
Who to believe? 
 

This is the era of instant news and we are faced with a barrage of information. 
Everywhere we turn there are people informing – or are they misinforming? – us, 
those journalists on radio, television, in the papers, and even more on the 
internet.  Just who are we to believe?  
The natural thing to do is to turn to the publication, news channel, magazine, that 
reflects back at us our own views. But has it created our opinions in the first 
place? Why do we think the way we do? 
If you feel this is a wobbly situation – that you’d rather not think about where 
and how your own opinions have been formed – then you must avoid reading the 
Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis. 
Lewis, also the author of the Narnia books, came up with the brilliant idea of 
analysing how people make their decisions about religion in particular but life in 
general by creating two diabolical characters – the Devil Screwtape and his 
hapless nephew Wormwood. 
It is Wormwood’s task to ensure that his appointed human prey or ‘patient’ is 
safely delivered up to Hell under the guidance of his uncle who writes regular 
letters pointing out the way we human’s think and how to manipulate us into 
self-righteous, selfish or unkind behaviour but leave us feeling virtuous.  
So, what’s that got to do with news and journalism. 
Well the book opens with a delightful passage  
“I note what you say about guiding your patient’s reading and taking care that he 
sees a good deal of his materialistic friend. It sounds as if you think that argument 
was the way to keep him out of the Enemy’s clutches. That might have been so if 
he had lived a few centuries earlier. At that time humans still knew pretty well 
when a thing was proved and when it was not…But what with the weekly press 
and other such weapons we have largely altered that. Your man has been 
accustomed, ever since he was a boy, to have a dozen incompatible philosophies 
dancing together in his head. He doesn’t think of doctrines as primarily true or 
false but as academic, or practical, or outworn, or contemporary, or 
conventional, or ruthless. Jargon, not argument, is your best ally in keeping him 
from the church.” Screwtape reminds his nephew that argument is the ‘Enemy’s 
own ground – far better to keep his ‘patient’ firmly fixed on ‘real life’  “Best of all 
is to give him a grand general idea that he knows it all and that everything he 



happens to pick up in casual reading and talk is ‘the results of modern 
investigation.’ Do remember you are there to fuddle him.” 
 
Lewis obviously believed that the media were already geared to the process of 
befuddling people – what he would say about to-day is almost unfathomable. 
 
Undoubtedly Screwtape would have seen the most wonderful opportunities in 
the modern world. He might have written; 
 
‘My dear nephew 
What a wonderful opportunity for you to finally secure your patient. I see that 
you have introduced him to a number of people who are activists for those less 
fortunate than themselves.  How priceless. They will rapidly convince him how 
virtuous he is by keeping their company. You will need to make sure that he does 
not make the mistake of actually befriending the marginalised or oppressed. That 
would never do. He has to think of them, or should I say judge them,  as 
unfortunate people who are not able to defend themselves, that they must be 
‘helped’. Fortunately, the group he is in lack the self- awareness to realise the 
hypocrisy of their stance, judging both oppressed and oppressor.   
From here you must be careful to ensure that he is steered into a more public 
role. If he can be encouraged to make statements and involve himself in righteous 
activism he may yet be tripped into a total collapse by publishing a comment 
which can be misunderstood – I’m sure his new friends will be quick to point that 
out and to abandon him publicly.  This will be your most dangerous moment. He 
must not be allowed to fall back on rational or logical company – rather he should 
be encouraged to utterly repudiate his former stance and look for a left or right 
extremist view. Subtly manipulated he should be in the hands of our father below 
in no time. 
Our great allies the media will ensure that his life is discussed in minute detail 
with a number of former acquaintances remembering pleasingly grotesque 
youthful behaviour – from having sung in a church choir to belonging to an elitist 
club. Either will do nicely for marking him down as a hypocrite or a toff. It is a 
delightful irony that we are reaping such a rich harvest from both sides of these 
debates as they dehumanise each other in the name of an honest defence of 
rights.’ 



Lewis took apart the way we make our decisions and how we judge one another.  
It is our besetting sin – to look at a person and place them into a particular 
category. He very cleverly shows with his diabolical double act that this act of 
judgement is against everything that Jesus taught. And he shows clearly that our 
views can be manipulated by the media, by friends, neighbours and even the 
family.  
 
So, who do we trust, what information is honest and true and what is biased and 
false? Perhaps rather than asking that question we should ask – who is telling me 
this and what is their vested interest? What are they like? What political 
viewpoint do they have, how have they arrived at this conclusion? Then we can 
sift through the views and opinions that purport to be news and make up our 
own minds. Of course, this too can be a great opportunity for Wormwood if we 
begin to think that we know it all. But it can also be an opportunity for real 
growth. To use our brains to imagine the world as it could be if we adopted the 
values of Jesus – when he talks about the Kingdom of God- if we realised that we 
were being manipulated into knee jerk reactions that lead us into fear of our 
neighbour, or anxiety and distrust.  
 
When we consider the truly awful happenings over the past century, we can see 
what the kingdom of hell looks like – Nazi Germany, Pol Pot’s regime, Mao and 
Stalin, apartheid South Africa, the destruction of the Yazidis, the list goes on and 
on. Screwtape and Wormwood will go to any lengths to create situations where 
new and more appalling atrocities take place as we judge people as different and 
therefore subhuman and expendable. Jesus on the other hand shows us a tough 
new way to stand up against inhumanity – love one another.  
 
Prayer  
Lord God, in our prayers for our country we remember especially the men and 
women who powerfully influence the life of society; 
Those who fashion our politics 
Those who frame and administer our laws 
Those who mould public opinion through the press, radio and television, 
Those who write what many read. 
May all such recognise their responsibility to you and to the nation, that people 
may be influenced by what is good, not evil; for what is true, not false; for the 
glory of your name. Amen 
Frank Colquhoun  
 


