes 
in selected Dickens novels and provides an excellent introduction 
to the subject of Dickens and religion and how Dickens employed 
his faith in shaping his art. Charles Dickens, Resurrectionist (1982) 
by Andrew Sanders discusses Dickens’s thematic and artistic use of 
death and resurrection in his work and does so in a Christian con-
text. As such, Sanders’s work also serves as a valuable commentary 
on Dickens and Christianity.

The more recent Literature and Religion in Mid-Victorian En-
gland: From Dickens to Eliot (2003) by Carolyn W. de la L. Oulton is 
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 xv 

an excellent volume that situates Dickens and his work in the context 
of his peers and of nineteenth-century religion. Her portraits of the 
mid-Victorian religious landscape seem to me to be the strength of 
her work—compelling and second to none. My Dickens, Christi-
anity and “The Life of  Our Lord”: Humble Veneration, Profound 
Conviction (2009) is a study of The Life of  Our Lord, the harmony 
of the Gospels that Dickens wrote for his children. My viewpoint 
is that The Life of  Our Lord is the definitive work in the Dickens 
corpus, bringing clarity and greater precision to our understanding 
of his Christian thought.

I should add that the books I have listed tend to be more academic 
than popular in their approach. I include them here not for that rea-
son but because (1) they are four among only a few more volumes 
that variously include a full and knowledgeable treatment of Dickens 
and Christianity, and (2) they are extremely readable. Only rarely 
do they resort to jargon and academic-speak.

Those with an interest in biography have any number of Dick-
ens biographies from which to choose, but I have found three in 
particular that are especially noteworthy. Dickens’s most recent 
biographer, Michael Slater, has written and published what is being 
hailed as the definitive Dickens biography. Slater’s Charles Dick-
ens (2009) is the product of a lifetime of the study of Dickens by 
a scholar who knows Dickens and his work probably better than 
anyone living. Slater works through Dickens’s life novel by novel, 
placing each one quite meticulously in the context of Dickens’s 
everyday life and work. It is a large volume (nearly seven hundred 
pages), but it is highly readable and will reward those who will 
invest in reading it. John Forster, Dickens’s original biographer, 
was a contemporary and a close friend of Dickens and his family. 
Forster wrote The Life of  Charles Dickens between the years 1872 
and 1874. The Forster biography is often criticized today because 
it is alleged to intentionally paint a very flattering portrait of Dick-
ens despite what Forster knew of his shortcomings and failings. 
Whatever its faults may be, it is still an important biography for 
Dickens studies and is an essential read for Dickens enthusiasts. 
Edgar Johnson’s Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumph (1952) 
is said to have corrected much of Forster’s one-sided account. But 
it is possible that Johnson has erred in the other direction. In any 
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event, Johnson’s is an informative and capable account of Dickens’s 
life and work.2

Two other works deserve attention here. George Orwell’s essay 
“Charles Dickens,” in Critical Essays (1960), is as good a piece as 
has been published on Dickens and should be read by those with 
any interest at all in Dickens. Obviously, it is not a biography, but 
it serves as an excellent introduction to Dickens. Also, The Dickens 
Christian Reader (2000), edited by Robert Hanna, is an excellent little 
volume—if you can get your hands on one. In just over one hundred 
twenty pages, Hanna has compiled a selection of passages from 
Dickens’s writing that give voice to his Christian thought and ideas.

An Invitation to Dickens

When Joseph Gold described Dickens as a radical moralist he meant 
that Dickens was both moralist and reformer at the same time. De-
veloping this idea further and with greater clarity, Gold summarized: 
“The moralist as artist is someone who believes in and reveals to us 
our own possibilities for living more meaningfully. The reformer is 
someone who wants to see a different society appear by some means 
or other. . . . Dickens is not concerned with the philosophical question 
of whether such a world is possible. He makes it happen in his art.”3 
For Dickens, this all emerges from his decidedly Christian worldview. 
To live more meaningfully for Dickens is to live according to God’s 
design and order within a world created by God and in which God is 
active. And doing that means nothing more, and nothing less, than 
committing to follow the example and teaching of Jesus; to imitate 
Jesus as we give our lives in service to others; to be forgiving, generous, 
and compassionate. Dickens was convinced that it was in just this 
way that society would be transformed. And he truly believed that.

As we hear Dickens, however, we are listening to more than just 
a mere moralist. Dickens was a Christian with his moral sensibili-
ties attuned to the world around him. And he was anxious that the 
church begin to embrace its moral responsibilities in tangible and 
concrete ways. For Dickens, doing so was not difficult. In fact, he 
understood the task as simply imitating Jesus. And so, he would 
write in his The Life of  Our Lord:
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Remember!—It is Christianity to do good, always—even to those 
who do evil to us. It is Christianity to love our neighbours as ourself, 
and to do to all men as we would have them do to us. It is Christian-
ity to be gentle, merciful, and forgiving, and to keep those qualities 
quiet in our own heart, and never make a boast of them, or of our 
prayers or of our love of God, but always to show that we love Him by 
humbly trying to do right in everything. If we do this, and remember 
the life and lessons of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and try to act up to 
them, we may confidently hope that God will forgive us our sins and 
mistakes and enable us to live and die in peace.4

George Orwell said of Dickens: “He is always preaching a sermon, 
and that is the final secret of his inventiveness. For you can only cre-
ate if you can care.”5 Orwell was right.
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notes and abbreviations

a ll references to Dickens’s novels are to The Oxford Illustrated 
Dickens, Oxford University Press, unless otherwise indicated. For 

The Life of  Our Lord, I have used Simon & Schuster’s 1999 edition 
and have used the abbreviation, TLOL.

