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C. S. Lewis, Alister McGrath 

Lewis’s Mere Christianity is often cited as the 
most influential religious work of the 20th 
century. Lewis is perhaps the most credible and 
influential representative of the “mere Christianity” 
that he championed. His own conversion seemed to 
take place against his better judgment; and having 
been converted to Christianity, he spoke out on its 
themes largely because of the silence or 
unintelligibility of those he believed were better 
placed than he to engage religious and theological 
questions publicly. Authors should not themselves 
be a “spectacle”; they are rather the “set of 
spectacles through which we as readers see 
ourselves and the world.”  

Lewis spent his childhood in Downpatrick, Ireland. 
Warren (Warnie) Lewis later reflected on the 
imaginative stimulus offered to him and his brother 
by wet weather and a sense of longing for something 
more satisfying. Lewis and Warnie, unknown to 
each other, made a public profession of commitment 
to Christianity on exactly the same day. Lewis was 
born missing a thumb joint and exhibited poor 
athleticism. He does not seem to have fit in to the 
British public school culture of the Edwardian Age. 
One of the themes that would recur throughout his 
career is Lewis’s sense of being an Irishman in exile 
in a strange land. Kirkpatrick (a tutor) must be given 
credit for much of Lewis’s intellectual development, 
particularly in fostering a highly critical approach to 
ideas and sources. Those who served in trench 
warfare were permanently marked by the violence, 
destruction, and horrors they had experienced and 
Lewis’s 20th year was so shaped in The Great War. 
He viewed his experience at English boarding 
schools as much more unpleasant than the time he 
spent in the trenches of France. At this time he had a 
contempt for a God he did not believe to exist, yet 
wished to blame for the carnage and destruction that 
lay around him. 

Lewis is a failed poet who succeeded as a writer of 
prose—a prose saturated with the powerful rhythms 
and melodious phrasing of a natural poet. Lewis 
discovered the calming and coping impact of putting 

his feelings into his own words. “Whenever you are 
fed up with life, start writing: ink is the great cure 
for all human ills, as I have found out long ago.” 

For Lewis, Oxford was a beautiful city that 
encouraged and affirmed the empires of the mind. 
Those visions and dreams were best fostered and 
nourished by returning to the fountainhead of 
Western civilization—the culture of ancient Greece 
and Rome. England had emerged badly bruised from 
civil war and revolution of the 17th century. Oxford 
was part of an effort to reconstitute a stable social 
order within the nation by emphasizing the virtues of 
reason, nature, and order. The classical age was seen 
as a rich source of wisdom to enable the English to 
consolidate political and social stability, and 
encourage the emergence of shared cultural 
standards and norms. 

Light is not something seen, but something that 
makes seeing possible. Human thought depends 
upon a “cosmic Logos,” which is not itself seen or 
understood, but the condition necessary for human 
sight and understanding. Early Christian writers 
steeped in the Platonic tradition showed a Christian 
way of thinking, which understood God as the one 
who illuminates reality and enables humanity to 
discern its features. Once the Christian idea of a total 
difference in kind between man and beast has been 
abandoned, then no argument for experiments on 
animals can be found which is not also an argument 
for experiments on inferior men.  

Lewis would become the chief midwife to one of the 
great works of the 20th century—Tolkien’s Lord of 
the Rings. Lewis proposed Tolkien for the 1961 
Nobel Prize in Literature. A friendship with Coghill 
was a “continuous intoxication of discovery.” The 
weekly gatherings of The Inklings were a “feast of 
reason and flow of soul.” Literary figures Waugh, 
Chesterton, and Greene were converted to 
Christianity and embraced Catholicism, while Elliot 
and Lewis chose the Church of England. 

Lewis’s love of literature is not a backdrop to his 
conversion, but integral to his discovery of the 
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rational and imaginative appeal of Christianity. 
“A young man who wishes to remain a sound 
Atheist cannot be too careful of his reading. There 
are traps everywhere.” To his chagrin Lewis began 
to realize that the ideas and attitudes embodied in the 
classics of English literature were grounded on a 
Christian outlook that seemed to offer the most 
resilient and persuasive “treaty with reality.” Great 
literature depends upon a passionate 
commitment to a real world, which demands a 
foundation in a deeper order of things grounded 
in the nature and will of God. Without God, an 
author could not give his characters reality and 
depth. Good novels rest on a plausible account of 
human nature, which in turn rests on the remarkable 
capacity of the Christian faith to make sense of the 
world in general and human nature in particular. In 
Surprised by Joy, Lewis comments on his discovery 
of the surprising depth of the literature shaped by 
and grounded in the Christian faith. Their force lies 
not in their individual importance, but in their 
cumulative weight. Lewis portrays the process, not 
as moves which he made, but moves which were 
made against him. The narrative of Surprised by 
Joy is not that of Lewis’s discovery of God, but of 
God’s patient approach to Lewis.  

