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Sacred Journeys: C.S. Lewis and Frederick Buechner
Dr. Victoria S. Allen

C. S. Lewis (1898-1963) and Frederick Buechner (b. 1926) never actually met,
but they can be considered ―friends‖ because as 20th-century authors and scholars writing
from a Christian perspective, their writings and spiritual journeys have so much in
common. Both writers are known for their diverse literary expressions of faith, whether
through creative fiction, non-fiction, apologetics, literary criticism, or sermons. Both
writers are known for their vivid imaginations, humor and phenomenal ability to put into
words the truths of spiritual experience. Both have gained a large following in Christian
and non-Christian circles, and are often quoted from the pulpit and by other writers.
Indeed their lives are similar in remarkable ways. They were both converted to
Christianity as young adults while pursuing careers as scholars and writers, and both have
written conversion narratives which have become classics. How they tell their stories
reflects their views of themselves and God. It also reflects their culture, audience and
time in which they wrote.
Introducing his conversion narrative Surprised By Joy:The Shape of My Early Life
published in 1955, Lewis‘s preface reveals certain assumptions. Lewis begins, ―This
book is written partly in answer to requests that I would tell how I passed from Atheism
to Christianity . . . .‖ (vii). From the first sentence, the focus is on a change in
philosophy—a move from one logical position to another. And yet, Lewis soon mentions
that the relevance of the story will depend on how well a reader can identify with his
experience of ―Joy‖—―have you felt that too?‖ In other words, it is also based on
personal emotional or intuitive experience.
The second paragraph begins, ―The book aims at telling the story of my
conversion and is not a general autobiography, still less ‗Confessions‘ like those of St.
Augustine or Rousseau‖ (vii). Here Lewis explains that in the early chapters the ―net is
spread pretty wide in order that, when the explicitly spiritual crisis arrives, the reader may
understand what sort of person my childhood and adolescence had made me‖ (vii-viii).
Buechner too will closely examine the environmental factors which shaped his
receptivity to God, but his net is selective—he focuses on the spiritual signposts on his
journey.
Another significant difference between the two occurs in Lewis‘s last paragraph
of his preface:
The story is, I fear, suffocatingly subjective; the kind of thing I
have never written before and shall probably never write again. I have
tried so to write the first chapter that those who can‘t bear such a story will
see at once what they are in for and close the book with the least waste of
time. (viii)
Lewis‘s disclaimer implies that something ―suffocatingly subjective‖ is somehow less
valuable than something that is ―objectively true.‖ He seems almost embarrassed at the

introspection involved, and he adds it is the kind of thing ―I have never written before
and shall probably never write again.‖
In contrast, Buechner begins The Alphabet of Grace (1970), his first
autobiographical journal, with the statement, ―At its heart most theology, like most
fiction, is essentially autobiography‖ (3). When Buechner received an invitation to give
The William Belden Noble Lectures at Harvard in 1969, he asked for clarification on the
topic of the lectures. In his second memoir Now and Then, Buechner relates the answer
he received:
Perhaps something in the area of ―religion and letters,‖ he wrote
back, and it was the word letters that did it. What he meant by the word
was clear enough, but suddenly I found myself thinking of letters literally
instead—of letters as the alphabet itself, the A‘s, B‘s, C‘s and D‘s out of
which all literature, all words, are ultimately composed. And from there I
wandered somehow to the notion of the events of our lives—even, and
perhaps especially, the most everyday events—as the alphabet through
which God, of his grace, spells out his words, his meaning to us. So The
Alphabet of Grace was the title I hit upon, and what I set out to do was to
try to describe a single representative day of my life in a way to suggest
what there was of God to hear in it . . . In writing those lectures and the
book they later turned into, it came to seem to me that if I were called
upon to state in a few words the essence of everything I was trying to say
both as a novelist and as a preacher, it would be something like this:
Listen to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the
boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and gladness: touch,
taste, smell your way to the holy and hidden heart of it because in the last
analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace. What I
started trying to do as a writer and as a preacher was more and more to
draw on my own experience not just as a source of plot, character,
illustration, but as a source of truth. (NT 86-87)
In his conversion narrative The Sacred Journey (1982),Buechner listens to his
early life for the sounds of God‘s voice. This memoir came out of his own
psychotherapy and was written twenty years after his conversion. In his third memoir
Telling Secrets (1991), Buechner reveals that writing his first two memoirs during a
difficult period when he feared for his daughter‘s life, he came to recognize the presence
of God from his earliest years.
I got so caught up in my daughter‘s slow starvation that I wasn‘t
aware of the extent to which I myself was starving. . . . It was at this time
that I wrote two short autobiographical volumes called The Sacred
Journey in 1982 and Now and Then in 1983, and they helped to let a little
light and air into the dark place where I was imprisoned. They gave me
more of a sense than I had ever had before of how as far back as I could
remember things had been stirring in my life that I was all but totally
unaware of at the time . . . . I found myself remembering small events as
far back as early childhood which were even then leading me in something

like that direction, but so subtly and almost imperceptibly that it wasn‘t
until decades had passed that I saw them for what they were . . . The
events were often so small that I was surprised to remember them, yet they
turned out to have been road markers on a journey I didn‘t even know I
was taking. (TS 47-48)
Thus Buechner‘s conversion narrative is based on his retrospective understanding
of the ways God was calling him to Himself. He tells his readers they too are on a sacred
journey:
What each of them [events of our lives] might be thought to mean
separately is less important than what they all mean together. At the very
least they mean this: mean listen. Listen. Your life is happening. . . . A
journey, years long, has brought each of you through thick and thin to this
moment in time as mine has also brought me. Think back on that journey.
Listen back to the sounds and sweet airs of your journey that give delight
and hurt not and to those too that give no delight at all and hurt like Hell.
Be not affeard. The music of your life is subtle and elusive and like no
other--not a song with words but a song without words, a singing,
clattering music to gladden the heart or turn the heart to stone, to haunt
you perhaps with echoes of a vaster, farther music of which it is part.
The question is not whether the things that happen to you are chance
things or God's things because, of course, they are both at once. There is
no chance thing through which God cannot speak--even the walk from the
house to the garage that you have walked ten thousand times before, even
the moments when you cannot believe there is a God who speaks at all
anywhere. He speaks, I believe, and the words he speaks are incarnate in
the flesh and blood of our selves and of our own footsore and sacred
journeys. We cannot live our lives constantly looking back, listening
back, lest we be turned to pillars of longing and regret, but to live without
listening at all is to live deaf to the fullness of the music. Sometimes we
avoid listening for fear of what we may hear; sometimes for fear that we
may hear nothing at all but the empty rattle of our own feet on the
pavement. But be not affeard says Caliban, nor is he the only one to say
it. ―Be not afraid,‖ says another, ―for lo, I am with you always, even unto
the end of the world.‖ He says he is with us on our journeys. He says he
has been with us since each of our journeys began. Listen for him. Listen
to the sweet and bitter airs of your present and your past for the sound of
him. (Sacred Journey 77-78)
Interwoven into the Buechnerian style is the natural integration of scripture and
quotes from Shakespeare. Words of Caliban from The Tempest exemplify Buechner's
technique of showing literature as a way to get at essentials. This appreciation of
literature as a vehicle for listening to life parallels his view of psychotherapy and the
scriptures --they increase our perception of God‘s grace being played out in our
experience. The events of his life which Buechner chooses to highlight in The Sacred
Journey illustrate how God is often present long before we recognize Him.

In contrast, in his spiritual autobiography Surprised by Joy, C. S. Lewis seems to
focus on the intellectual content of his belief system to explain his philosophical shift.
Lewis states, ―This book is written partly in answer to requests that I would tell how I
passed from Atheism to Christianity and partly to correct one or two false notions that
seem to have got about.‖ (vii). Logically and with systematic detail, Lewis recounts
changes from an active imagination and childhood acceptance of church teaching to
adolescent rebellion against authority and religious conformity to atheism, then theism
and finally acceptance of Christianity. Most of the account is seen through a
philosophical lens through which he examines his thinking or belief at a particular time
(interspersed with flashes of imagination which may have reflected spiritual reality but
were not that reality itself). However, as he nears his conversion, he weaves into his
narrative an increasing awareness of divine intervention which parallels Buechner‘s
concept of listening ―for the sound of him [God].‖ So, given the sovereignty of God,
what were the signposts of God‘s hidden agenda on their sacred journeys?
Like Lewis, reading imaginary fiction was a major preoccupation of Buechner‘s
childhood. He recalls that as a boy during a year of sickness, ―I lived a year in Oz (1932)
and have been homesick for it ever since‖ (Clown in the Belfry 28). As he became
immersed in the Oz books by L. Frank Baum, the world of Oz became more real than the
world outside his bedroom. In The Sacred Journey Buechner describes his fascination
with the Land of Oz where animals talk and no one dies. Buechner was particularly
drawn to a character named King Rinkitink, who eventually evolved into the hero of
many of Buechner‘s novels. This king was plumb and ebullient, foolish and vulnerable,
but even in his weakness he demonstrated tremendous wisdom and strength. Buechner
describes him as later turning up in unexpected places, such as in G. K. Chesterton‘s
The Man Who Was Thursday, where according to Buechner ―he appears as the character
of Sunday . . . that billowing, zany powerhouse of a man, [who] reveals his true identity
finally by saying, ‗I am the Sabbath. I am the Peace of God‘‖ (SJ 18).
Reflecting on his experience, Buechner explains why his boyhood reading was so
significant:
Nothing was more remote from my thought at this period than
theological speculation . . .but certain patterns were set, certain rooms
were made ready, so that when, years later, I came upon Saint Paul for the
first time and heard him say, ―God chose what is foolish in the world to
shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong,
God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not,
to bring to nothing things that are,‖ I had the feeling that I knew
something of what he was talking about. Something of the divine comedy
that we are all of us involved in. Something of grace. (SJ 18)
As a child Lewis too was a devout reader of myths and legends and even
created his own fictional kingdom, Animal-Land, filled with talking animals. He recalls
―at the age of six, seven, and eight—I was living almost entirely in my imagination; or at
least that the imaginative experience of those years now seems to me more important than
anything else‖ (Surprised by Joy 15). Similar to Buechner‘s observation, Lewis
comments that his infatuation with Norse and Celtic mythology as an adolescent

probably prepared him ―to acquire some capacity for worship against the day when the
true God should recall me to Himself ― (Surprised by Joy 77).
Another major similarity in the childhood of the two writers was the loss of a
parent. When he was 9, Lewis‘s mother died of cancer. In 1936 when Buechner was 10,
his father committed suicide. So significant was this event that in his memoir Buechner
divides his life into before and after the event. Before is ―once below a time‖ –
childhood‘s timeless present, Eden before the fall; and after it is ―once upon a time‖ when
measurable time began. For both boys, this parental loss proved to be a turning point—
when childhood innocence ended, and the uncertainty of life began. Lewis recalls ―With
my mother‘s death all settled happiness, all that was tranquil and reliable, disappeared
from my life‖ (Surprised by Joy 21). Although Lewis felt her loss deeply, the family did
not discuss their grief and his father soon shipped him off to boarding school.
In
Buechner‘s home, his father‘s suicide became a family secret, something one did not
mention. There was no funeral for his father, and his immediate family did not attend the
memorial held for his father the following fall. Buechner describes this experience of
losing his father as something he did not consciously grieve at the time, but which he
came to realize shook the very ground of his existence.
For twenty years Buechner unconsciously wove his father‘s suicide into his
novels. After being in therapy, he wrote his memoirs partly to discover how God was
nevertheless with him through his father‘s loss, but also to illustrate how important it is to
talk about a painful experience.
As a way to listen to life, in therapy Buechner
discovered the importance of remembering. In a short novel The Wizard’s Tide
(republished under the title The Christmas Tide), Buechner refashions his family‘s
reaction to his father‘s death, rewriting it as it should have been-- a time for the family to
openly share their grief to bring acceptance and healing . In many of his writings
Buechner stresses the importance of memory:
We cannot undo our old mistakes or their consequences any
more than we can erase old wounds that we have both suffered and
inflicted, but through the power that memory gives us of thinking, feeling,
imagining our way back through time we can at long last finally finish
with the past in the sense of removing the power to hurt us and other
people and to stunt our growth as human beings . . . . It is through
memory that we are able to reclaim much of our lives that we have long
since written off by finding that in everything that has happened to us over
the years God was offering us possibilities of new life and healing which,
though we may have missed them at the time, we can still choose and be
brought to life by and healed by all these years later.
Another way of saying it, perhaps, is that memory makes it possible for
us both to bless the past, even those parts of it that we have always felt
cursed by, and also to be blessed by it. If this kind of remembering
sounds like what psychotherapy is all about, it is because of course it is,
but I think it is also what the forgiveness of sins is all about—the interplay
of God‘s forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of God and each other. (TS
32-33)

As writers, both Lewis and Buechner reveal the pain of familial loss in their
books. For Lewis the ripples extend to Digory in The Magician’s Nephew who wishes
more than anything to help his mother live, is tempted to wrong, but through obedience
succeeds. Later Lewis writes A Grief Observed after the death of his wife using a pseudo
name. For Buechner, a more unconscious mechanism is at work—in each of his early
novels, a suicide occurs before or during the narrative, which the characters seek to work
through. In some of his later novels such as Godric, the longing for a father is a major
theme. As Buechner was later to learn, although death had ended his father‘s life, it had
not ended his relationship with his father which would need prayer, therapy, and writing
a novel about Godric, a medieval saint, to heal.
During adolescence, both Lewis and Buechner were drawn to 16th and 17th
century English writers, many of whom wrote from a Christian perspective. Like C. S.
Lewis, Buechner was sent to boarding school, but for him it was a positive experience.
Although he was dreadfully homesick the first year, he adapted to the academic
challenges of Lawrenceville, an all boys preparatory school. There Buechner found life
long friends, such as James Merrill, and inspiring English teachers. By the age of 15 he
knew he wanted to become a writer.
In the final section of Sacred Journey called ―Beyond Time‖, Buechner relates his
experience at Princeton, where he was an English major studying British and American
literature. He explains:
Beyond time is the phrase I have used to describe this leg of my
journey because it was then that I think I first began to have a pale version
of the experience that Saint Paul describes in his letter to the Philippians.
―Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling,‖ he writes, ―for
God is at work in you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.‖ . . .
.it seems to me now that a power from beyond time was working to
achieve its own aim through my aimless life in time as it works through
the lives of all of us and all our times.
Starting to write my first novel was part of it too, as have been all
the novels I have written since, because what I developed through the
writing of them was a sense of plot and, beyond that, a sense that perhaps
life itself has a plot. . . In any case, Tristram Bone, the hero of that earliest
novel, appears on the first page seated in a barber chair facing the mirror
in a white sheet that hangs from his shoulders like a robe. ―The mirror
reflected what seemed at first a priest,‖ is the way the book begins, and
insofar as what the mirror also reflected was an image, albeit an
unconscious one, of myself, I cannot help thinking of that opening
sentence as itself just such a whisper, as the first faint intimation from God
knows where of the direction my life was even then starting to take me,
although if anyone had said so at the time, I would have thought he was
mad. (SJ 95-6).
In the Wheaton archives I came across Buechner‘s Princeton notebooks.
Although Buechner was a excellent student, on occasion his mind wandered, and the
artist in Buechner emerged. Doodles from his Princeton class notes paint a vivid picture

of the atmosphere of the classroom, where Professor R.P. Blackmur shared the New
Criticism and Buechner expressed his literary skills to the acclaim of his professors. For
Buechner, though not religious, glimmerings of spirituality are revealed in his doodles.
Pictures of stairways, a cross, a serpent, a die of chance, are randomly juxtaposed with
the class notes about the Cerebral Cortex (spelled Kortex). And in the midst is a large
pointillist face, with eyes raised—icon like. Perhaps a saint? Perhaps a self-portrait?
When seen next to photographs of Buechner in his twenties, there is a striking similarity.