To make the citations from Dickens’s letters more accessible, I 
have endeavored to provide precise dates from the Pilgrim Edition 
of his letters, which I have used throughout.

I have used the Everyman’s Edition of John Forster’s biography.
When discussing Bible references that pertain to Dickens and the 

nineteenth century, I refer to the King James Version. In all other 
instances, I quote from the New American Standard Bible unless 
otherwise indicated.

In referring to Dickens’s novels, particularly in the notes, I have 
used the following standard abbreviations:

AN American Notes and Pictures 
from Italy

BR Barnaby Rudge
BH Bleak House
CB Christmas Books
DC David Copperfield
D & S Dombey and Son
GE Great Expectations
HT Hard Times
LD Little Dorrit

MC Martin Chuzzlewit
CHE Master Humphrey’s Clock and 

A Child’s History of  England
ED The Mystery of  Edwin Drood
NN Nicholas Nickleby
OCS The Old Curiosity Shop
OT Oliver Twist
OMF Our Mutual Friend
PP The Pickwick Papers
TTC A Tale of  Two Cities
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1
Charles dickens

that gReat chRistian WRiteR

i n his introduction for the Everyman’s Edition of Reprinted Pieces, 
G. K. Chesterton remarked,

If ever there was a message full of what modern people call true 
Christianity, the direct appeal to the common heart, a faith that was 
simple, a hope that was infinite, and a charity that was omnivorous, if 
ever there came among men what they call the Christianity of Christ, 
it was in the message of Dickens.1

Even in light of the fact that more recent Dickens scholarship has 
given some critical attention to Dickens’s religious beliefs and con-
cerns2 and that this aspect of Dickens’s work is becoming gradually 
more familiar to readers, such a statement as Chesterton’s remains 
provocative and, for many, surprising and perhaps even astonishing. 
To suggest that Dickens’s work is implicitly Christian may seem 
quite bold and unexpected. Yet, it seems apparent Dickens thought 
of himself unequivocally as a Christian, and he was confident that 
his work was deeply rooted in the New Testament and that his 
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 G o d  a n d  C h a r l e s  d i c k e n s

characters exhibited the teachings of Jesus and were expressly dis-
ciples of Jesus.

In his The English Novel: Questions in Literature (1976), editor 
C. T. Watts offers a collection of dialogues in the form of essays on 
the English novel and particularly on English novelists. In the third 
chapter, A. E. Dyson and Angus Wilson discuss Charles Dickens. 
What is especially intriguing—and noteworthy—about this dia-
logue between Dyson and Wilson is that they begin their discussion 
speaking of Dickens’s religion, or more properly, of his Christianity. 
Wilson observes from the outset that Dickens “thought of himself 
as centrally a Christian” and that the Christian aspect of his work 
is “an absolutely essential part of his development as a novelist.” 
He goes on to remind us that both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky refer to 
Dickens as “that great Christian writer.”3

Why, then, do statements such as those from Chesterton, Dyson, 
and Wilson elicit such surprising and strong reaction? Such reaction 
may likely be attributed to earlier Dickens scholars and critics who 
played down the role of religion in the work and life of Dickens 
and were quite skeptical of any significant Christian conviction on 
Dickens’s part. For instance, in the early 1940s the eminent Dick-
ens scholar Humphry House observed of Dickens, “His practical 
humanist kind of Christianity hardly touched the fringes of what 
is called religious experience, and his work shows no indication of 
any powerful feeling connected with a genuinely religious subject.”4 
Earlier, Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, in coming to terms with the “at-
mosphere” of Dickens’s world, offered, “To begin with, we must 
jettison religion; or at any rate all religion that gets near to definition 
by words in a Credo.”5 As far as Quiller-Couch was concerned, 
Dickens had “simply disregarded” religion and the religious issues 
that “were agitating men’s thoughts” in Dickens’s day. Philip Col-
lins was bold to remark in his Dickens and Education (1964) that if 
Dickens had any deep religious convictions “his novels would have 
contained more explicit and insistent references to Christian worship 
and belief,”6 while Robert Newsom, in his Charles Dickens Revisited 
(2000), described Dickens’s religious views as so inconsistent that 
they are scarcely intelligible as religious at all.7

Certainly, not all Dickens scholars are as dismissive or indiffer-
ent as those just cited, and as was pointed out above, more recent 
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C h a r l e s  d i c k e n s :  T h a t  G r e a t  C h r i s t i a n  Wr i t e r

scholarship is at least recognizing—even if a bit superficially and 
inconsistently—the presence of the religious aspect of Dickens’s 
work. Still, there can be little doubt that such assessments as those 
cited above have been influential in shaping the thought of many 
readers and students concerning Dickens’s religious ideas. A further 
muddying of the waters occurs through the negative interpretation 
by some scholars of Dickens’s religious parodies and caricatures—
interpretation that maintains Dickens must have been nonreligious or 
even antireligious. It is not difficult to see, then, why any suggestion of 
Dickens holding Christian convictions and to a Christian worldview 
is met with a certain amount of surprise, if not mild incredulity.