Poincare once remarked, “It is by logic that we 
prove, but by intuition that we discover.” Lewis 
found himself compelled to accept a vision of reality 
that he did not really wish to be true, and certainly 
did not cause to be true. “Nearly all that I loved I 
believed to be imaginary; nearly all that I believed to 
be real I thought grim and meaningless. I had 
always wanted, above all things, not to be 
‘interfered with.’” In the journey of the mind to 
God, Tolkien helped Lewis to realize that the 
problem lay not in Lewis’s rational failure to 
understand the theory, but in the imaginative 
failure to grasp its significance. The issue was not 
primarily about truth, but about meaning. When 
engaging the Christian narrative, Lewis was limiting 
himself to his reason when he ought to be opening 
himself to the deepest intuitions of his imagination. 
The story of Christ is simply a true myth, a myth 
working on us in the same way as the others, but 

with this tremendous difference that it really 
happened. 

A myth is a story that conveys “fundamental things”. 
The best myths are not deliberately constructed 
falsehoods, but are rather tales woven by people to 
capture the echoes of deeper truths. For Tolkien, 
grasping Christianity’s meaningfulness took 
precedence over its truth. It provided the total 
picture, unifying and transcending fragmentary and 
imperfect insights. A myth awakes in its readers a 
longing for something that lies beyond their grasp. 
Myths possess an innate capacity to expand the 
consciousness of their readers, allowing them to 
transcend themselves. At their best, myths offer 
what Lewis later termed “a real though unfocused 
gleam of divine truth falling on human imagination.” 
Christianity tells a true story about humanity, 
which makes sense of all the stories that 
humanity tells about itself. The great myths of the 
pagan age were totally false. They were echoes or 
anticipations of the full truth, which was made 
known only in and through the Christian faith. 
Similarities between Christianity and pagan religions 
ought to be there. God had willed that the hearts of 
Men should seek beyond the world and should find 
no rest therein. When rightly understood, the 
Christian faith could integrate reason, longing, and 
imagination. 

Having experienced the “imaginative embrace” of 
Christianity, Lewis began the rational exploration of 
its landscape expressed in terms of Christianity’s 
doctrines. Lewis sees theory and intellectual 
reflection arising after something has been 
appreciated primarily through the imagination. 
From the outset, Lewis seems to have realized that if 
Christianity was true, it resolved the intellectual and 
imaginative riddles that had puzzled him since his 
youth. There was a deeper order, grounded in the 
nature of God, which could be discerned—and 
which, once grasped, made sense of culture, 
history, science, and acts of literary creation.  

Rarely did university lectures both inform and 
inspire; yet these became the hallmarks of Lewis’s 
academic lecturing style. Lewis’s work has the 
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remarkable ability to summarize, explain, 
synthesize, and engage. The study of the past helps 
us to appreciate that the ideas and values of our own 
age are just as provisional and transient as those of 
bygone ages. We can learn from the past precisely 
because it liberates us from the tyranny of the 
contemporaneous. Someone who “has lived in many 
places” is not likely to be taken in by the “local 
errors of his native village.” The past provides 
something to set against the present, to remind us 
that the basic assumptions have been quite different 
in different periods and that much which seems 
certain to the uneducated is merely temporary 
fashion. 

My own eyes are not enough for me. I will see 
through the eyes of others. In reading great 
literature I become a thousand men and yet remain 
myself. In every work of genius, we recognize our 
own rejected thoughts: they come back to us with a 
certain alienated majesty. One possible outcome of 
engaging with great literature is not merely a desire 
to write such works oneself, but to incorporate the 
wisdom, wit, and elegance of the past into forms that 
can engage the present. Books allow us into a 
world of their own, which becomes indispensable. 
You cannot anticipate it before you go there, as 
you cannot forget it once you have gone. Lewis 
realized that good and evil, danger, anguish, and 
joy can all be seen more clearly when “dipped in 
a story.” The imagination reaches beyond the limits 
of reason. Lewis was drawn to Christianity not so 
much by the arguments in its favor, but by its 
compelling vision of reality. 

The imagination is the gatekeeper of the human 
soul. Lewis’s narrative in The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe contains all the main themes of the 
medieval atonement drama: Satan having rights over 
sinful humanity; God outwitting Satan because of 
the sinlessness of Christ; and the breaking down of 

the gates of Hell, leading to the liberation of its 
prisoners. With Narnia, intuitive modes of reflection, 
shaped by images and stories, trumped logical 
argument, based solely on reason. 

In the Problem of Pain God whispers to us in our 
pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts 
to us in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a 
deaf world. Our problem is that we want to be left 
alone, not loved as passionately as this. Lewis’s own 
spiritual journey, in which the conquest of his 
fixation on independence is prominent, spills over 
into his analysis. “God has not been trying an 
experiment on my faith or love in order to find out 
their quality. He knew it already. It was I who 
didn’t.” 

Lewis soared to national fame through his wartime 
broadcast talks, which made him one of the most 
recognized voices in Great Britain.  His achievement 
is to show that what we observe and experience fits 
in with the idea of God. His approach is inferential, 
not deductive. If I find in myself a desire which no 
experience in this world can satisfy, the most 
probable explanation is that I was made for another 
world. The kind of “sense-making” offered by the 
Christian vision of reality is about discerning a 
resonance between theory and the way the world 
seems to be. I believe in Christianity as I believe 
that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it 
but because by it I see everything else.  

Lewis has always been appreciated more in the US 
than England, despite never once setting foot 
stateside. His works became the manifesto for a 
form of Christianity that exulted in essentials and 
a vision of the Christian faith that was 
intellectually robust, imaginatively compelling, 
and ethically fertile. He died the same day as J.F. 
Kennedy. 

 
 