Doodles from Frederick Buechner‘s Princeton Notebooks
Buechner Collection, Buswell Memorial Library, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL

Both men were at times deeply touched by what Lewis calls ―Joy‖, a sense of
being overwhelmed by beauty, ―Milton‘s ‗enormous bliss‘ of Eden‖. Lewis recounts
three such experiences, brought about through memory, nature and poetry. Buechner
also recalls certain transcendent moments, in which time was suspended. Lewis
juxtaposes descriptions of these emotional experiences with rational observations which
critique them. Throughout Surprised by Joy, Lewis stresses the progress of his thought.
He directly addresses the reader, ―And now notice my blindness. At that very moment
there arose the memory of a place and time at which I had tasted the lost Joy with unusual
fullness . . . .‖ (166) ―I do not think the resemblance between the Christian and the
merely imaginative experience is accidental. I think that all things, in their way, reflect
heavenly truth, the imagination not least‖ (167). Lewis found himself pulled in two
directions: ―Such was the state of my imaginative life; over against it stood the life of my
intellect. . . .On the one side a many-islanded sea of poetry and myth; on the other a glib
and shallow ‗rationalism.‘ Nearly all that I loved I believed to be imaginary; nearly all
that I believed to be real I thought grim and meaningless‖ (170). Thus he concludes:
Such, then, was my position: to care for almost nothing but the
gods and heroes, the garden of the Hesperides, Launcelot and the Grail,
and to believe in nothing but atoms and evolution and military service . . .
Nor do I believe that the intermittent wavering in my materialistic ―faith‖
. . . which set in toward the end of the Bookham period would ever have
arisen simply from my wishes. It came from another source. (174)
Here Lewis goes on to explain the significance of his reading Yeats, a writer who not
only imagined but actually believed in the supernatural world.
As the narrative Surprised by Joy moves closer to his conversion, Lewis
increasingly acknowledges God‘s sovereign direction leading his sacred journey. First he
writes of purchasing Phantastes, a faerie Romance by George MacDonald and how in
reading it, the holiness, the shadow of Joy overcame all the common things in its bright
shadow. And he clearly notes the source of this enlightenment: ―in the then invincible
ignorance of my intellect, all this was given me without asking, even without consent.
That night my imagination was, in a certain sense, baptized . . .‖ (181). While in the
hospital he thoroughly enjoyed reading Chesterton‘s essays which in the past he would
have disliked. Lewis comments, ―It would almost seem that Providence, or some ‗second
cause‘ of a very obscure kind, quite overrules our previous tastes when it decides to bring
two minds together (190).
Back in Oxford as a student, debates with his good friends, such as Owen
Barfield, bring his thoughts closer in line with a theistic viewpoint, as if in a contest of
philosophies, whatever makes the most sense wins. But here Lewis‘s language changes
and one senses that God was pursuing him as he states, ―I was suddenly impelled . . .I
had simply been ordered—or , rather, compelled . . .‖ and Lewis readily admits, ―And
so the great Angler played His fish and I never dreamed that the hook was in my tongue‖
(211). In the chapter ―Checkmate‖, Lewis uses the analogy of a contest of two chess
players, seen at first as his own philosophy vs. that of his Christian friends. But in reality
it becomes apparent that Lewis‘s opponent is God. Not only the views of his friends but
the books he was reading ―were beginning to turn against me. Indeed, I must have been

as blind as a bat not to have seen, long before, the ludicrous contradiction between my
theory of life and my actual experiences as a reader‖ (213). Like Buechner, his reading
in English literature the Dream of the Rood, Langland, Donne and George Herbert
reinforces this dichotomy. Then he is drawn to Professors Dyson and Tolkien, Christian
believers in the English department. Again using the analogy of the chess match Lewis
states, ―All over the board my pieces were in the most disadvantageous positions. Soon I
could no longer cherish even the illusion that the initiative lay with me. My Adversary
began to make His final moves‖ (216).
Lewis then recounts a turning point. ―The odd thing was that before God closed in
on me, I was in fact offered what now appears a moment of wholly free choice.‖ (224)
Here Lewis describes his choice to open the door or keep it shut. He then adds, ―I chose
to open, to unbuckle, to loosen the rein. I say, ―I chose‖ yet it did not really seem
possible to do the opposite‖ (224). Next he describes his sense of being pursued
night after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from
my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly
desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come upon me.
In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and
knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant
convert in all England. (228-9)
This conversion was to God; belief in Christ came a year later. But for Lewis, the
theistic conversion was the biggest hurtle.
Part of Lewis‘s focus on his stages of thought is based on his carefully kept diary
with its ―fussy attentiveness which I had so long paid to the progress of my own opinions
and the states of my own mind. For many healthy extroverts self-examination first
begins with conversion. For me it was almost the other way around. . .‖ (233). As Lewis
comes to know God, he puts less focus on himself. Interestingly, this is opposite to
Buechner‘s approach, since for him listening to one‘s life is the key to knowing God,
both before and after conversion.
Once Lewis became a theist, he said the question of becoming a Christian was not
so much based on finding the one true faith, but rather, ―Where has religion reached its
true maturity? Where, if anywhere have the hints of all Paganism been fulfilled?‖ (235).
Yet for Lewis, the final step of believing in Christ, came not as an intellectual debate.
Rather it came as an intuition, an awareness that he cannot explain.
When we set out I did not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of
God, and when we reached the zoo I did. Yet I had not exactly spent the
journey in thought. Nor in great emotion. . . . It was more like when a
man, after long sleep, still lying motionless in bed, becomes aware that he
is now awake. And it was, like that moment on top of the bus, ambiguous.
Freedom, or necessity? . . . .As for what we commonly call Will, and what
we commonly call Emotion, I fancy these usually talk too loud, protest too
much, to be quite believed, and we have a secret suspicion that the great
passion or the iron resolution is partly a put-up job. (237).

In summary, Lewis looks at the road to his conversion from the perspective of the
intellectual steps he took, the philosophical views he accepted. But as he nears his
conversion, the focus changes. Even as he lists his developing mental arguments, Lewis
sees through them to a sovereign God using these events to draw him to Himself and his
final acceptance of Jesus Christ is a calm awareness ―like a man who . . . becomes aware
that he is awake.‖ It is just something one knows, not something that can be explained.
Like Buechner, then, Lewis listens back on his sacred journey for the sounds and sweet
airs of the One who has been leading him on the way.
Lewis struggles with intellectual debate, until as a reluctant convert he finally
surrenders, and the rest simply falls into place. Buechner‘s conversion seems to come
from out of the blue—it is unexpected and dramatic. Like Lewis, it is only afterwards
that he can look back and see the ways he was being prepared. After five years teaching
English at his high school alma mater Lawrenceville Academy, Buechner moved to New
York City to write full time. He started attending a Presbyterian church near his
apartment where Sunday after Sunday he listened to sermons preached by George
Buttrick. As Buechner recounts:
What drew me . . . was whatever it was that his sermons came
from and whatever it was in me that they touched so deeply. And then
there came one particular sermon . . .Jesus Christ refused the crown that
Satan offered him in the wilderness, Buttrick said, but he is king
nonetheless because again and again he is crowned in the heart of the
people who believe in him. And that inward coronation takes place,
Buttrick said, ―among confession, and tears, and great laughter.‖ It was
the phrase great laughter that did it, did whatever it was that I believe
must have been hiddenly in the doing all the years of my journey up till
then. It was not so much that a door opened as that I suddenly found that
a door had been open all along which I had only just then stumbled upon. .
. .that what I found finally was Christ. Or was found. It hardly seem to
matter which. There are other words for describing what happened to
me—psychological words, historical words, poetic words—but in honesty
as well as in faith I am reduced to the word that is his name because no
other seems to account for the experience so fully. (Sacred Journey 109111)
―Surprised by joy‖ could well be a phrase used to describe Buechner‘s conversion
that Sunday. The following week, Buechner made an appointment with Buttrick to learn
more about what had apparently happened and by the following year Buechner was
enrolled in Union Seminary where his formal theological education began in earnest.
Buechner‘s second memoir Now and Then: A Memoir of Vocation recounts his seminary
years and ordination as a ―evangelist/apologist‖, who sought to ―defend the faith against
its ‗cultured despisers‘ as Chaplain at Phillips Exeter Academy. While at Exeter he
delivered sermons, still in print, recently reissued by Harper and Row as Secrets in the
Dark: A Life in Sermons (2006). He also published his first overtly Christian novel, The

Final Beast. Like Lewis‘s experience as a Christian at Oxford, Buechner sought to share
the relevance of Christian faith in a rather hostile academic environment.
C. S. Lewis and Frederick Buechner share similar life experiences, scholarly
training, and life-changing conversions which led to lives devoted to expressing a
Christian world view through sermons and lectures, philosophical writings and
imaginative, memorable fiction.
Still there are differences in their approaches. Whereas Lewis provides answers,
Buechner suggests possibilities.
Lewis is straight forward, Buechner throws a curve
ball. Though ―friends‖ they are different persons, raised in different countries, in
different generations. Lewis, the Anglo-Irishman, wrote his conversion narrative in
1955, during a time when rationality, logic and the ―new criticism‖ were dominant. By
the time Buechner wrote The Sacred Journey in 1982 in America, unconscious realities
often subverted conscious logic, and post-modern assumptions valued experience over
intellectual ascent. Interestingly, C.S. Lewis‘ last book, A Grief Observed, which he
published under a pseudo-name, most shares the qualities of vulnerability seen in
Buechner‘s memoirs. Ultimately, their conversion narratives, Surprised by Joy and The
Sacred Journey, are Christian classics which transcend the time and place in which they
were written.
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George MacDonald‟s Lilith as Mystical Document
Charles Beaucham
Berry College
G.K. Chesterton once wrote of George MacDonald that he would come “to be more
carefully studied as a mystic…when people discover the possibility of collecting jewels scattered
in a rather irregular setting” (Chesterton 13). With the help of Meister Eckhart, one of the more
readily acknowledged mystics of the Christian tradition, I will attempt to do just this, focusing on
MacDonald‟s masterwork Lilith. Utilizing the insights of Meister Eckhart and connecting these
insights to MacDonald‟s mythic imagery with Carl Jung‟s theory of the archetypes, I will show
that in Lilith, MacDonald masterfully and powerfully presents an ethical philosophy based on
man‟s inner dispositional orientation to God, that is, man‟s capacity for divine inspiration. I will
also examine how the symbol of sleep in Lilith represents the role of contemplative introversion
in cultivating a state of ethical rectitude, moral vision, and spiritual vitality.
Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious
Understanding the symbol of sleep is key to understanding Lilith as a whole. Psychologist
Carl Jung‟s theories of the archetypes and the collective unconscious will greatly facilitate a
correct understanding of this provocative symbol. Through his extensive research, Jung found a
set of recurring automatisms experienced in dreams and visionary experiences which can also be
found in literature and religious myth. According to Jung there exists underneath our
consciousness a deeper layer of unconscious content, things that we have forgotten or repressed.
Under this layer lies the collective unconscious, which Jung says “does not develop individually
but is inherited. It consists of pre-existent forms, the archetypes, which can only become
conscious secondarily and which give definite form to certain psychic contents” (Jung 43). Jung
claims that it is the conscious part‟s relationship with the unconscious which regulates the
vitality of the individual:
[I]t is the „nourishing‟ influence of unconscious contents, which
maintain the vitality of consciousness by a continual influx of
energy; for consciousness does not produce its energy by itself.
What is capable of transformation is just this root of
consciousness, which—inconspicuous and almost invisible (i.e.
unconscious) though it is—provides consciousness with all its
energy. (Jung 142)
According to Jung, this unconscious is inhabited by archetypes which are “archaic
or…primordial types, that is…universal images that have existed since the remotest times” (Jung
5). These archetypes of the unconscious originate from primitive mans‟ inherent need of them to
deal with psychic events:
Primitive man…has an imperative need…to assimilate all outer
experiences to inner, psychic events. It is not enough for the
primitive to see the sun rise and set; this external observation must
at the same time be a psychic happening…All of the mythologized

processes of nature, such as summer and winter, the phases of the
moon, the rainy season, and so forth, are in no sense allegories of
these objective occurrences; rather they are symbolic expressions
of the inner, unconscious drama of the psyche which becomes
accessible to man‟s consciousness by way of projection…The
projection is so fundamental that it has taken several thousand
years of civilization to detach it in some measure from its outer
object. (Jung 6)
Perhaps Jung would say of the mystic that he or she seeks to experience consciously an as yet
unconscious transcendental level of reality in order to bring the richness of the unconscious to
the conscious personality.
Jung got most of his data on archetypes not only from reports of visionary experiences
and dreams, but also from myths and fairy tales, which he considered to be prime sources of
projected unconscious content (Jung 5). Lilith is just such a source, being a hybrid of myth and
fairy tale. We know from his son Greville that MacDonald wrote the first draft of Lilith in a wild
frenzy of inspiration:
The way in which my father first wrote Lilith in 1890 is important.
He was possessed by a feeling…that it was a mandate direct from
God, for which he himself was to find form and clothing; and he
set about its transcription in tranquility. Its first writing is unlike
anything else he ever did. It runs from page to page, with few
breaks into new paragraphs, with little punctuation, with scarcely a
word altered, and in a handwriting freer perhaps than most of his,
yet with the same beautiful legibility. The mandate thus embodied
symbolic forms, over which he did not ponder… (Gr. MacDonald
548)
Such a creative process lends itself perfectly to the play of what Jung would call the collective
unconscious. MacDonald scholar Edmund Cusick has already applied Jung‟s archetypes of the
Shadow and the Anima to MacDonald‟s fantasy work. In his essay “MacDonald and Jung,”
Cusick explains Jung‟s views on literature with great clarity:
Jung divides literature into two categories. The first of these he
terms „psychological‟. This accounts for almost all literature, both
popular and literary…The other class of literature is the
„visionary‟, represented by only a handful of literary works, yet
amongst them are some of outstanding genius, notably Dante‟s
Inferno, Blake‟s poetry and the second part of Geothe‟s Faust.
These works are generated by the emergence of material from the
collective unconscious. (Cusick 63-64)