Nevertheless, as I will try to demonstrate, such negative assess-
ments seem quite unfounded and even misinformed. Dickens’s fiction, 
letters, and essays are charged throughout with humble veneration 
for our Lord, passionate Christian conviction, and a thoroughgo-
ing Christian worldview. More importantly, the Christian nature of 
his work is straightforward and conspicuous. And it is no wonder, 
because Dickens was deliberate and intentional in expressing his 
Christian convictions in his work.

Dickens and His Faith

That the Christian aspect of Dickens’s work was deliberate and 
intentional becomes more apparent when we hear Dickens himself 
on the matter. In 1861, Dickens wrote to the Reverend David Macrae 
in response to Macrae’s criticism that Dickens lacked a positive por-
trayal of strong Christian characters, what Macrae called “specimens 
of earnest Christianity.”8 Dickens replied:

With a deep sense of my great responsibility always upon me when I 
exercise my art, one of my most constant and most earnest endeavours 
has been to exhibit in all my good people some faint reflections of 
the teachings of our great Master, and unostentatiously to lead the 
reader up to those teachings as the great source of all moral goodness. 
All my strongest illustrations are derived from the New Testament; 
all my social abuses are shown as departures from its spirit; all my 
good people are humble, charitable, faithful, and forgiving. Over and 
over again, I claim them in express words as disciples of the Founder 
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of our religion; but I must admit that to a man (or woman) they all 
arise and wash their faces, and do not appear unto men to fast.9

In Dickens’s mind, his work was fundamentally Christian in 
orientation—and was so deliberately. His narrative world emerged 
from his own uncompromising Christian worldview, and his char-
acters were measured against the teaching and example of Jesus. 
As a result, Dickens wrote with a characteristic sense of Christian 
commitment and moral obligation that was firmly rooted in the 
Scriptures, particularly the New Testament, and with what Andrew 
Sanders so brilliantly refers to as the desire for a “continued awaken-
ing of the Christian conscience.”10 When we read Dickens we hear 
a decidedly Christian voice, one that qualifies him as “that great 
Christian writer.”

This is a book, then, about Dickens’s Christianity and his Christian 
worldview. It is intended to focus attention on the Christian aspect 
of Dickens’s work and how he thought about the life of faith. My 
interest in these pages is not simply to acknowledge the presence of 
Christianity and Christian themes in Dickens’s work but, more sig-
nificantly, to consider the nature and expression of the Christianity 
and the Christian worldview that informed and shaped Dickens’s 
work. Most importantly, I hope to give the Christian voice of Charles 
Dickens a hearing.

In doing so, it will become apparent, if we are listening carefully, 
that Dickens’s words resonate in and for the church. Consequently, 
this book is also about what Dickens can teach the church today. 
Dickens could be scathing in his criticism of the church of his day 
and of Christians, but his always seemed to be the voice of the re-
former from within rather than the detractor from without, urging 
the church toward its true calling and Christians toward genuine 
discipleship—what Dickens would call “real Christianity.”11 He had 
become especially exasperated with an ingrown institution that had 
become preoccupied with its own ecclesial polity and theological 
minutiae at the expense of the many pressing social needs around it. 
Dickens wanted more from the church—he expected more from the 
church. He even wrote a short piece in which he offered some perti-
nent advice to pastors about preaching.12 Dickens’s Christian voice 
was sometimes subversive, often prophetic, and always passionate. 
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And he can remind us in humorous, profound, simple, or uncom-
fortable ways what our faith should look like. It would probably be 
wise for us to listen.

Arthur Clennam’s Four Sundays13

Sometimes Dickens’s Christian voice was direct and personal. By 
that, I am referring to those instances when Dickens spoke directly 
to religious issues in a personal way, as he did in his correspondence 
and, to a lesser degree, in his speeches and journalism. There are 
other times when Dickens was just as personal, perhaps, but ad-
dressed religious issues in the course of a narrative, in a character’s 
reflections, or in the portrayal and descriptions of his characters. 
One such instance of this latter method occurs early in Little Dor-
rit, when Arthur Clennam, having been abroad, returns to London 
on a Sunday evening to the “maddening church bells of all degrees 
of dissonance, sharp and flat, cracked and clear, fast and slow . . . 
urging the populace in a voluble manner to Come to church, Come 
to church, Come to church!” Arthur, relieved by the eventual ceasing 
of the pealing of the bells, can only respond, “Heaven forgive me 
and those who trained me. How I have hated this day.”14

For Arthur, Sundays represent “a long train of miserable Sundays” 
in his life, a “procession [that] would not stop with the bell[s] but 
continued to march on.” Dickens goes on to outline Arthur Clen-
nam’s four Sundays, representative of his upbringing and his training 
in Christianity. In this way, Dickens introduces an important theme 
of the novel as well as a significant line of thought in his larger body 
of work and in his own life. It is quite likely, of course, that this 
speaks as much to Dickens’s thought and experience, certainly his 
perceptions, as it does to Arthur Clennam’s.

Arthur’s first Sunday is the Dreary Sunday of childhood. Arthur 
remembers being “scared out his senses by a horrible tract which 
commenced business with the poor child by asking him in its title why 
he was going to Perdition.” Dickens refers to this tract as “a piece of 
curiosity that he really in a frock and drawers was not in a condition 
to satisfy.” Clearly, Dickens is targeting the ploy here that was so 
common in the Christianity of Dissenters and Nonconformists—that 
of using Christian teaching to frighten children into desired religious 
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and moral behaviors. Further, there is a veiled gesture toward what 
Dickens saw as the mistaken and dangerous representation of God 
as Lawgiver and Judge over and against the representation of God 
as Father. This kind of approach, particularly with children, always 
raised Dickens’s ire considerably, and he was always ready to speak 
to the issue in the strongest language.

The Sleepy Sunday of Arthur’s boyhood is remembered as one on 
which “like a military deserter he was marched to chapel . . . three 
times a day, morally handcuffed to another boy.” The language that 
Dickens employs in the larger description of the Sleepy Sunday, as 
well as his use of the word “chapel,” may suggest a combination of 
his own experience at William Giles’s School and his perception of 
the habits of Dissenters and Nonconformists. Whatever the case, 
as a reflection of Arthur’s experience, he would just as soon have 
traded “two meals of indigestible sermon for another ounce or two 
of inferior mutton” for dinner. The “indigestible sermon” seems to 
be a reference to Dickens’s exasperation with those preachers and 
teachers who remained forever insensitive to their audiences and 
employed theological jargon that was rarely understood by educated 
adults, let alone young children. And Dickens had little patience with 
those who preached or taught about “religious mysteries that young 
people with the best advantages can but imperfectly understand.”15

Of course, there is the Interminable Sunday of Arthur’s middle 
years. Here, by way of Arthur’s memory, we have our first intima-
tions of Mrs. Clennam, Arthur’s mother. Especially revealing is 
Dickens’s designation of this Sunday as an interminable one, for 
indeed this Sunday extends to the end of the novel in the heart and 
demeanor of Mrs. Clennam, providing Dickens with the thematic 
antithesis to his heroine, Amy Dorrit. And Dickens uses the oppor-
tunity of an Interminable Sunday to offer an indirect description of 
the embodiment of the distorted Calvinism that he understood as 
the Christianity of most Dissenters and Nonconformists. For this 
Sunday, Arthur remembers his mother sitting behind her Bible all 
day, a Bible “bound, like her own construction of it, in the hardest, 
barest, and straitest boards, with one dinted ornament on the cover 
like the drag of a chain, and a wrathful sprinkling of red upon the 
edges of the leaves—as if it, of all books! were a fortification against 
sweetness of temper, natural affection, and gentle intercourse.”16
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Dickens was surely no enemy of the Bible. In fact, just the op-
posite is true. He insisted in a farewell letter to his son Edward 
that the New Testament “is the best book that ever was, or will be, 
known in the world; and because it teaches you the best lessons by 
which any human creature, who tries to be truthful and faithful to 
duty, can possibly be guided.”17 And this, as we will see, will be a 
constant theme of Dickens’s life and writing. His point here in the 
context of Little Dorrit, however, seems to be that, in the hands of 
Mrs. Clennam, and those like her, the Bible itself has been turned 
into a weapon of sorts to be wielded against those who were not 
given to a like understanding of the Christian life. The Bible has 
become lifeless, stilted, and deadly. And even its pages, with their 
“wrathful sprinkling of red upon the edges,” serve as a reminder of 
God’s demand for a sacrifice to appease His wrath.18