As Cusick goes on to write, “Jung‟s remarks on visionary art seem to describe Lilith” (64).
Cusick validates this claim using Jung‟s own words directly after this statement in which Jung
describes the visionary art in detail:
…it is a vision „as seen in a glass, darkly‟. It is nothing but a
tremendous intuition striving for expression. It is like a whirlwind
that seizes everything within reach and assumes visible form as it
swirls upward…The poet must have at his disposal a huge store of
material if he is to communicate even a fraction of what he has
glimpsed, and must make use of difficult and contradictory images
in order to express the strange paradoxes of his vision. (qtd. in
Cusick 65)
Cusick goes on to point out that in Lilith, MacDonald draws images from the Old Testament, the
Kabbalah, pagan myth, and European fairy tale. From what we know of MacDonald‟s writing
process, the dream-like narrative of the book, and the use of archetypical and mythological
symbols, it seems that Lilith must belong to the visionary class of literature.
The Archetype of Rebirth
In Jung‟s essay on the archetype of rebirth, he examines symbols used in myth and fairy
tale that symbolize the psychological process of spiritual renewal and transformation which he
calls rebirth. Although I am not aware of any evidence that Jung read Lilith, he does examine the
symbol of sleep as a symbol of psychological rebirth in a passage from the Koran. In this story,
entitled “The Cave,” seven men sleep in a cave for 309 years. Jung says that “[t]he cave is the
place of rebirth, that secret cavity in which one is shut up in order to be incubated and renewed.
The Koran says of it: „You might have seen the rising sun decline to the right of their cavern, and
as it set, go past them on the left, while they [the Seven Sleepers] stayed in the middle.‟ The
„middle‟ is the centre where the jewel reposes, where the incubation or the sacrificial rite or the
transformation takes place” (Jung 135). Jung interprets this passage as symbolizing spiritual
rebirth:
Anyone who gets into that cave, that is to say into the cave which
everyone has in himself, or into the darkness that lies behind
consciousness, will find himself involved in an—at first—
unconscious process of transformation. By penetrating into the
unconscious he makes a connection with his unconscious
contents…Those seven sleepers indicate by their sacred number
that they are gods, who are transformed during sleep and thereby
enjoy eternal youth…The repristination of the original state is
tantamount to attaining once more the freshness of youth. (Jung
136)
Jung‟s use of the archetype of rebirth to explain the symbol of sleep in this story from the
Koran sheds light on MacDonald‟s use of this universal symbol. To grow into his destiny of

wholeness and vitality, Vane must make contact with the unconscious and utilize its rejuvenating
powers.
The Archetype of the Wise Old Man
Mr. Vane‟s primary guide in his journey is Mr. Raven. Mr. Raven seems to know
everything, but Vane will not make use of his knowledge. Mr. Raven asks Vane the questions he
needs to be asked in order to become aware of his own ignorance and spiritual indigence. He
tells him what he must do and persists in this until Vane obeys. Interpreted as Jung‟s “wise old
man” archetype, Mr. Raven would be Vane‟s own wiser, higher personality projected out of
consciousness as an autonomous personality. Mr. Raven matches Jung‟s descriptions of the
“wise old man” archetype almost perfectly: “[i]t is the figure of a „wise old man‟ who
symbolizes the spiritual factor. Sometimes the part is played by a „real‟ spirit, namely the ghost
of one dead, or, more rarely, by grotesque gnomelike figures or talking animals” (Jung 215). Not
only is Mr. Raven known in Vane‟s home as the ghost of the old librarian, but he is a shapeshifting, half bird, half man figure. According to Jung, the significance of the animal quality of
the old man archetype is that he is, to an extent, outside the human experience.
[T]he animal form shows that the contents and functions in
question are still in the extrahuman sphere, i.e., on a plane
beyond human consciousness, and consequently have a
share on the one hand in the daemonically superhuman and
on the other in the bestially subhuman. Although the old
man has, up to now, looked and behaved more or less like a
human being, his magical powers and his spiritual
superiority suggest that, in good and bad alike, he is
outside, or above, or below the human level. (Jung 230)
We know that Mr. Raven has already slept the sleep that Vane must sleep. Because of this his
will is able to effortlessly fulfill “the will that actuates it” i.e. God. Perhaps, psychologically
speaking, Mr. Raven represents the part of Vane‟s as yet unconscious self which is in perfect
harmony with his source. For, as Jung writes, “[M]an‟s worst sin is unconsciousness” (253).
Vane must expand and deepen his consciousness through his encounters with and integration of
the archetypes of his unconscious and finally through the archetypical process of rebirth through
sleeping in Mr. Raven‟s chamber.
Jung further describes the wise old man archetype as morally ambiguous: “It can never
be established with one-hundred percent certainty whether the [wise old man figures] are morally
good. Very often they show all the signs of duplicity, if not of outright malice” (215). It appears
this way to the individual because “the grand plan on which the unconscious life of the psyche is
constructed is so inaccessible to our understanding that we can never know what evil may not be
necessary in order to produce good by enantiodromia, and what good may very possibly lead to
evil” (Jung 215). Mr. Raven‟s advice to Vane at first seems ludicrous. Vane takes him for a
mad man. Vane is unable to understand why he must sleep in Mr. Raven‟s icy cold chamber of
death. Later in the book, Mr. Raven again tells Vane that he must sleep even though it seems to

Vane that he must help the Little Ones. Mr. Raven tells Vane that he will do no good, only
harm, until he sleeps the sleep (MacDonald, Lilith 158).
The primary function of the wise old man archetype is to guide and advise the individual.
The individual must integrate the wisdom personified in the archetype into his consciousness.
Jung further elaborates on the function of the wise old man as guide:
The old man always appears when the hero is in a hopeless and
desperate situation from which only profound reflection or a lucky
idea—in other words, a spiritual function or an endopsychic
automatism of some kind—can extricate him. But since, for
internal and external reasons, the hero cannot accomplish this
himself, the knowledge needed to compensate the deficiency
comes in the form of a personified thought, i.e., in the shape of this
sagacious and helpful old man. (Jung 217-218)
Mr. Raven begins his acquaintance with Vane by asking him who he is:
“Tell me, then, who you are--if you happen to know.”
“How should I help knowing? I am myself, and must know!”
“If you know you are yourself, you know that you are not
somebody else; but do you know that you are yourself? Are you
sure you are not your own father?--or, excuse me, your own fool?-Who are you, pray?” (MacDonald, Lilith 14)
This passage seems to be exactly what Jung was writing about in another description of the wise
old man: “Often the old man in fairytales asks questions like who? why? whence? And whither?
For the purpose of inducing self-reflection and mobilizing the moral forces…” (220). In one
example that Jung gives from another fairy tale, the old man even encourages the hero to sleep,
just as Mr. Raven advises Vane: “The tendency of the old man to set one thinking also takes the
form of urging people to „sleep on it.‟ Thus he says to the girl who is searching for her lost
brothers: „Lie down. Morning is cleverer than evening‟” (220-221). Jung gives this as one of
many examples. Through Jung‟s broad research of dreams, myth, religion, and folk lore, he
presents a convincing argument for sleep being a universal symbol of spiritual rebirth. The
archetype of the wise old man is directly related to the archetype of rebirth in that the wise old
man guides the hero to an experience of rebirth in which the wisdom and vitality of the
unconscious are accessed. The archetype of rebirth, often symbolized by a descent into the
darkness of a cave or an abyss, as well as through the unconsciousness of sleep, is a metaphor for
the practice of contemplative introversion.leading to an experience of pure disinterest which the
medieval German mystic Meister Eckhart wrote so extensively on.

Eckhart’s Disinterest
MacDonald‟s sublime, stirring images wake us up to the deeper reality of bliss calling to
us from the unknown depths of our being, drawing our attention to the activity within us going
on below the mundane and often trivial aims of our day to day conscious life. If these images do
indeed come from what Jung calls the collective unconscious, then their importance lies in the
parallel psychic processes which they symbolize. The mystics of the world‟s great religions
speak technically of what MacDonald expresses through his subtle and powerful language of
myth. They give us the technical guidance to take on the dauntingly obscure yet inexorably
imperative task of answering the call of that which is deepest and holiest in us.
The Medieval German mystic Meister Eckhart is perhaps our best guide to understanding
what the sleep is and how one sleeps. To sleep, Eckhart would perhaps say, is to have perfect
“Abgeschiedenheit”, usually translated as detachment or disinterest. According to Eckhart,
perfect disinterest is the perfect poverty of spirit needed to become one with the source of our
life, which he calls God.
I have often said, and great authorities agree, that to be a proper
abode for God and fit for God to act in, a man should also be free
from all [his own] things and [his own] actions, both inwardly and
outwardly…For God does not intend that man shall have a place
reserved for him to work in, since true poverty of spirit requires
that man shall be emptied of god and all his works, so that if God
wants to act in the soul, he himself must be the place in which he
acts—and that he would like to do. (Eckhart 230, 231)
Eckhart praises disinterest even above love.
The best thing about love is that it makes me love God. Now, it is
much more advantageous for me to move God toward myself than
for me to move toward him…He is more able to deal with me and
join me than I am to join him. Disinterest brings God to me and I
can demonstrate it this way: Everything likes its own habitat best;
God‟s habitat is purity and unity, which are due to disinterest.
Therefore God necessarily gives himself to the disinterested heart.
(Eckhart 82)
This is what Mrs. Raven means when she tells Vane that he must sleep “heartedly, altogether and
outright,” to the extent that he would not even trouble himself about waking. Although it must
feel like the death of oneself to practice such a complete disinterest, it is a deep hunger for life
which leads one to it. Joseph Campbell expresses this brilliantly in The Hero with a Thousand
Faces:
Willed introversion, in fact, is one of the classic implements of
creative genius and can be employed as a deliberate device. It
drives the psychic energies into depth and activates the lost
continent of unconscious infantile and archetypal images…it is a

deliberate, terrific refusal to respond to anything but the deepest,
highest, richest answer to the as yet unknown demand of some
waiting void within: a kind of total strike, or rejection of the
offered terms of life, as a result of which some power of
transformation carries the problem to a plane of new magnitudes,
where it is suddenly and finally resolved. (Campbell 64, 65)
This practice is not to be confused with a total detachment for it‟s own sake in which one uses
psychological techniques to avoid dealing with life; rather it is the disciplined technique of
silencing the lesser desires that the deeper, richer desires will surface in their stead. In actuality,
through this practice of disinterest and desirelessness, Eckhart writes, “the soul is unified,
knowledge is made pure, the heart is kindled, the spirit wakened, the desires quickened, the
virtues enhanced” (Eckhart 93). We practice this in our daily lives when we refuse to respond to
or engage in outside stimulus or our own emotional activity that fails to invite us to live in our
deepest, richest state of being. It is the rejecting of lesser lovers for our true love, remaining
loyal even in his or her absence. It is persevering through what St. John of the Cross calls the
Dark Night of the Soul when all feelings and ideas of God which the soul previously received
such profound intimations of God through are dried up and darkened, leaving only a painful
emptiness. In this Dark Night the soul must stay true to God, which it now only recognizes as
that which will completely and utterly fill the deep void.
Again and again in his writings Eckhart emphasizes the infinite extent of the sleep of
disinterest, in which “…when disinterest reaches its apex it will be unaware of its knowledge, it
will not love its own love, and will be in the dark about its own light” (Eckhart 89). It is indeed a
total and complete act of self negation leading to a complete revitalization of the true self in God,
which necessarily puts at least the total act of sleep beyond the reach of human volition. Just as
one is not truly asleep physically if one is conscious that one is sleeping or is actively
maintaining a state of sleep, so also is one not fully disinterested if there remains a spark of self
consciousness or calculated intention. One can begin to think about these experiences on the
edges of them, that is, as one comes down from the high. One can also remember them
afterwards, but in a perfect experience of union any awareness of the experience is absent. This
is why Vane could not choose to sleep even when he wanted to; however, his willingness to
sleep is the first step to fully sleeping. One can and must be willing to be fully disinterested, but
one cannot make it happen all of a sudden. It can be encouraged and worked toward, but not
achieved. Contemplative Psychologist Gerald May uses the words of St. John of the Cross to
emphasize the role of grace in the process:
Saint John of the Cross [refers to] the entire spiritual life as well as
meditation when he says, „In order to arrive at being everything
desire to be nothing. In order to arrive at knowing everything,
desire to know nothing.‟ This is one of the most important themes
in contemplative spirituality: the notion that you cannot do it, you
cannot make it happen, you cannot achieve it…though we may
incline ourselves in the direction of such experiences, it is
impossible to make them happen. (May 37)