Furthermore, for Mrs. Clennam and others of her religious per-
suasion, the Bible had become “a fortification against sweetness 
of temper, natural affection, and gentle intercourse.” For whatever 
reasons, Dickens often portrayed the Dissenters and Nonconform-
ists who embraced Calvinism as sullen and bad-tempered, and he 
attributed this to their misunderstanding of and an ungodly reversal 
in their religion. In David Copperfield, for instance, Mr. Murdstone 
and his sister are characterized by a religion which “is a vent for 
their bad humours and arrogance.” Even more telling was that 
Murdstone “gloomily profess[es]” his Christianity as he “sets up 
an image of himself, and calls it the Divine Nature.” And when 
Murdstone preaches, it is observed, “that the dark tyrant he has 
lately been, the more ferocious is his doctrine.”19 Dickens revealed the 
fullness of his sentiments in this regard in Barnaby Rudge: “Ye men 
of gloom and austerity, who paint the face of Infinite Benevolence 
with an eternal frown; read in the Everlasting Book, wide open in 
your view, the lesson it would teach. Its pictures are not in black and 
sombre hues, but bright and glowing tints; its music—save when ye 
drown it—is not in sighs and groans, but songs and cheerful sounds. 
Listen to the million voices in the summer air, and find one dismal 
as your own.”20 Mrs. Clennam was a part of this fellowship that 
“gloomily profess” Christianity and “who paint the face of Infinite 
Benevolence with an eternal frown,” and that created for Arthur 
an Interminable Sunday.
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Finally, there is the Resentful Sunday of his later years, which 
seems to extend to his present. The Resentful Sunday is aptly named 
in that Arthur passes this prolonged, slow-moving Sunday in sullen-
ness, umbrage, and bitterness. There comes along with this Sunday 
“a sullen sense of personal injury in his heart,” which explains why 
Arthur introduces his four Sundays with the prayer, “Heaven forgive 
me and those who trained me. How I have hated this day.” As Dickens 
develops this passage, we get the sense that Arthur is not sure what is 
the root cause of his loathing Sundays, but he certainly connects his 
feelings with those who trained him. But Dickens subtly interrupts 
the narrative; as he sees it, the root cause is that Arthur has “no more 
real knowledge of the beneficent history of the New Testament, than 
if he had been bred among idolaters.” Arthur has been cheated out 
of a vibrant, life-giving Christianity and knowledge of the Saviour. 
And because of that, he has passed “a legion of Sundays, . . . [in] 
unserviceable bitterness and mortification.” For Arthur, his Sundays 
have been useless, meaningless exercises in superstitious religiosity 
and forced self-abasement.

Dickens, of course, was using this masterful description of Ar-
thur’s four Sundays not only to characterize Arthur’s upbringing but 
also to provide a foreshadowing of the religion of Mrs. Clennam, 
which is held in contrast to Amy Dorrit’s expression of Christian-
ity as a follower of Jesus throughout the entirety of the novel. And 
in describing Arthur’s experience of Christianity and his Christian 
upbringing, Dickens was drawing attention to all that he saw as 
counterfeit, superficial, and deadening in Christian religion.

Clearly, then, Dickens made extraordinary use of Arthur Clen-
nam’s four Sundays in order to speak to those religious issues that 
stirred his passion and aroused his Christian voice. And for Dickens, 
these were words to the church, reminders or alerts intended to speak 
to the church for its good and for its advancement.

Esther Summerson as Disciple

If Arthur Clennam’s four Sundays come to us from the nega-
tive side, demonstrating what Christianity and the life of faith is 
not, Dickens presents from the positive side Esther Summerson, the 
heroine of Bleak House. Esther represents what Dickens refers to in 
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his letter to David Macrae (see above) as one of his “good people,” 
all exhibiting “some faint reflections of the teachings of our great 
Master” and all “humble, charitable, faithful, and forgiving.” Clearly, 
Esther was intended by Dickens as a “[disciple] of the Founder of 
our religion”; but she arose and washed her face and did not “appear 
unto men to fast.” She is, in fact, a disciple of Jesus in the precise 
way that Dickens understood the idea of discipleship—the imita-
tion of Jesus.21

In at least three instances in the course of the narrative of Bleak 
House, Esther either prays or remembers her prayer “to be indus-
trious, contented and kind-hearted and to do some good to some 
one.”22 This is noteworthy, especially from Dickens’s pen, because 
it is similar in nature to the prayer that Jesus prays in the wilderness 
before he embarks on his public ministry in Dickens’s The Life of  Our 
Lord. Jesus prays, “that he might be of use to men and women.”23 
In fact, Dickens implies that this represents Jesus’s prayer for the 
entirety of his sojourn in the wilderness. Significantly, what both 
prayers emphasize is a primary concern to serve others. In Dickens’s 
mind, it is precisely such servanthood that characterized Jesus. Just 
so, it is Esther’s aspiration to follow her Master in the same manner 
of service.

To have an even clearer understanding of Esther as disciple, it is 
important to be familiar with Dickens’s caricatures in Bleak House—
Mrs. Pardiggle, Mrs. Jellyby, and the Reverend Chadband. Each one 
of these characters represents a slightly different Christian perspec-
tive of the nineteenth century. Mrs. Pardiggle appears to have some 
connection to High Church Anglicanism, Mrs. Jellyby is perhaps an 
Anglican Evangelical, and Chadband likely a Dissenter or Noncon-
formist. Whatever the case, Esther is seen in contrast to each one, 
and in this way, Dickens shows the difference between “religion and 
the cant of religion, piety and the pretence of piety, a humble rever-
ence for the great truths of Scripture and an audacious and offensive 
obtrusion of its letter and not its spirit. ”24

In Matthew 23, Jesus speaks to the crowds and to his disciples 
concerning the religious leaders of his day. Jesus tells those listening 
“but do not ye after their [the scribes and Pharisees] works; for they 
say, and do not” (Matt. 23:3). Jesus then goes on to specify particular 
instances of things the religious leaders say but do not do. Further, 
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Jesus declares, “But all their works they do for to be seen of men” 
(Matt. 23:5). Then, Jesus teaches the crowds and the disciples, “But 
he that is greatest among you shall be your servant” (Matt. 23:11). 
Whether or not Dickens had this particular passage in mind as he 
developed the contrast between his caricatures and Esther is not 
known. But he certainly had a similar passage in mind, if not this one.

For Dickens, Pardiggle, Jellyby, and Chadband are the religious 
leaders of the day; they are the scribes and Pharisees, so to speak. 
They are the ones who should be doing something in service to 
humankind, looking out for the welfare of others and taking care 
of the needy. But they are not. Rather, they are involved in their 
own self-absorbed projects and self-serving religiosity from which 
they see very little of the real needs about them, even in their own 
families. And in each case Esther stands in the gap narratively to be 
the example of Jesus in their places.

Early in the story, Mrs. Pardiggle visits Bleak House in an effort 
to solicit funds for her charitable projects from the generous and 
kindhearted John Jarndyce, Esther’s (and Ada’s) guardian. On this 
occasion, Mr. Jarndyce is not at home, and so, as she is on a mission 
of visitation, Mrs. Pardiggle apprehends Esther and Ada, taking them 
along with her (and her five sons—“ferocious with discontent”) to 
the camp of the poor and destitute brickmakers and into the hovel 
of a particular family that she has been visiting regularly. Dickens 
takes this opportunity, then, to create a distinct and conspicuous 
contrast between Esther (and, in this case, Ada) and Mrs. Pardiggle.

Mrs. Pardiggle, upon entering the home uninvited, exhibits only a 
feigned friendliness and even less sensitivity to the needs of the people 
she is visiting. And as Mrs. Pardiggle continues through the motions 
of her religious project, Esther observes that, in her demeanor, tone 
of voice, and sermonizing, she takes the whole family “into religious 
custody . . . as if she were an inexorable moral Policeman carrying 
them all off to the station-house.”25

Prior to setting off on this goodwill visit back at Bleak House, 
Esther had attempted to excuse herself from this round of visitation. 
In Esther’s excuse, Dickens anticipates Mrs. Pardiggle’s manner and 
conduct, setting up the thematic contrast between the two. Esther 
questions her own qualifications for such a service. She explains that 
she “was inexperienced in the art of adapting [her] mind to minds 

_Colledge_CharlesDickens_LC_djm.indd   30 2/14/12   3:16 PM

Gary L. Colledge, God and Charles Dickens
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2012. Used by permission.



 11 

C h a r l e s  d i c k e n s :  T h a t  G r e a t  C h r i s t i a n  Wr i t e r

very differently situated, and addressing them from suitable points 
of view,” and that she “had not the delicate knowledge of the heart 
which must be essential to such work.” Further, she insists that she 
“had much to learn . . . before [she] could teach others, and that 
[she] could not confide in [her] good intentions alone.”26 Esther 
finally observes, “For these reasons, I thought it best to be as useful 
as I could, and to render what kind services I could, to those im-
mediately about me; and to try to let that circle of duty gradually 
and naturally expand itself.”27

Dickens does two things here. First, he articulates what he believes 
to be wrong with this sort of philanthropy. Second, he shows in 
Esther’s sensitivity to the needs of the specific situation that she is 
more qualified to meet those needs than Mrs. Pardiggle. Indeed, once 
Mrs. Pardiggle has finished her moral assault on the family and is 
satisfied that she has fulfilled her own agenda, she leaves, “expressing 
her hope that the brickmaker and all his house would be improved 
when she saw them next.” Clearly, Dickens speaks through Esther 
again as she remarks, “I hope it is not unkind in me to say that she 
certainly did make, in this, as in everything else, a show that was 
not conciliatory, of doing charity by wholesale, and of dealing in it 
to a large extent.”28

Moreover, upon Mrs. Pardiggle’s departure, Esther and Ada im-
mediately and naturally attempt to attend to the needs they see in 
the home. Obvious to both Esther and Ada is the need of the brick-
maker’s wife, who had been intensely caring for and caressing an 
obviously ill infant during the entire Pardiggle visit. Esther and Ada 
approach the mother and child to help and as they do so the child dies. 
Esther and Ada again immediately attend to both the physical and 
emotional needs of the mother by taking the child from the mother 
and doing what they can “to make the baby’s rest prettier and gen-
tler.” Then, as Esther recalls, they tried “to comfort the mother, and 
. . . whispered to her what Our Saviour said of children.”29 Dickens 
shaped the entire narrative to show the contrast between Mrs. Par-
diggle and Esther, between true service and the pretense of service, 
between the religionist and the disciple.

Mrs. Jellyby is another character in Bleak House whom Dickens 
uses to contrast the earnest and genuine Christianity of Esther with 
a superficial and misdirected religiosity. On Esther’s initial trip 
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to Bleak House, Mr. Jarndyce arranges for her to stay an evening 
with the Jellybys. Mrs. Jellyby is a prolific letter writer soliciting 
funds for what she calls the Africa project. She was hopeful, “by 
this time next year to have from a hundred and fifty to two hun-
dred healthy families cultivating coffee and educating the natives 
of Borrioboola-Gha, on the left bank of the Niger.”30 Actually, 
Mrs. Jellyby’s daughter Caddy, her amanuensis, does the letter 
writing, but does so with great disdain for both the Africa pro-
ject and her mother. This is because, as Esther observes, although 
Mrs. Jellyby has “handsome eyes . . . they had a curious habit of 
seeming to look a long way off. As if  . . . they could see nothing 
nearer than Africa.”31