Vane‟s greedy desire for sleep is only another aspect of his willfulness keeping him from
sleeping completely. It seems that it is primarily a passive process which Vane must merely
cultivate a willingness to undergo.
Ethical Implications
MacDonald‟s vision of human development as presented in Lilith has some important
ethical implications. Vane‟s journey is plagued with moral ambiguity. He knows that there is
evil, and he knows that there is good, but he does not know what actions lead to what outcomes.
He tries to help the Little Ones but only does them harm by setting a poor example for them by
letting himself be dominated by the Bags and by unknowingly saving the life of their greatest
enemy, Lilith. According to Mr. Raven, Vane makes these mistakes because of the one real
mistake he made before, namely, his refusal to sleep the sleep.
By the second time Mr. Raven tries to persuade Vane to sleep, Vane has passed through
many humbling adventures in which his ignorance and spiritual bankruptcy has been made
clearer to him. When Vane learns that the Little Ones are in danger of being harmed by Lilith as
a result of his own folly, he begs Mr. Raven to let him go to help them, but Mr. Raven says that
he will do no good, only harm, unless he firsts sleeps. He tells Vane that, “[T]he fact is, no man
understands anything; when he knows he does not understand, that is his first tottering step--not
toward understanding, but toward the capability of one day understanding” (MacDonald, Lilith
152). Even though Vane has been humbled by his experiences since his last meeting with Mr.
Raven, his anxiousness to help the Little Ones makes him reluctant to sleep: “But surely sleep is
not the first thing! Surely, surely, action takes precedence of repose!”; however, Mr. Raven
answers him, “A man can do nothing he is not fit to do” (MacDonald, Lilith 154). When Vane is
unable to correctly decipher the outcome of a fight between the cat forms of Lilith and Mara,
Raven asks him “How should such eyes tell who have never slept?” (MacDonald, Lilith 154).
When Vane persists in contradicting Mr. Raven in his insistence of him to sleep, Mr. Raven
points out Vane‟s folly in believing himself alive when he is indeed dead and refusal to remedy
it, and maintains that all of his subsequent follies were the result of his original refusal to sleep.
Mr. Raven gently chastens Vane, saying “„…You will be dead, so long as you refuse to die…Be
persuaded, and go home with me…The most--nearly the only foolish thing you ever did, was to
run from our dead‟” (MacDonald, Lilith, 155). Vane lacks the moral vision necessary for truly
helpful, dynamic action. His consciousness is too out of touch with the unconscious powers
which are the foundation of his life. His conscious personality will only be capable of correct
moral action when it is rejuvenated and vivified by an experience of rebirth in which the wisdom
and vitality of the unconscious will be assimilated into his conscious individuality, a process
Jung calls individuation. One archetypical character, Mara, the lady of wisdom gained through
sorrow, tells Vane, “Your real name, indeed, is written on your forehead, but at present it whirls
about so irregularly that nobody can read it. I will do my part to steady it. Soon it will go slower,
and I hope, settle at last” (MacDonald, Lilith 74). Vane‟s true self founded in God will only
begin to arise when he puts to death the superficial self and its misguided aims. He neither
knows himself nor the basis of his actions. They are not based on a true perception of reality.
His actions are not grounded in God.
When Vane does begin to sleep he describes it thus: “I grew continuously less conscious
of myself, continuously more conscious of bliss, unimaginable yet felt. I had neither made it nor
prayed for it: it was mine in virtue of existence; and existence was mine in virtue of a Will that

dwelt in mine” (MacDonald, Lilith 230). In this passage we see Vane making contact with the
foundation of his life and moral authority. It is only through the willed contemplative
introversion previously elaborated on that Vane can make this contact, and it is only by means of
this connection that he can act morally. The kind of ideal moral action that comes from such a
union with what MacDonald and Eckhart would call God and what Jung and Campbell might
call the powers of the unconscious is spontaneous, uncontrived, naturally flowing activity which
need not be checked by rational judgment. Because Vane has been purified through rebirth, he is
able to become a vessel of the dynamic power of God. Eckhart describes a similar situation:
“As the soul becomes more pure and bare and poor, and possesses less of created things, and is
emptier of all things that are not God, it receives God more purely and is more totally in him and
it truly becomes one with God” (Eckhart 642). In such a state, Eckhart says, “all creatures are
pure to enjoy; for it enjoyeth all creatures in God, and God in all creatures” (Eckhart 647).
Eckhart acknowledges that it is only God that gives him the power to love perfectly, just as Paul
affirms when in Galatians 2:20 he writes: “…it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.”
The practice of detachment is what gives one the ability to love perfectly, which is why Eckhart
regards it as even more important than love. Without absolute detachment there is no perfection
of love. It is only in an experience of unity that one can act perfectly ethically. It is intention
that determines the rightness or wrongness of an action, and in a state of unity one‟s intention is
free from any taint of selfishness or egotism.
Conclusion
In order to revive his inner life, Vane must metaphorically die the death inherent in an
experience of pure disinterest, abandoning all thoughts of self, all concepts, all desires. He must
sleep “heartily and outright,” the ultimate goal being a constant state of receptivity toward God.
His salvation is achieved only when his will is one with God‟s in perfect union. This state of
ethical rectitude and spiritual vitality maintained by a constant receptivity toward God, or as
Jung would say, the powers of the unconscious, is what Mr. Vane‟s final act of self surrender in
sleep will yield.

Works Cited
Campbell, Joseph. The Hero With A Thousand Faces. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1949.
Chesterton, G.K. “Introduction.” George MacDonald and his Wife. Greville,
MacDonald. Whitehorn, California: Johannesen, 1924.
Cusick, Edmund. “George MacDonald and Jung.” The Golden Thread: Essays on George
MacDonald. Ed. William Raeper. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990.
Eckhart, Meister. Meister Eckhart: Teacher and Preacher. Ed. Bernard McGuinn. New
York: Paulist Press, 1986.
Eckhart. "Meister Eckhart," Basic Issues in Medieval Philosophy. Compiler Bosley.
Ontario, Canada: Broadview, 1997.
Jung, Carl, G. The Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious. 10th ed. New York:
Princeton University Press, 1969.
Lewis, C.S. George MacDonald: An Anthology. New York: Harper Collins Publishers,
Inc., 1946.
MacDonald, George. Lilith. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdman‟s Publishing Company,
1895.
May, Gerald. Will and Spirit. San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1982.

Works Consulted
Hein, Rolland. George MacDonald: Victorian Mythmaker. Nashville, Tennessee: Star
Song Publishing Group, 1993.
James, William. The Varieties of Religious Experience. New York: Barnes and Noble
Books, 1902.
Raeper, William. George MacDonald. Batavia, Illinois: Lion Publishing Corporation.
1987.
Robb, David. George MacDonald. Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1987.

Tolkien’s Theory of Courage: The Good, the Bad, and the Evil
Emily Bowerman
The fiction of J.R.R. Tolkien has captivated readers for the past five decades, perhaps because it portrays
a world so drastically different from our own. His stories tell of brave men and women risking life and limb in
the name of higher ideals, combating creatures that are the embodiment of evil. This stands in sharp contrast to
the egocentrism and instant gratification of modern times, when people‟s actions can be so morally ambiguous
that one cannot tell the „good guys‟ from the „bad guys‟. Middle-earth is indeed informed by plot and principles
from ancient tradition, preserved in the mythologies of different cultures. One very good example of this is
Tolkien‟s theory of courage, which he gleaned from Old Norse myth and discussed in his lecture „Beowulf: The
Monsters and the Critics.‟ In brief, the Norse gods and their human allies know that they will be defeated at the
end of the world, called Ragnarok, which according to Tolkien scholar Tom Shippey, literally means „the
destruction of the gods‟ (J.R.R. Tolkien 150). However, Tolkien, quoting Ker, said, „“[The gods] are on the
right side, though it is not the side that wins. The winning side is Chaos and Unreason”—mythologically, the
monsters—“but the gods, who are defeated, think that defeat no refutation”‟ (Ker, as cited by Tolkien,
„Beowulf‟). Or, as Shippey paraphrases, „Victory and defeat have nothing to do with right and wrong‟ (J.R.R.
Tolkien 150). This concept is present throughout Tolkien‟s work, and one can trace its influence through the
manner in which he portrays both good and evil characters. Heavily influenced by ancient mythologies,
Tolkien develops his theory of courage through the heroes and the villains in The Lord of the Rings.
Naturally, one would expect the heroes of any story to model courage in their actions, and those in The
Lord of the Rings are no exception. Yet Tolkien develops two different types of heroes, and each displays a
unique type of courage. The first is the ancient or standard hero, of which Aragorn is the preeminent example.
His character resonates strongly with the heroes of ancient mythology, and as Clark comments, „Aragorn… and
his followers, like the gods and heroes of Old Norse mythology, are prepared to fight to the death… even if
there is no hope for victory‟ (Clark 44). This is precisely the attitude with which Aragorn leads the armies of
the West to assail the Black Gates of Mordor as a diversion to protect Frodo and the Ring. Gandalf counsels
him, and the other captains of the West:
We must walk open-eyed into that trap, with courage, but small hope for ourselves. For, my
lords, it may well prove that we ourselves shall perish utterly in a black battle far from the living
lands; so that even if Barad-dûr be thrown down, we shall not live to see a new age. But this, I
deem, is our duty. And better so than to perish nonetheless—as we surely shall, if we sit here—
and know as we die that no new age shall be (Tolkien, The Return of the King 172-173).
Gandalf‟s speech is a good example of the theory of courage in action, and it definitely indicates the same type
of courage displayed by the Norse gods as they face the approach of Ragnarok. Yet it is not quite the fatalistic
outlook that characterizes mythology, as the characters do hope that through their deaths they will be able to
help defeat the powers of evil. Therefore they have hope for the world, but not for themselves. This
exemplifies Tolkien‟s theory of courage, though in a slightly modified way, and his use of it shows the
influence of mythology on The Lord of the Rings.
The second sub-type of hero in Tolkien‟s fiction is the spiritual or new hero, manifested by the Hobbits,
especially Frodo and Sam. Again, unwilling to accept the fatalistic attitudes that accompanied the mythological
theory of courage, Clark observes, „Tolkien sought a true hero motivated by a heroic ideal consistent with his
own religious and moral ideals‟ (39). Therefore the hobbits‟ courage shows the influence of Tolkien‟s
Christianity on his fiction. He began to develop this „true hero‟ in The Hobbit, as Bilbo slowly discovers his
own type of courage through his adventures. Shippey says of Bilbo, „[Tolkien] provide[s] a behavior-model
which is not quite beyond emulation (no one can fight a dragon, but everyone can fight fear). Mainly [he]
place[s] in a kindly light that style of courage—cold courage, „moral courage‟, two-o‟clock-in-the-morning
courage—which our age is most prepared to venerate‟ (Road to Middle Earth 79). As Shippey notes, this
notion of „modern courage‟ also provides a portal through which contemporary readers can enter Middle-earth.

Very few could identify with Aragorn‟s archaic heroism, but the Hobbits bring Tolkien‟s conflict down to the
level of the modern reader.
The heroism of the hobbits differs from that of Aragorn and the other warriors in several important
ways. Firstly, it suites their stature and temperament. Unlike Aragorn, Frodo and Sam simply do not have the
ability to achieve victory through battle, as they are no match for their enemies in that type of contest.
However, as Gandalf says before the final desperate battle at the gates of Mordor, „I said victory could not be
achieved by arms. I still hope for victory, but not by arms‟ (Tolkien The Return of the King 171). His hope is
not in Aragorn and his military prowess, but in Frodo and Sam, the new heroes equipped with a different, and in
the end, perhaps more important, type of courage. Clearly, some vestiges of the ancient hero are apparent; the
uncertainty of success, the likeliness that the quest will claim their lives, and their willingness to accept the
mission despite these grave risks. However, they must accomplish this, like Bilbo, not through their strength or
skill, but with a simple desire to do what is right regardless of the outcome. Another quality differentiates them
from ancient heroes: their optimism and cheerfulness. Though they are aware of the monumental risk posed by
their quest, they remain optimistic that they may achieve something of worth despite the obstacles. Sam
compares their impossible situation to that of an old legend, saying, „Beren now, he never thought he was going
to get that Silmaril from the Iron Crown in Thangorodrim, and yet he did, and that was a worse place and a
blacker danger than ours‟ (Tolkien, The Two Towers 379). Even after the ring is destroyed and Frodo and Sam
believe that they will be swept away in the destruction of Sauron‟s works, the hobbits do not despair. Shippey
comments, „Those who… felt from the start that the whole thing was going to be a disaster remain immune,
even cheerful, when their expectations are confirmed‟ (J.R.R. Tolkien 153). Even Aragorn and the other
representatives of the mythic heroes are colored by a grim hope. Therefore, Tolkien is able to develop a
modern version of the theory of courage, modeled after the heroes of ancient myth yet informed by the hope of
his Christianity.
Yet the actions of the heroes might not seem as courageous if Tolkien did not construct suitable villains
to oppose them. As he in his essay on Beowulf, „There are in any case many heroes but very few good
dragons.‟ The gods of Norse mythology know that their enemies will overcome them one day, and this alone
makes the giants and monsters credible opponents. The more formidable the villains, the better the courage and
nobility of the heroes. Yet these must be carefully crafted. Shippey quotes C.S. Lewis, a personal friend of
Tolkien, „Wickedness is always… “the pursuit of some good in the wrong way.” But since “goodness is, so to
speak itself” while “badness is only spoiled goodness”… the Dark Power in which Lewis firmly believed, must
be a mistake, a corruption‟ („Orcs, Wraiths, Wights‟ 185). So for Tolkien‟s villains to personify evil in a
believable manner, they must display some kind of corrupted goodness, and Tolkien does this on literal and
figurative levels. In The Silmarillion, readers learn that orcs were once elves whom the Black Lord captured
and tormented (Tolkien 47). In addition to that, they display qualities not unfamiliar to humans. On the
positive side, they demonstrate a kind of loyalty to their close companions and a distrust of outsiders, and even
enjoy laughing and joking together. However, they also seem willing to forsake loyalties whenever it suits
them, act violently towards both friends and enemies, and find humor in cruel and repulsive things. Their
behavior is full of contradictions, but as Shippey comments:
Orcs represent only an exaggerated form of recognizably human behavior… [and] orcish
behavior, whether in orcs or in humans, has its roots not in an inverted morality, which sees bad
as good and vice versa, but in a kind of self-centeredness that sees indeed what is good—like
standing by one‟s comrades or being loyal to one‟s mates—but is unable to set one‟s own
behavior in the right place on this accepted scale. („Orcs, Wraiths, Wights‟ 187-188).
At first, orcs may be more easily recognized as mythic monsters than humans. Yet they also display both
positive and negative human characteristics, and it is this apparent corruption which makes them seem so evil.
Additionally, the Ring-Wraiths also demonstrate a distinctive brand of corrupted goodness. They were
human kings, to whom Sauron gave magic rings. Subsequently, they became mighty lords of men, but as
Tolkien wrote, „They obtained glory and great wealth, yet it turned to their undoing‟ (Silmarillion 346). Sauron
eventually dominated and enslaved them. Shippey observes:

[The Wraiths] accept[ed] the gifts of Sauron, quite likely with the intention of using them for
some purpose which they identify as good. But then they start to cut corners, to eliminate
opponents, to believe… in a „cause‟ that justifies anything they do. The spectacle of the person
eaten up by the cause is familiar enough to give the wraith-idea plausibility („Orcs, Wraiths,
Wights‟ 192).
Similar to the Orcs, the Wraiths are comparable to the human being so enslaved to an ideology that he loses
sight of his moral compass and rationalizes his evil behavior. Just as Frodo‟s courage might display humanity
at its best as a modern hero, the Wraiths and Orcs give a glimpse of humanity at its worst. This contrast alone
makes the valor of the heroes seem all the greater, and worthy of emulation even by modern readers. Once
again showing the influence of his Christianity, Tolkien displays a war between what readers may recognize as
the best and worst aspects of mankind in general. This casts the modern theory of courage as something very
practical, and Tolkien shows that one need not make a journey to Mordor to exercise it.
Tolkien uses The Lord of the Rings as a venue to explore his theory of courage, and one way he does this
is through his characterization of the heroes and the villains. Tolkien made it very clear that he despised
allegory, and that The Lord of the Rings is definitely not one. Readers should not assume that the good and evil
characters represent specific people or ideas. But as his biographer Carpenter says, „Tolkien believed that in
one sense he was writing the truth. He did not suppose that precisely such peoples as he described, “elves”,
“dwarves”, and malevolent “orcs”, had walked the earth and done the deeds that he recorded. But he did feel,
or hope, that his stories were in some sense an embodiment of a profound truth‟ (91). Though one should not
look for symbolic figures in The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien did mean it to reflect reality on a certain level.
Therefore, courage and nobility may be uncommon in modern life, but it need not stay that way. Through
observing these principles in Tolkien‟s writings, one may be able to gain practical insight into human nature and
perhaps recover some version of the ancient courage that has been so refreshing and inspiring to generations of
readers.
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Imbruted Souls in Milton, MacDonald, & Lewis
Larry E. Fink
“Wouldn‟t it be dreadful if some day in our own world, at home, men started
going wild inside, like the animals here, and still looked like men, so that you‟d
never know which was which?”
-- Prince Caspian Chpt. IX “What Lucy Saw”
Lucy‟s question in Prince Caspian touches a chord as we watch the news of the world or
read our local newspapers. But the idea of such transformations is nothing new. It appears in
literature from ancient times to the present. In Classical literature, instead of people “going wild
inside”, as Lucy describes, we find people being turned into animals on the outside, particularly,
in Homer and Ovid. Medieval and Renaissance writers adopted and adapted this motif, and the
process continues today. Since Milton was a major influence on both C. S. Lewis and his
mentor, George MacDonald, I will concentrate on Milton‟s use of this pattern of events—
primarily in A Mask Presented at Ludlow Castle, better known as “Comus”, before briefly
discussing its appearance in MacDonald‟s Curdie stories and in Lewis‟ The Voyage of the Dawn
Treader.
This is clearly a Classical motif, not a biblical one; I can think of only two animals
speaking in the Bible: the serpent in the garden and Balaam‟s ass. In the first case, we generally
infer that Satan is the force behind this wonder, that the serpent has no idea what is going on. In
the second, we are told “the LORD opened the mouth of the ass, and she said unto Balaam,
„What have I done unto thee, that thou hast smitten me these three times?‟” This seems like a
simple case of divine ventriloquism; however, when we read the rest of the donkey‟s words, we
might wonder:
29And Balaam said unto the ass, Because thou hast mocked me: I would there were a sword in
mine hand, for now would I kill thee.
30And the ass said unto Balaam, “Am not I thine ass, upon which thou hast ridden ever since I
was thine unto this day? was I ever wont to do so unto thee?” and he said, Nay.
It sounds as if she is actually remembering her years of silent service to Balaam and offering
them up to argue the injustice of his treatment of her. And then the angel‟s rebuke of Balaam
almost makes it sound like the angel sees the ass as a creature capable of choices that can affect
her relationship to an angel—a being at least two steps above her in the hierarchy of things:
31Then the LORD opened the eyes of Balaam, and he saw the angel of the LORD standing in
the way, and his sword drawn in his hand: and he bowed down his head, and fell flat on his face.
32And the angel of the LORD said unto him, “Wherefore hast thou smitten thine ass these three
times? behold, I went out to withstand thee, because thy way is perverse before me:
33And the ass saw me, and turned from me these three times: unless she had turned from me,
surely now also I had slain thee, and saved her alive.”
I am glad that since this is a literature conference—not a Bible conference—I don‟t have to
explain that text.
A couple of New Testament passages might remind us of shape changing--the story of
the demons entering the herd of swine, for instance--but it doesn‟t quite fit the pattern of people

being turned into animals. In a sense, the prodigal son momentarily wished he were a well-fed
hog. This turned out to be a constructive line of thought, for, about that time, he came to
himself, realizing his true nature—one worthy only to be a servant. But we needn‟t worry too
much about this incident because it is only a parable. Though people are not turned into animals
in the Bible, they are sometimes compared to them. Psalm 73.22 reads “I was senseless and
ignorant; I was a brute beast before you.” Titus 1.12: “Even one of their own prophets has said,
„Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons.‟" And 2 Peter 2.12: “But these men
blaspheme in matters they do not understand. They are like brute beasts, creatures of instinct,
born only to be caught and destroyed, and like beasts they too will perish.” Clearly, the Bible is
not full of stories of people-to-animal transformation. This is a Classical motif, one that Milton
incorporates in Comus to promote his Christian world view.
Homer‟s account of Odysseus‟ men turned to pigs by Circe seems to be the model that
later writers build on. Homer writes:
Scarce had they drunk when she flew after them
with her long stick and shut them in a pigsty—
Bodies, voices, heads, and bristles, all
swinish now, though minds were still unchanged.
So squealing, in they went. And Kirke tossed them
acorns, mast, and cornel berries—fodder
for hogs who rut and slumber on the earth.
Eventually, Circe returns them to human form:
“I saw her enter,
driving those men turned swine to stand before me.
She stroked them, each in turn, with some new chrism;
and then, behold! their bristles fell away,
the coarse pelt[,] grown upon them by her drug[,]
melted away, and they were men again,
younger, more handsome, taller than before.”
-- The Odyssey Book 10 (trans. by Robert Fitzgerald)
Notice that their minds were unchanged, only their bodies, and that when restored to human
form, they were physically improved. Also, the change was instantaneous and had little or
nothing to do with the men‟s character or moral choices.
As we examine Milton‟s references to animals, we find that he uses a word that I thought,
at first, was a Briticism, like “biscuit” for the American “cookie”, “dear” for “expensive”,
“torch” for “flashlight”, etcetera. The word is “brute.” When Milton uses it, he means simply
and literally, an animal, a creature without the God-given gift of reason, much as does the
Authorized, or King James Version, of 1611. Mine, and I think most Americans‟, first mental
picture when hearing or reading the word is of a violent or cruel person. This suspicion is
confirmed by The Cambridge Dictionary of American English. Its first definition is “a person
who is offensive and rude, and often violent.” Other dictionaries—some old, some recent--list
Milton‟s sense of the word first. For instance, The Random House Dictionary of the English
Language, Unabridged, offers the following definitions: 1, “a nonhuman creature; beast” and 2,
“a brutal, insensitive or crude person”. The Compact Oxford English Dictionary’s first two
definitions are 1, “a violent or savage person or animal” and 2, “a cruel person”. The American
Heritage Dictionary reads, 1, “animal, beast” and 2, “brutal, cruel, insensitive person”. Finally,
Webster’s Dictionary, 1913 matches most closely Milton‟s use of the word; in fact it cites Milton

as an example: definition 1, “Not having sensation; senseless; inanimate; unconscious; without
intelligence or volition; as, the brute earth; the brute powers of nature.” Number 2, “Not
possessing reason, irrational; unthinking; as, a brute beast; the brute creation: [and now, quoting
Milton] „A creature . . . not prone And brute as other creatures, but endued With sanctity of
reason.‟ Milton.” So, is this a Briticism? No. Is it an archaic usage? Not according to a
variety of dictionaries. Though Lewis called himself a dinosaur, I think the following quote
from An Experiment in Criticism, reflects his every-day usage: “My own eyes are not enough
for me … I will see through the eyes of others. Reality, even seen through the eyes of many is
not enough … I will see what others have invented. Even the eyes of all humanity are not
enough. I regret that the brutes cannot write books. Very gladly would I learn what face things
present to a mouse or a bee. More gladly still would I perceive the olfactory world charged with
all the information and emotion it carries for a dog” (An Experiment In Criticism, 1961). In
conclusion, perhaps one dictionary‟s label—“literary”—best suits Lewis‟ usage of “brute”
(Encarta).
THE WORD “BRUTE” IN PARADISE LOST
Milton‟s Comus includes descriptions of people being turned into animals, not Paradise
Lost, but to illustrate just what the word meant to him, here‟s a summary of his use of it in the
epic. He uses “brute” roughly twelve times in Paradise Lost; in half of these, he specifically
mentions that animals—the brutes—lack the reason, sense, or language that God gave Adam and
Eve. In one passage he explicitly mentions humanity‟s place in the hierarchy of creation
between the brutes and angels (9.712). He uses “brutal” once, to describe an unreasoning
animal, rather than a cruel and insensitive person (9.565). In one passage, he suggests that the
animals are incapable of doubt, and by implication, faith (9.95). Finally, he uses “imbrute” to
describe the process of degeneration that Satan undergoes in order to enter and use the serpent
(9.165). In short, in Milton‟s epic, “brute” simply means “non-human animal.”
COMUS & POSSIBLE INSPIRATIONS FOR MACDONALD
As I have pointed out in other papers, George MacDonald intimately knew and was
influenced strongly by the writings of Milton. This is most clearly seen in his masterpiece,
Lilith; the title character owes much to Milton‟s Satan of Paradise Lost. “Comus” includes
several notable ideas and images that appear slightly changed or more fully developed in
MacDonald, particularly, variations on Homer‟s story of Circe‟s transforming magic. Milton‟s
Comus is the son of Circe and Bacchus, and inherits his mother‟s habit of changing people into
animals—with three variations: 1, his victims‟ bodies are only changed from the neck up; 2,
they do not retain their memory of their original state and believe themselves improved, and 3,
their immoral choices are partly to blame for their transformations. Here is Milton‟s description
of Comus‟ treatment of his victims:
[He offers] to every weary Travailer,
His orient liquor in a Crystal Glasse,
To quench the drouth of Phoebus, which as they taste
(For most do taste through fond [foolish] intemperate thirst)
Soon as the Potion works, their human count‟nance,
Th‟ express resemblance of the gods, is changed
Into some brutish form of Woolf, or Bear,
Or Ounce, or Tiger, Hog, or bearded Goat,
All other parts remaining as they were,

And they, so perfect in their misery,
Not once perceive their foul disfigurement,
But boast themselves more comely then before
And all their friends, and native home forget
To roule with pleasure in a sensual stie. (63-77)
Notice, that unlike Odysseus‟ men, Comus‟ victims‟ character—their moral choices—play a role
in their transformation: “most do taste through fond [foolish] intemperate thirst”. After
describing the purifying effects of chastity, Milton warns the reader of the effects of indulging
lust:
But when lust
By unchaste looks, loose gestures, and foul talk,
But most by leud and lavish act of sin,
Lets in defilement to the inward parts,
The soul grows clotted by contagion,
Imbodies, and imbrutes, till she quite loose
The divine property of her first being. (463-469)
This process is similar to that by which the people of Gwyntystorm—in The Princess and
Curdie—devolve into various sub-human creatures, from the inside out. The grandmother figure
explains to Curdie: “. . . all men, if they do not take care, go down the hill to the animals‟
country; … many men are actually, all their lives, going to be beasts.”
What does MacDonald add to this motif? One, the change is gradual, not the result of an
instantaneous act of magic; it is a process, beginning from the inside of a person and working
itself out. Two, the subject is much less a victim of deception; his destiny is much more
dependent upon his own choices. And three, the process is reversible. Characters like Lina are
in the process of regaining their human form.
In addition to the transformation motif, I found two other passages in Comus that strongly
remind of MacDonald, considering how well he knew the work of the epic poet. Note the
proximity of these images: a mine, a goblin, and a vulnerable young woman.
Som say no evil thing that walks by night
In fog, or fire, by lake, or moorish fen,
Blew meager Hag, or stubborn unlaid ghost,
That breaks his magick chains at curfeu time,
No goblin,or swart Faery of the mine,
Hath hurtful power o‟re true virginity. (432-437)
In the second passage, we are reminded of Mossy and Tangle‟s quest:
Yet som there be that by due steps aspire
To lay their just hands on that Golden Key
That ope‟s the Palace of Eternity. (12-14)] END FOOTNOTE
C. S. LEWIS AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF EUSTACE CLARENCE SCRUBB
C. S. Lewis‟ links to Milton and MacDonald need not be rehearsed here; nor do we need
to review Lewis‟ knowledge of Classical literature. In “The Adventures of Eustace”, chapter six
of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, Lewis also builds on and adapts the classical tradition.
Eustace is the most dynamic character in Dawn Treader, and changing him requires radical
surgery. As a result of sleeping with dragonish thoughts on a dragon‟s hoard, Eustace is
transformed into a dragon and endures approximately a week of life as a dragon: killing and