Indeed, Mrs. Jellyby sees little else. Her home is in extraordinary 
disarray and she, for all intents and purposes, ignores her fam-
ily, including Caddy, an unnumbered brood of younger children, 
and her husband. Although Dickens develops this narrative with 
a lighter, more comic tone than the Pardiggle narrative, his point 
is similar. It is Esther who comes into the Jellyby home and begins 
to do quite naturally what Dickens would have expected Mrs. Jel-
lyby to do. Esther attends to, nurses, and reads to the children at 
bedtime, “until Mrs. Jellyby accidentally remembering them, sent 
them to bed.”32 Esther is also surrogate mother to Caddy through 
the remainder of the novel, helping her through young adulthood 
and into marriage. Again, it is Dickens’s point to question the pas-
sion of such mission-minded Victorians when they had hoards of 
homeless, marginalized, needy people on their own streets—men, 
women and children—all of whom were just as sacred as the na-
tives of Borrioboola-Gha. Osbert Sitwell has commented on what 
he refers to as the “Mote-Beam School of Philanthropy,” in which 
Mrs. Jellyby participates: “[They] rescue, clothe, and feed [natives] 
in islands lost among the Antipodes, but allow their own children 
to grow up totally neglected and those of their neighbors to die of 
starvation.”33 Again, it is Esther who sees that perhaps the most 
generous and most Christian thing to do would be “to render what 
kind services I could, to those immediately about me; and to try 
to let that circle of duty gradually and naturally expand itself.” In 
a word, this would probably be Dickens’s philosophy of mission 
in a nutshell.
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Dickens drew one more contrast to Esther in Bleak House in the 
character of the Dissenting or Nonconformist Reverend Chadband. 
While Chadband is not as directly connected to Esther by way of 
narrative device as Mrs. Pardiggle and Mrs. Jellyby, he is no less a 
foil. Chadband is a pompous, rambling, self-appointed preacher who 
talks overly much but says substantially nothing. And for that very 
reason, Chadband seems harmless. But Dickens sees such preach-
ers as dangerous, for in their self-absorbed, empty preaching they 
obscure the message of the gospel.

In one important scene in which Chadband had been preaching 
at Jo, the street sweeper, Dickens interrupts in an editorial aside to 
let Jo know of a book, “a history so interesting and affecting . . . it 
might hold thee awake, and thou might learn from it yet.”34 But, the 
narrative continues, “Jo never heard of any such book. Its compilers, 
and the Reverend Chadband, are all one to him—except he knows 
the Reverend Chadband, and would rather run away from him for 
an hour than hear him talk for five minutes.”35

Esther, of course, is just the opposite. Esther talks little, but does 
much. She simply wants to live up to her prayer, to be of help to 
someone and to serve others in that place in which God had placed 
her. These are not idle words for Esther. She does just that. And for 
Dickens, that is the difference between superficial piety and true 
Christianity. While Pardiggle, Jellyby, and Chadband go about their 
religious activities, Esther serves those about her in concrete and 
tangible ways. In this way, Dickens claims her “in express words as 
[a disciple] of the Founder of our religion.”36

The themes and the characters we have considered here are rep-
resentative of Dickens’s writing. They are neither curiosities nor 
exceptions. His stories and his people consistently emerged from 
and were shaped by his Christian worldview. Just as he insists in his 
letter to Macrae, his good people, his strong characters are disciples 
of Jesus. And for Dickens, that discipleship was demonstrated in 
practical ways in service and care for others. Just so, he wanted to 
demonstrate what Christianity and a life of faith looked like lived 
out. And those times when Dickens showed what Christianity is not 
speak as loudly and are just as instructive in reminding us of what 
Christianity is intended to be.

_Colledge_CharlesDickens_LC_djm.indd   33 2/14/12   3:16 PM

Gary L. Colledge, God and Charles Dickens
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2012. Used by permission.



 14 

 G o d  a n d  C h a r l e s  d i c k e n s

A Clarifying Perspective

In light of all that has just been said, one would be justified in 
wondering if I am attempting to make Dickens out as Christian 
novelist, churchman, or theologian . . . or all three. Let me say from 
the outset that he was neither theologian, churchman, nor Christian 
novelist—at least in the way those ascriptions are normally used. 
While I will say more about this concern in later chapters, it should 
be established here that I do not believe Dickens was a theologian 
either by aptitude or interest, and I do not wish to make him one. 
Nor was he a churchman. I do believe, however, that Dickens was 
a serious Christian layperson, one who took his beliefs seriously 
and one who was at least aware of and, to some degree, informed 
about some of the theological ideas that were provoking discussion 
in his day.