eating like one, flying, breathing fire, shunned and feared by humanity until his identity is
discovered, all the time in physical pain from the too-small gold band on his front leg. What
does Lewis borrow from and add to the transformation tradition? Eustace is transformed by both
magic and his own faults. He is thoroughly changed, outwardly, yet he and retains all of his
identity. He begins to change from the inside out. We read this observation about him while he
is still a dragon: “It was . . . clear to everyone that Eustace‟s character had been improved by
becoming a dragon.” Perhaps borrowing from MacDonald, Eustace, like Lina and the Uglies,
must endure an extended period of brutish living as his character turns around. Finally, Lewis
adds the subject‟s failed attempts to rid himself of his problem, followed by the work of another
doing for him what he cannot do himself. Lewis also adds a baptism-like experience.
Interestingly, in Dawn Treader, Lewis uses “brute” in both senses of the word: “a reasonless
animal” and, “a cruel person.” In fact, Eustace uses it to describe the Pevensies—before his
“conversion experience,” and to name the dragon he assumes he wakes up with, before he
realizes that he is seeing part of his own body. “Brute” is also used in reference to the sea
monster in chapter eight. And one of the Telmarines says, “We are . . . men, not brutes.”
Finally, there‟s a charming allusion to a Shakespearean transformation in the chapter called “The
Magician‟s Book.” Lucy reads about charms “to call up (or prevent) wind, fog, snow, sleet and
how to give a man an ass‟s head (as they did to poor Bottom).”
In conclusion--Milton, MacDonald, and Lewis—linked closely by their intense, personal,
and intellectual faith, are also part of the brotherhood of artists that stretches back to the
beginning of Western civilization. What Lewis wrote about medieval writers, applies to himself
and the other artists considered here: “. . . we might equally well call our medieval authors the
most unoriginal or the most original of men. They are so unoriginal that they hardly ever attempt
to write anything unless someone has written it before. They are so rebelliously and insistently
original that they can hardly reproduce a page of an older work without transforming it by their
own intensely visual and emotional imagination . . .” (“The Genesis of a Medieval Book” in
Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature).
As Milton adopted and adapted earlier stories to show us the beauty and power of chastity,
MacDonald and Lewis transformed the classical transformation motif to show us redeemer
figures who perform acts of aggressive grace on behalf of the otherwise un-transformable.
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Dorothy L. Sayers: an exemplar for lay theology
This paper argues that all Christians are called to serious theological reflection on the Creed
within their lives and that Sayers‘s life and work gives us an example of intellectual rigor that
finds the doctrine of the Church about Christ and the Trinity truly good news. Dorothy L.
Sayers in her life and work is an example of lay theology.
The first part of the paper gives a short history of her religious formation and adult faith,
and details her fascination with Christ and the mystery of the Trinity from childhood
through her adult life. The second section of the paper examines the origin of her analogy
of the Trinity in her own life as a writer, and especially her experience as a playwright. to
produce new theological insights. The third section examines her analogy and her theological
method and its suitability for lay Christians today.
Sayers, Child of the Vicarage
Dorothy L. Sayers was a child of the vicarage. Her father, the Revd. Henry Sayers was head
of the choir school for Christ Church cathedral in Oxford. When Dorothy was four he
accepted the living in Bluntisham-cum-Earith, Cambridgeshire, and Dorothy spent the rest
of her youth in the fens.
She seems not to have had much formal religious instruction from her father; however, the
household had morning and evening prayers, and she attended the services in the parish
church throughout her life. Her letters from Somerville show that she was attending church
and thinking for herself: ‗Having read the two Gospels with more attention that I had ever
before given to the subject, I came to the conclusion that such a set of stupid, literal, pigheaded people never existed as Christ had to do with, including the disciples.‘ (1: 71) She
had been reproached by her pious aunts, so she wrote to her parents:
it‘s difficult to make people see that what you have been taught counts for nothing,
and that the only things worth having are the things you find out for yourself. …It
isn‘t a case of ‗Here is the Christian religion, the one authoritative and respectable
rule of life. Take it or leave it.‘ It‘s ‗Here‘s a muddling kind of affair called Life, and
here are nineteen or twenty different explanations of it, all supported by people
whose opinions are not to be sneezed at. Among them is the Christian religion in
which you happen to have been brought up. Your friend so and so has been brought
up in quite a different way of thinking; is a perfectly splendid person and thoroughly
happy. What are you going to do about it?‘ I‘m worrying it out quietly, and whatever
I get hold of will be valuable, because I‘ve got it for myself. (1: 85)
She continued worrying at it, through her troubles with men, resulting in the birth of
Anthony, her illegitimate son. Although we have some evidence that she was not a
‗churchwoman‘ or even a regular attendee for some years, she did wrestle with the
intellectual challenges of Christianity, and become a public advocate for Christianity through
the late 1930s until the end of her life. Part of her attractiveness as a Christian apologist was
her consciousness of her own sinfulness, and of her failures. In a letter to Archbishop
William Temple, declining his offer of a Doctorate of Divinity to honor her work in The Man
Born to Be King and The Mind of the Maker she wrote:
2

A Degree in Divinity is not, I suppose, intended as a certificate of sanctity, exactly;
but I should feel better about it if I were a more convincing kind of Christian. I am
never quite sure whether I really am one, or whether I have only fallen in love with
an intellectual pattern. (2: 429)
Such humility, I maintain, is essential for any true theology to be done.
On that sound foundation, Sayers consistently defended Christian dogma as primary and
essential for Christian morality, unlike the liberal parsons of her day who wished to have
Christian morality without a Christ who was raised from the dead and co-equal to the father.
In an address to a congregation at Hayward‘s Heath in Sussex she explained:
if we believe Christ to be truly God, His ethic of perfection does represent the eternal
standard by which all human efforts are to be judged. And if we believe Him to be
incarnate God, He is the link between two worlds, and the means by which that which
is impossible with man is made possible with God. But if he is only man, then His
ethic has no more authority than any other human ethic. (Mid-Sussex Times 1)
It is pointless for the Church to neglect dogma and believe that she can teach Christian
ethics.
Trinity and Christ
Sayers was fascinated throughout her life with the figure of Christ, and haunted by the
Trinity. The unifying theme of Sayers‘ diverse writing is the primary importance of these two
dogmas, the Incarnation and the Trinity. Her early poetry collection Catholic Tales and
Christian Songs, published in 1919, included a long poem about the person of Christ and how
individuals project their wishes or needs onto Him. Her first religious radio play was a He
That Should Come for the BBC in 1938. Her two greatest works of Christian writing are The
Mind of the Maker a study of the Trinitarian doctrine of creation first published in 1941, and
The Man Born to Be King, twelve radio plays on the life of Christ broadcast on the BBC for the
first time from 1941 to 1943 and repeated often thereafter. C. S. Lewis read the plays every
Lent.1
The phrases of the Athanasian creed intrigued her has a child, and stayed with her through
her adult writing, with references culled from that creed in her letters. She developed her
analogy of artistic creation which she used as the foundation for her social ethics of work.
Sayers, writer and playwright, experienced creation as a three-fold process. She examined this
experience in light of her understanding of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. She then
wrote an analogy which appeared in its full form in the printed version of the play The Zeal of
Thy House and was discussed in detail in her book The Mind of the Maker. It is:
Praise Him that He hath made man in His own image, a maker and craftsman like
Himself, a little mirror of His triune majesty.
For every work of creation is threefold, an earthly trinity to match the heavenly.
First: there is the Creative Idea; passionless, timeless, beholding the whole work
complete at once, the end in the beginning, and this is the image of the Father.
1

I have just used the plays in an Introduction to the Bible class with great effect.
3

Second, there is the Creative Energy, begotten of that Idea, working in time from the
beginning to the end, with sweat and passion, being incarnate in the bonds of matter,
and this is the image of the Word.
Third: there is the Creative Power, the meaning of the work and its response in the
lively soul; and this is the image of the Spirit.
And these three are one, each equally in itself the whole work, whereof none can exist
without the other; and this is the image of the Trinity. (103)
Sayers asks us to connect the behavior of Christian theology and art and by doing so gain a
clearer understanding of what Christian dogma means when it tells us that God is Trinity.
Claude Welch, within a theological criticism of the problems of analogy for theology, seemed
to claim that Sayers started with her knowledge of the Trinity, consciously or unconsciously,
and produced a three-ness in artistic creation. Then she tried to prove the Trinity by her
experience and so, he claimed, she produced a circular argument. (87-91) This paper
contends that although this is the impression Sayers makes in certain parts of The Mind of the
Maker, it is not a complete or fair characterization of her method or results. It is correct in
that Christian revelation was part of her mental background, and this paper claims that she is
an exemplar for lay theologians precisely because she uses revelation to interpret her
experience. It is reasonable to see that having a mind formed in a Trinitarian faith, she
would discover three-fold analogies; but she did not imposed three-foldness on all
experience. She was aware of the dichotomy of author and book or painter and audience,
and the multiplicity of steps in creation, especially in the process of writing and editing text.
Her own claims for the analogy she proposed are not that it proves the existence of the God
as Trinity, despite some incautious statements she made.2 Her claim is that she discovered a
pattern, a three-ness, in her work as a writer. When she compared this pattern to the
doctrine of the Trinity she found ‗that between the two there is a difference only of technical
phraseology…a difference, not of category, but only of quality and degree‘ (Mind 182).
In The Mind of the Maker she expanded her discussion of this analogy to sort out the
confusions of the multiple attacks on Christian dogma. So she made clear that if the critics
say that the Trinity is simply an anthropomorphic projection by theologians, then they
cannot the same time claim it is ‗apriorist and unrelated to human experience; since we are
committed to supposing that is a plain a posteriori induction from human experience‘ (183).
On the other hand, if the claim is that the doctrine is the product of revelation, pure
religious experience from God interpreted by philosophy, then the critics cannot charge that
it is irrational. On this basis, then readers can evaluate her account of creative mind and
decide whether or not it is rational and fits with human experience. They can then evaluate
the parallels Sayers drew between her experience and the Trinity and decide if it is a true
analogy, an instance of the same pattern, as the behavior of apples and planets are for
She recounted the experience of Newton relating the behaviour of apples and the behaviour of planets and
concluded: ‗Similarly, we may take a cross section of the spiritual universe, (note) at the point marked
―Christian Theology‖ and at the point marked ―Art‖, and find at both precisely the same pattern of the creative
mind; it is open to us to draw a similar conclusion.‘ that is, ‗that this pattern was part of a universal structure
which ran through the world of visible phenomena‘ (184-185) This seems as if she were offering her analogy as
a proof of God‘s existence. I maintain, however, that it was her standard method of explaining what the terms
used in Christianity actually meant, so that her reader could make an informed decision to believe or not
believe.
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gravity. If readers accept that there is a similarity of pattern, they must accept the conclusion
that Christianity is not an incomprehensible or irrational phenomenon. Thus, the criticism
that she imposed a three-ness, may be true, but does not invalidate her project. Readers are
free to reject her analogy, and certainly free to reject belief in the Trinitarian God. If,
however, they can understand her analogy, they may not claim that Christianity is irrational
or unrelated to human experience.
Tracing the origins of the analogy will, I hope, make clear the interplay between Sayers‘
experience as an artist and her mind as a Christian and demonstrate a sound method for lay
theologians to follow. Canon John Thurmer suggests the origin of her analogy lies in her
analysis of detective fiction using Aristotle‘s Poetics.3 Thurmer notes that in her introduction
to Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror, First Series in 1928, Sayers wrote that
detective stories had an ‗Aristotelian perfection of beginning middle and end‘ (37). In her
introduction to the 1931 volume, Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror, Second
Series, she analyzed detective stories into idea, plot and responsive reader 4 (qtd in Eureka
198). In a lecture given in 1935, ‗Aristotle on Detective Fiction‘, she wrote that the triad of
beginning, middle, end is the ‗make-up of the plot‘ (26), and that a detective plot has three
necessary parts: ‗Peripety, or Reversal of Fortune; Discovery; and Suffering‘ (29). Clearly, she
found threesomes; however, the idea-plot-and responsive reader is of a different explanatory
power than the threesome of beginning, middle and end.
Thurmer suggests that Aristotle enabled her to see that the idea-plot-response pattern which
she identified as the essential pattern of the detective story applies more widely, to all tragedy
and therefore particularly to the greatest, the drama of Christ (201). I argue that she first
wrote her analogy, although not consciously; in her 1933 pot-boiler, Murder Must Advertise.
Murder Must Advertise, set in an advertising agency, drew on her experience of working in
advertising. Her description of the process of creating a big advertising campaign for a
cigarette called Whifflets, included three incidents in the narrative which correspond to the
three parts of her later, developed analogy. First we have the description of what she later
called the IDEA, an analogy for the Father:
It is not to be supposed that the great Whiffle-Way in all its comprehensive perfection,
sprang fully formed from Mr. Bredon‘s brain when Mr. Armstrong uttered the words,
Family Appeal. All that then happened was a mental association with the phrase
Family Hotel, coupled with a faint consciousness of inner illumination. He replied
humbly, ‗Yes, I see; I‘ll try to work out something,‘ gathered up some sheets of paper
on which Mr. Armstrong had scribbled a few illegible notes and a thing that looked
like a hedgehog, and made his way out. He had taken six steps down the passage when
the idiotic slogan: ‗If that‘s what you want, you can Whiffle for it,‘ took possession of
his brain; two steps further on, this repellent sentence had recast itself as: ‗All you
Want by Whiffling,‘ and on the threshold of his own room, the first practical
possibility of Whiffledom struck him like a sledgehammer. (Chapter 15)
Thurmer‘s orginal work can be found in A Detection of the Trinity (1984) and in The Reluctant Evangelist Papers on
the Christian Thought of Dorothy L. Sayers (1996). His new suggestion is found in ‗Eureka – The Genesis of an
Analogy‘ (2002)
4 The hint of things to come lies her description of the idea: ‗The ―idea,‖ whatever it is, usually presents itself in
a flash of insight‘ (1948, p.14); of the plot ‗Frequently a story with a brilliant central idea is ruined by failure in
plot-construction‘. (ibid., p.13); and of the reader: ‗the important part played by the reader himself. His cooperation is all-important‘. (ibid., p.22)
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The IDEA for Sayers is the glimpse of the whole, without beginning or end. But to work
any Idea out, either as a book, a painting or an advertising campaign requires activity. She
describes the activity which she later called ENERGY, an analogy for the Son:
‗I like this scheme, Mr. Bredon,‘ said Mr Pym, tapping his finger on the drafts
submitted to him. ‗It has Breadth. It has Vision. More than anything else, Advertising
needs Vision and Breadth. That is what determines Appeal. In my opinion, this
scheme of yours has Appeal. It is going to be expensive, of course, and needs some
working out. For instance, if all these vouchers were cashed in at once, it would send
up the cost per packet to a figure that the profits could not possibly cover. But I think
that can be got over.‘
‗They won‘t all be cashed in at once,‘ said Mr. Armstrong.
The two directors plunged into a maze of facts and figures. (Chapter 16)
Here is the central dilemma of creativity: getting the idea embodied in time and space, in a
fallen world. The analogy isn‘t yet complete.
When the work is done and the IDEA is embodied in the activity or ENERGY, it creates a
reaction in the creator and anyone else who sees it. Sayers calls this the POWER, the
response, an analogy for the Holy Spirit. At the end of the novel Sayers pictures Wimsey
standing on the street:
A bus passed bearing a long ribbon display upon its side:
WHIFFLE YOUR WAY ROUND BRITAIN!
The great campaign had begun. He contemplated his work with a kind of amazement.
With a few idle words on a sheet of paper he had touched the lives of millions.
(Chapter 21)
In Murder Must Advertise, the three parts of creative mind are present implicitly.5 I believe it
was the experience of the theatre which forged the final link between her experience as a
writer and Christian theology and made the analogy between creation and the Trinity
explicit. In ‗The Christian Faith and the Theatre‘ (Wade MS. 43) she wrote:
But if he [the playwright] is humble and prepared to take a very realistic view of his
own deficiencies he does, nevertheless, undergo the tremendous and almost terrifying
experience of seeing his own word made flesh. (Wade MS-43/8)
She went on to compare the typescript of a play to a prophecy of creation; and wrote of the
‗miracle‘:
But when the rehearsal begins, then the miracle begins. The maker of the play sees his
word animating, and as it were, making for itself a body out of living flesh and blood.
Not only that, but a corporate or common body inhabited by wills independent of his
own, which, yet, by the power of that word which is himself, are subdued and
responsive to his will, conforming all that they are to his word dwelling and acting
within them rendering him back to himself a kind of living mirror, so that his own

Canon Thurmer also sees a foreshadowing of the analogy in The Nine Tailors. See his article in Sidelights on
Sayers LIV, October 2004.
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thought is at once within himself and also manifest outside him incarnate in a fullyconscious, fully self-willed and partly independent creative form.
Speaking only for myself, I can only say that this miracle never fails to move me.
It is experienced at its freshest and most astonishing at the first rehearsal of each new
play. I think that if I were to write a hundred new plays, it would never lose its power
to startle … me. (Wade MS 43/9-10)
Here we see the humility before experience of an intellect whose intellectual framework is
Christianity. The interplay between these is the starting point for any theologian.
Sayers theological method
We possess an extended letter which gives us Sayers‘ perception of her task and method in
theology.6 Sayers described what it is that ‗her sort‘ can safely do and categorized her own
writings.
1. We can write a book, play or other work which genuinely and directly derives
from such fragments of religious or human experience as we ourselves have
(The Zeal of Thy House –the sin of the artist; The Just Vengeance – which is
about the choosing of God through the only values we know)...
2. We can (if we feel like it) write a direct statement about our own experience.
(The Mind of the Maker). …
3. We can show you in images experiences which we ourselves do not know, or
know only imaginatively. (The Man Born to Be King). Because in this, we do
not need to pretend anything about ourselves. …
4. We can interpret another man, who has what we have not (we can translate
and edit Dante). Our intellect can assess him and our imagination feels what
he feels. …
5. We can, so far as our competence goes, help to disentangle the languagetrouble by translating from one jargon to another. For this we need to know
both jargons thoroughly. (4: 141-142)
Sayers saw her own theological work as falling into these categories. She would distinguish
between two kinds of imaginative writings that show the theology, the first derives directly
from her religious or personal experience such as The Zeal of thy House. The second is created
as the artist empties himself and imaginatively takes on another self.
In the final play of The Man Born to Be King, ‗The King Comes To His Own,‘ Sayers‘ stage
directions tell Thomas that his great line must be said ‗with flat conviction, as of one
acknowledging irrefragable evidence: ―2+2=4‖, ―that is the sun in the sky‖, ―You are my
Lord and my God‖‘ (314). Sayers wrote to Marjorie Barber:
Going back to the plays—one of the actors came up to me during rehearsal, just after
we‘d been doing the ‗my Lord and my God‘ bit, and said, ‗that‘s the first time I‘ve ever
heard the Atonement explained—so as to mean anything, that is.‘ Which shows the
advantage of putting things into words of one syllable, without technical theological
John Wren-Lewis disagreed with what he called Sayers‘ overly rational approach to presenting Christianity. He
confronted her at St Anne‘s, Soho, and she wrote a long letter to him explaining her ideas and background (4:
136-145).
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terms, and linking them up to the action of the story. I admit that it‘s not a complete
explanation, but so long as one can persuade people that it has a meaning of some
kind one does at least save the thing from appearing completely irrational. (2: 380)
Equally, she identifies two types of translation. One type occurs when the artist can assess
another writer intellectually and imaginatively. She identifies her link with Dante through the
‗passionate intellect‘ acknowledging Dante as infinitely the greater. By that contact, she
wrote, ‗I can accept and interpret his … ―Beatrician‖ side, which by itself would be
meaningless to me‘ (4: 141). This category would include her translations of The Song of
Roland and of Tristam in Brittany, but those works do not have the theological content that
Dante has.
Finally, there is the second type of translation, which she identified as translating one jargon
into another, requires that the translator understand both jargons. Sayers knew her gifts and
limitations:
(I can translate from the jargon of the Schools in to the common speech of the
twentieth century, and I can sometimes translate from Biblical speech into scholastic
or from poetry into prose. But I cannot, for example, translate either from or into the
language of Existentialism, which is a language of introverts, and darker to me than
Sanskrit or Choctaw, because it corresponds to nothing in my experience.) One knows
one‘s own limitations, and nobody else knows them or can dictate in the matter. (4:
142.)
Sayers‘ translation partners: Scholastic philosophy-common speech in mid-20th century
England, Biblical speech into scholastic philosophy, illustrate MacIntyre‘s concept of the
‗second first language‘; the translator not only knows the words and idioms, but understands
something of the history and the cultural underpinnings which give the language its shape
and present form.
Most of Sayers‘ speeches and articles about work and theology fall into this category.
In the 1937 letter to Fr. Kelly she discussed the point of translation and the equally
important point of intellectual rather than emotional faith; what she worried about was not
lay people thinking about theology, but their having ‗a lack of practice in handling technical
terms.‘ (2: 51-52) After her articles appeared in The Sunday Times she was inundated with
invitations to speak on religious topics, and was generally willing to do so in one of two
ways, either in translating the creeds into modern idiom, or in telling the churchmen exactly
what kind of wildly mistaken ideas the majority of people had about Christianity.7 She knew
why she was called upon so often. In a letter to John, later Cardinal, Heenan she wrote: ‗I
think one of the troubles is that so few parsons are really trained to the use of words. They
use the standard technical phrases without quite realising how they sound to the ordinary
reader or listener‘ (2: 179-180).

Her reply to an invitation to talk to clergy is typical. She agreed to speak on the condition that she would be
allowed to recount the extraordinary ideas people had about Christianity and giving ‗suggestions of a few ways
of countering the prevalent impression that the Christian religion is unreal, depressing and fit only for very
stupid people‘ (2: 116).
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The key point in most of her presentations is that ‗the heathen‘ had no idea about what
Christianity actually taught.8 In a letter to The Spectator in the summer of 1940 Sayers denied
she was creating new interpretations of Christianity, an accusation which always irritated her.
She responded: ‗The terms are not mine: they are the terms of the ancient creeds; the
doctrinal system is not mine; it is that of the Church. All that I have done is to explain, to
the best of my ability what those terms mean, and what that doctrine is.‘ (2:.170) The creeds
were her touchstone, only then could she be sure that she wasn‘t leading people into
apostasy. She explained to Bishop Talbot,9 this time in connection with the series of talks
they were giving on the BBC, that: ‗I am taking the line that my business is to explain as well
as I can what the clauses of the Creed actually mean, rather than to exhort people to belief‘
(2: 258).
She was fitted for this work of translation, and was aware of the pitfalls. In a letter to the
Revd. T. Wigley she remarked that it is impractical to only use modern idiom when dealing
with theology for two reasons:
1 The mere fact that we have to deal with the Bible obliges us to make use of the
theological ideas and expressions in which it abounds. …Many, indeed of the most
crude and erroneous ideas about doctrine (especially as regards redemption) are
directly derived from the reading of the Bible without sufficient knowledge of its
theological and historical backgrounds.
2. The older theological words and expressions formed a real technical vocabulary,
and it is at least possible to discover and say what they meant to the theologians who
used them. (2: 288)
Her first point illustrates someone who understands the Bible as a ‗second first language‘
from someone who is translating Biblical language in a purely sentence-matching way. The
second point illustrates that she was very aware of how language changed through time; a
point which she makes again in The Mind of the Maker (117-121).
Her dislike of personal questions and her emphasis on personal responsibility contributed to
her choice of method. She was prepared to explain, but wanted people to think for
themselves and make up their own minds. Taking responsibility for thinking, not being led
by the crowd or propaganda was the theme of Begin Here and a secondary theme in all her
essays on work. This concern for intellect is reflected in her concern for logic and clear
thinking. She repeatedly told people that they are free to believe or disbelieve Christianity.
What she wanted to do is make sure that they understand exactly what it is they are
accepting or rejecting.
Reviewing her life and her works, one sees a pattern of consistent, studious, creative
engagement with the doctrines of Christianity: Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement. In her
In Creed or Chaos? she wrote: ‗The trouble is that, in nine cases out of ten, he has never been offered the
dogma. What he has been offered is a set of technical theological terms which nobody has taken the trouble to
translate into language relevant to ordinary life. …nine out of ten or my heretics are exceedingly surprised to
discover that the Creeds contain any statements that bear a practical and comprehensible meaning‘. (33,35)
9 She was astonished by the Bishop, ―I am reduced to complete pulp by Bishop Talbot, who says that in FOUR
talks devoted to Why we want a God to believe in, it has not occurred to him to explain what is meant by the
word ―Sin‖!!!!‖ (2: 260).
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imaginative works, she wanted the dogma to be the framework for the consistency of the
characters and the action of the play or novel. In her essays she sought to clarify the dogma
of the Church in language that was understood by her contemporaries. In her social ethics
she sought to relate the dogmas and ethics to daily life.
A Model for Lay Theologians
Fr Aidan Nichols, O P, quotes the French Dominican theologian, Yves Congar, ‗theology is
the highest of the habits of mind that a Christian man or woman can acquire‘. (13) Von
Balthasaar writes that theology should be done ‗on one‘s knees‘. St Benedict in his rule
teaches his monks that ‗if we humble our hearts, the Lord will raise it to heaven.‘ (Ch7:8)
Humility in presenting the dogmas of Christianity has always been recognized as essential for
knowledge of God, and Sayers shows us this in her description of her method, and in her
own works.
She has much to teach Christians who are educated in fields other than theology. The great
commandment: ‗You shall love the Lord your God with all you heart, with all your soul, with
all your mind, and with all your strength.‘ (Mk 12:30 NAB) must be obeyed by all Christians,
and for lay Christians that includes being as intellectually engaged with their faith as they are
intellectually engaged with their profession. Sayers is a follower of St Anselm, who
understood theology as faith seeking understanding.
She used her gifts as a writer in a special way for theological reflection, but believed that
every Christian is called to theological reflection. She wrote, ‗Do please remember that your
own belief and your own religious experience are not going to be of very much help to your
neighbour unless you are prepared to give a reason for the faith that is in you.‘ (Making
Sense 14) To do that, I believe we should follow her pattern of concentrating on doctrine
before ethics. We all have dealt with the absolute relativism of our culture, the idea that there
cannot be any truth (except of course this statement). By concentrating on doctrine, and
presenting it as the assumptions we begin from, our perspective in the post-modern phrase,
we can then invite people to examine our thought and its conclusions, and test it for
consistency and relevance. Our ethical choices are rational and based on something other
than passing feelings. This way of proceeding respects human freedom, and shows that the
faith and the morality which flows from it are not irrational. Our lives will show our
neighbors just how deeply we believe.
The special task of the lay theologian, I believe, is to relate the faith that God has revealed to
the circumstances of life. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. Human
nature is still fallen. But human culture, art, language, music, forms of life, changes. The
Word must be presented to each new generation. Sayers‘ gift of showing the dogma in a play
or novel may be beyond our skills; however, her method of translation is one we, with
appropriate study, can begin to master. We are participants in our culture, we need to study
our faith and its language, and begin to relate the two. In a culture that seems to flee from
reason, we need to be reasonable: Christianity is not a warm, fuzzy blanket but a lived loyalty
to a person, Jesus Christ, that changes everything. Our call is to show that to our world.
Sayers gives a way to begin.
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What’s in a Name?
Clues to Understanding MacDonald’s Fairy Story “Cross Purposes”

In many of his fantasy works, George MacDonald chooses names for characters that
suggest certain qualities or circumstances. Names such as Mossy and Tangle, Diamond, or Vane
can enhance a reader’s appreciation and offer clues to understanding a story’s themes. One of
MacDonald’s earliest fairy stories for children is a dreamy tale called “Cross Purposes.” The
names of characters and indeed the title of the story reveal much about what was, in all
likelihood, going through the author’s mind as he wrote it.
The first character mentioned by name in “Cross Purposes” is Peaseblossom, daughter of
the prime minister of Fairyland. When the Queen of Fairyland is looking for amusement,
Peaseblossom volunteers to bring a mortal child into her court. The charming and distinctive
name “Peaseblossom” must immediately suggest to English readers another fairy of the same
name, one who appears in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The reference is, I
believe, no accident. To gently reinforce the association with Shakespeare’s play, MacDonald
next introduces a goblin named Toadstool. While no one in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is
called by this name, other fairies in the play are identified with common plants and creatures of
the wild, such as Moth and Mustardseed.
Why should MacDonald wish to bring to mind one of Shakespeare’s plays? George
MacDonald was a great admirer of William Shakespeare. He toured England and Scotland (as
well as America) giving lectures on various works of literature, and among his favorite topics
were Shakespeare’s plays. Indeed there is evidence that he spoke about A Midsummer Night’s
Dream on at least one occasion.1 Therefore it is reasonable to suppose that MacDonald’s choice
of the name Peaseblossom is in fact a reference to the play.
Further evidence of a connection with A Midsummer Night’s Dream can be found in the
second scene of “Cross Purposes.” The action takes place in a country village where
Peaseblossom goes to find a child. “One rosy summer evening” a little girl lies on her bed and
feels “as if she were reading a story-book.” (p.143) Fantastic things begin to happen, much like a
dream sequence with tenuous links between events but no logical progression. From then on, the
reader has the sense of being caught up in a (summer night’s) dream.
Shakespeare’s play is filled with dreams, magic, and flights of the imagination. Much of
the action takes place in a mysterious wood inhabited by fairies. While “real people” cannot see
the fairies, human characters in the play are nevertheless controlled and transformed through
interactions with these supernatural beings. Shakespeare wants us to think about the relationship
between dreams and wakeful perceptions, between imagination and reality, between artistic ideas
and life. These are also some of George MacDonald’s favorite themes. His epigram to Dealings
with the Fairies, a collection of fairy tales (including “Cross Purposes”) published in 1867,
reads, “Where more is meant than meets the ear.”2 Many of MacDonald’s fantasy and fairy
stories are concerned with spiritual life and its relation to everyday life.
Another notable name in “Cross Purposes” belongs to the little girl whom Peaseblossom
lures into Fairyland. Her name is Alice. As she lies dreaming on her bed, the tiny fairy speaks to
her, and when Alice attempts to rise, she finds herself shrunk to the fairy’s size. The tufts on her
bedspread become bushes, and her bedroom is transformed into a hilly country where strange
things occur. Alice asks if the country is a “dreamland.” When she inquires how far she is from