As a serious layperson, Dickens did invest time thinking carefully 
about his faith and, as we will see, had clear and certain notions about 
Christianity and the life of faith. Moreover, like most laypeople in 
his day, Dickens probably would have subscribed to a simple set of 
core beliefs characteristic of a popular lay Anglicanism.37 In her The 
Nineteenth-Century Church and English Society, Frances Knight 
outlines these core beliefs: (1) the efficacy of prayer, (2) belief in the 
reality of heaven and hell, and (3) a composite but undefined view 
of salvation by works and by faith. Knight suggests further that 
those who embraced this popular lay Anglicanism (4) would have felt 
no particular allegiance to the parish church and (5) that the Bible 
and the Book of Common Prayer would have played an important 
role in (6) an Anglican piety that had its source largely in the home 
rather than the church.38 As will become evident as we consider his 
Christian views and practices, Dickens’s Christianity resembles the 
popular lay Anglicanism that Knight describes.

Dickens, then, is neither churchman nor theologian. Neither 
would I try to shove him into that class of Christian writer who 
writes overtly Christian novels for a popular audience, particularly 
as we understand those today or even as they were understood in the 
nineteenth century. Accordingly, Dickens could not be considered a 
Christian novelist by any means. Dickens was, however, a novelist 
who possessed deep and passionate Christian beliefs and who wrote 
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from a thoroughgoing Christian worldview. As such, Dickens’s Chris-
tian thought was simply part of the whole fabric of his work. It is 
precisely in this sense that Tolstoy and Dostoevsky refer to Dickens 
as “that great Christian writer.”

A conspicuous Christian thread runs through almost all of Dick-
ens’s novels and books. And in cases where we find such a thread, 
it provides a formative element in the theme and plot of the work. 
More importantly, Dickens made expressly clear that his heroes 
and heroines were intentionally created as those who aspired to the 
teaching and imitation of Jesus. It makes sense, then, that Angus 
Wilson would comment, “In profound ways the Christian religion 
makes sense of his work.”39

Still, with all that has been written about Dickens over the years—
from his marriage to his social involvement; from his parenting to 
his acting—rarely have his religious beliefs and Christian convictions 
been brought into popular discourse in any substantial way.40 So 
often, when Dickens’s life is discussed, his Christian convictions are 
virtually ignored. But unless we account for Dickens’s committed 
Christian worldview, we may very well miss much of what regularly 
helped to shape his ideas and his meaning. Without question, our 
understanding of Dickens will be substantially altered, becoming 
more nuanced and complex, when his Christian worldview is brought 
to bear on his life and work. For this reason, his profound sense of 
an authentic and practical Christianity cannot be ignored if we hope 
to understand him correctly and if we hope to read him in all his 
richness and breadth. For good or bad, then, this Christian orienta-
tion must inform and contribute to our understanding of Dickens’s 
life and work.

A recent BBC production of Dickens’s Little Dorrit may serve as a 
case in point. This production seemed almost perfectly crafted—ex-
cept, of course, for the absence of the strong Christian themes that 
run throughout the novel.41 They were, for all intents and purposes, 
omitted from the production. In Dickens’s mind, Amy Dorrit sig-
nificantly represents a humble Christ-like Christian faith lived out. 
She represents a New Testament ethic and a disciple of Jesus, while 
Mrs. Clennam represents, with the same significance, a heartless 
religiosity and an Old Testament ethic—in the form of a distorted 
Calvinism—based on a God who was exclusively Judge at the expense 
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of being Father. Some might argue that the production was quite well 
done and was none the worse for the editing out of the Christian 
material. They might insist that the basic storyline remained intact. 
In some respects, that may be true. The fact remains, however, that 
Dickens as creator of the story and the characters deliberately and 
purposefully developed this line of Christian thought in order to 
shape the story and give it the thematic emphasis he wanted. And he 
placed significant and conspicuous emphasis on this line of Christian 
thought. The sustained and passionate development of the contrast 
between Amy and Mrs. Clennam is as much a part of the story for 
Dickens as is “Do Not Forget” or the symbol of the prison. To ignore 
the development and presence of this line of thought, then, is to do 
an injustice to Dickens and to his intent as author.

The same might be said about the 2008 BBC production of Bleak 
House or Roman Polanski’s 2005 movie adaption of Oliver Twist. 
While both, like Little Dorrit, are excellent productions and fine 
interpretations of Dickens, they misrepresent Dickens, at least to 
some degree, by leaving out what for him were central elements of 
theme and character development. It is understandable that time 
constraints in most Dickens productions demand that material be 
omitted—novels of nearly one thousand pages are not always adapt-
able even to six-or eight-hour productions. But the Christian themes 
and worldview in Dickens are aspects that do not require much on-
screen time; they are part of the fabric of the narrative and of the 
lives of the characters. A proper gesture in this direction would be 
faithful to the spirit of Dickens’s art and a more accurate depiction 
of his characters and narrative world.

My point here is not to dismiss these productions offhandedly. 
Rather, it is to point out with some sense of clarity that both popular 
culture and the literary world seem to ignore this important aspect 
of Dickens’s life and work. Were it because Dickens used cryptic, 
obscure, enigmatic references to religion, such negligence could 
perhaps be overlooked. But Dickens is clear and straightforward 
in his Christian themes and characters, and intentionally so. As 
such, it is incumbent upon us as responsible readers not only to 
acknowledge the presence of his Christian worldview but also to 
let it inform and shape our understanding of Dickens’s work and 
message.
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