home, Peaseblossom responds cryptically, “The farther you go, the nearer home you are,”
(p.146) perhaps describing a journey deep into the imagination.
Anyone who has read this story and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland will notice certain
striking similarities in the experiences of the two Alices. Are we to conclude that George
MacDonald borrowed from Lewis Carroll, or perhaps vice versa? Plagiarism or improper
borrowing seems highly unlikely, for three reasons. First, the two men were good friends who
respected each other’s work. Carroll (Charles Dodgson) was a frequent visitor in the MacDonald
household, and he tried out his “Alice” manuscript on the MacDonald children before it was
published.3 Second, each of the men had a vivid imagination that needed no help from the
outside, though it is certainly possible they exchanged ideas with each other on occasion. Finally,
the dates and circumstances of publication would indicate that the authors worked independently,
with entirely distinct motivation for their works. MacDonald first published “Cross Purposes” in
a periodical, Beeton’s Christmas Annual, of 1862.4 Carroll’s book was published three years
later. His character Alice evidently was named after one of the Liddell children for whom he
often produced and narrated whimsical tales. The coincidence of names appears to be just that, a
coincidence, albeit a very interesting one. It is possible the two authors had a common source, or
perhaps each of them considered Alice to be a name that sounded as if it belonged in an
imaginary world.
The second child brought into Fairyland is named Richard. Described as shy and
awkward, he is nevertheless the hero of the story. He faithfully waits upon his poor, widowed
mother, and he is an avid reader of books. Even though Alice does not at first wish to be
associated with someone of his low social standing, Richard rescues her from the hazards of
Fairyland and eventually brings her home. The name Richard might be randomly chosen;
nevertheless, it could suggest to readers either poverty or courage, through association with Poor
Richard or Richard the Lion-hearted.
Both Alice and Richard fall asleep in Fairyland, leaving open the possibility that their
adventures are merely a dream or a romp through the imagination. A Midsummer Night’s Dream
again comes to mind.
The fairy tale itself has a significant name. Cross-purposes, or opposing intentions, are
evident between various groups and individuals in the story. All the residents of Fairyland whom
the children meet (especially the old man) try to frustrate their efforts to find a way home.
Richard and Alice themselves work at cross-purposes, as Richard wants to be helpful and Alice
spurns his help. From the beginning, the Queen of Fairyland and her emissaries Peaseblossom
and Toadstool have conflicting ideas about how the children should be treated. As a consequence
of their foolish actions, the Queen finally banishes Peaseblossom and Toadstool from her court.
MacDonald invests more meaning in the title as he describes Alice’s behavior toward
Richard: “But she had always been so cross to him when he had spoken . . .” (p.161, italics
added). Her disposition in Fairyland is deeply affected by her disgruntlement at being thrown
together with this poor boy, an association she regards as beneath her dignity. Her mean and
snobbish attempts at self-sufficiency finally make her miserable. “[B]y degrees the horror of
silence grew upon her, and she felt at last as if there was no one in the universe but herself. . . .
the silence grew so intense that it seemed on the point of taking shape. At last she could bear it
no longer.” (p.161) Alice runs to Richard and touches his arm, and everything changes. Her
crossness vanishes.
Once they have touched, Alice’s fear is transformed into dependency, which soon begins
to resemble love for Richard. When she calls him “dear Richard,” he instantly falls in love with

her. As a consequence his eyes give off light to protect her and show her the way. Soon her eyes
acquire the same power, and she is able to light his path and to see him (literally and
figuratively) in an entirely new light. The light from their eyes is not self-serving; rather it
crosses over to illumine the other person’s path. At the same time, it allows each to have a new
vision of the other, perhaps a beatifying vision. Now “cross” purposes signify the self-giving
love between a man and a woman, compared in Scripture to the love Christ has for his Church, a
love so deep that he is willing to die on the cross for her sake.
In the end, as a reward for their courage, the children are permitted by the Queen to visit
Fairyland any time they like. She decrees that no goblin or fairy shall interfere with them again.
The Queen, the children, and the residents of Fairyland no longer work at cross-purposes.
Richard and Alice have been fully reconciled to each other as well, although MacDonald does
not tell us whether their friendship continues in the “real world.” Nevertheless, each has had the
redeeming experience of having been led into the land of the imagination, and now both are free
to cross into this land whenever it suits their purposes.

Notes
In her literary detective work, Barbara Amell has uncovered notes by James Furnivall
indicating that he attended a series of lectures by George MacDonald in London in 1874. Topics
for these lectures included A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Henry V, As You Like It, and Othello.
See page 22 of A Solemn Glory.
2
Rolland Hein, in his excellent biography of George MacDonald, misquotes the epigram as
“Where more is meant than meets the eye” (page 187, italics added). However Raphael
Shaberman’s bibliographic study lists the motto “Where more is meant than meets the ear” (page
30, credited to Milton) in the 1867 edition of Dealings with the Fairies. I was able to examine a
copy of the 1867 edition (Alexander Strahan, Publisher). The epigram on the title page reads
“Where more is meant than meets the ear.” This same quotation also appears twice in Adela
Cathcart, once on page 57 in a passage quoting Milton (from his poem “Il Penseroso”) and again
on page 272 in a statement by Henry Armstrong, Adela’s physician, giving his definition of a
parable.
3
The MacDonald children gave their enthusiastic approval to the story after hearing it read,
probably by one of their parents. See page 173 of Raeper’s biography.
4
Shaberman, page 16.
1
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The Theme of Desire in the Writings of C. S. Lewis:
Implications for Spiritual Formation
For C. S. Lewis, the nature of human desire, which nothing in this world can satisfy, suggests
that we were created to experience infinite joy in something beyond this world. Furthermore, he
proposes that, if we remain faithful to the path of desire, steadfastly refusing all that fails to
satisfy, and holding fast to our deepest longing, we can trust it to lead us to life in all its fullness:
It appeared to me … that if a man diligently followed the desire, pursuing the false
objects until their falsity appeared and then resolutely abandoning them, he must come
out at last into the clear knowledge that the human soul was made to enjoy some object
that is never fully given … in our present mode … I knew only too well how easily the
longing accepts false objects and through what dark ways the pursuit of them leads us:
but I also saw that the Desire itself contains the corrective of all these errors. The only
fatal error was to pretend that you had passed from desire to fruition, when, in reality,
you had found either nothing, or desire itself, or the satisfaction of some different desire.
The dialectic of Desire, faithfully followed, would retrieve all mistakes, head you off
from all false paths, and force you not to propound, but to live through, a sort of
ontological proof (Lewis, The Pilgrim‟s Regress 10).
Drawing on his own experience of following the path of desire to its ultimate destination in
God, Lewis is a wise and articulate guide to the role of joy in spiritual formation. In his
autobiography, he recounts his experiences of recurring episodes of joy aroused sometimes by
natural beauty and sometimes by literature, particularly Norse mythology. He uses the word
“joy”, in a somewhat unique manner: for him, it is “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more
desirable than any other satisfaction… It might almost equally well be called a particular kind of
unhappiness or grief. But then it is a kind we want” (Lewis, Surprised by Joy 20). Sometimes
he uses the German word “Sehnsucht” to refer to this particular experience of Joy (Surprised by
Joy 12).
During his youth, Lewis kept trying to recapture those moments of rapture by turning again
and again to the landscapes and the books and the music that had originally impacted him, all too
often finding that the joy eluded him. Later, under the influence of rationalist philosophy, he
began to discount his longings as merely imaginary: “Nearly all that I loved I believed to be
imaginary; nearly all that I believed to be real I thought grim and meaningless.” (Surprised by
Joy 138). Eventually, however, he came to regard his experiences of joy as signposts pointing to
God, the Source of all joy: “But what, in conclusion, of joy?… I now know that the experience,
considered as a state of my own mind, had never the kind of importance I once gave it. It was
valuable only as a pointer to something other and outer” (Surprised by Joy 190). And later, in
Letters to Malcolm (90), Lewis wrote about his practice of turning every pleasure into “a channel
of adoration” by shifting his attention from the gift to the Giver, likening the process to allowing
“one‟s mind to run back up the sunbeam to the sun.”
Lewis was a hearty man who lived his life with gusto. For him, the delights of the senses and
the imagination are gifts from God that often awaken in us the deep desire which was so central
to his own experience (The Pilgrim‟s Regress 171). This desire, according to him, is a
significant and important clue to life‟s meaning, and we should not just dismiss it as romantic
nostalgia (Lewis, “The Weight of Glory” 12). We ought to honor it, not repress it. In fact, as he
understands it, “it would seem that our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak. We
are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is
offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he

cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased”
(“The Weight of Glory” 2).
In order to fully understand the significance that desire held for Lewis, it is important to
understand the larger theological perspective from which he spoke. He positioned himself
squarely within the framework of classical Trinitarian Christianity. For Lewis, the fact that God
is “three in one” indicates to us that God is a communion of three, and that “the living, dynamic
activity of love has been going on in God for ever and has created everything else” (Lewis, Mere
Christianity 136). In other words, God is Love, and Love is at the center of the universe. He
created human beings, in His image, in order that they might participate in this joyful
communion of love (Mere Christianity 38). The human race, however, followed Adam in the
original sin which consisted of “the idea that they could „be like gods‟ – could set up on their
own as if they had created themselves – be their own masters – invent some sort of happiness for
themselves outside of God” (Mere Christianity 89). So from that time on, our ongoing problem is
that we are continually tempted to put self at the center of our lives rather than God. The image
of God within us has been damaged, although not utterly destroyed. In Lewis‟ understanding,
the experience of desire is a sort of memory of this lost communion with God, a kind of nostalgia
for Eden (“The Weight of Glory” 3). This sense of alienation which we experience may actually
be a very great blessing because it is a constant reminder of God‟s original intention of drawing
us into the divine fellowship. Lewis would agree with St. Augustine that God has designed us in
such a way that “our heart cannot be stilled until it finds rest in [Him]” (qtd. in Water 864).
One of the reasons that Lewis‟ literature has such a profound impact upon his readers is that
he has enabled us to approach classical Christianity in a fresh, new way. Eventually, we learn
that this “new way” is really a very old way. In Lewis‟ opinion, the modern world of his day had
fallen under the spell of Enlightenment thinking which viewed the universe in mechanistic terms
and favored reason over the imagination, all of which resulted in the crippling of our ability to
experience wonder and delight. For that reason, Lewis purposely took himself out of step with
the modern world, immersing himself instead in the mediaeval world with its richer, more
soulful way of seeing things. He found the mediaeval understanding to be a good corrective in
opening our eyes to a reality beyond what is perceived by the senses (Jacobs 191-193). He
understood that, technically speaking, the mediaeval thinkers were wrong about their model of
the universe. What he valued, however, was their capacity for awe, reverence, wonder and
delight, and their vision of the universe as “tingling with anthropomorphic life, a festival not a
machine” (Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century 4).
Lewis believed that the reductionism that has crept into our theological understanding has
had a dampening effect on our joy. He understood the necessity for abstractions in our effort to
speak about God, but he also cautions us that the abstractions themselves could be misleading:
This talk of “meeting” [God] is, no doubt, anthropomorphic; as if God and I could be face
to face, like two fellow-creatures, when in reality He is above me and within me and
below me and all about me. That is why it must be balanced by all manner of metaphysical and theological abstractions. But never, here or anywhere else, let us think that
while anthropomorphic images are a concession to our weakness, the abstractions are the
literal truth. [They] will make the life of lives inanimate and the love of loves
impersonal” (Letters to Malcolm 21-22).
In Mere Christianity (125), Lewis provides another example of reductionism, in this case
affecting the way we view life after death:
Some people think that after this life, or perhaps after several lives, human souls will be
“absorbed” into God. But when they try to explain what they mean, they seem to be
thinking of our being absorbed into God as one material thing is absorbed into another.
They say it is like a drop of water slipping into the sea. But of course that is the end of

the drop. If that is what happens to us, then being absorbed is the same as ceasing to
exist.
The following passage demonstrates how differently Lewis portrays the afterlife:
It is not humanity in the abstract that is to be saved, but you – you, the individual reader
… Blessed and fortunate creature, your eyes shall behold Him. God will look to every
soul like its first love because He is its first love. Your place in heaven will seem to be
made for you and you alone, because you were made for it – made for it stitch by stitch as
a glove is made for a hand” (Lewis, The Problem of Pain 148-149).
Lewis saw the universe as less like a well-oiled machine and more like a solemn, joyful,
cosmic dance. His purpose was to remythologize the story of the universe. For him, things are
always more than they seem. Take the wardrobe in the Narnia stories – to all outward
appearances, it is just an ordinary wardrobe, and yet what wonders it holds for those who enter
it! The physical world is the same way for him: “All is holy and „big with God‟ … all ground is
holy ground and every bush (could we but perceive it) a Burning Bush” (Letters to Malcolm 75).
All experience, then, takes on a numinous quality. What we need to do is develop the eyes to see
it: “We may ignore, but we can nowhere evade, the presence of God. The world is crowded
with Him. He walks everywhere incognito. And the incognito is not always hard to penetrate.
The real labor is to remember, to attend. In fact, to come awake. Still more, to remain awake”
(Letters to Malcolm 75). Nourishing our desire, then, is an important value for Lewis.
There are, says Lewis, three ways in which humans tend to respond to the experience of
desire. In Mere Christianity (105-6), he describes these three responses: “the fool‟s way”, “the
way of the disillusioned „sensible man‟” and “the way of the Christian”. The fool spends his life
flitting from one earthly pleasure to another, always hoping that the new car, the new hobby or
the new environment will bring him the satisfaction he seeks. The disillusioned “sensible”
person simply represses his desire, dismissing the whole thing as “a bunch of moonshine” and
training himself not to expect too much out of life. The Christian recognizes and honors his deep
desire, realizing that no experience in this life can satisfy it, and actively keeping it alive within
himself while pressing on in his quest to come to know the Ultimate Object of that desire.
Let us take a more detailed look at each of the three ways. The fool believes that the joy is
located in the objects which give him pleasure and is therefore liable to the temptation to keep
returning to those objects, or at the very least, to the memory of them, for satisfaction. In Lewis‟
Perelandra (48), after Ransom‟s experience of refreshment by the bubble fruits, his first thought
was to plunge “through the whole lot of them and to feel, all at once, that magical refreshment
multiplied tenfold.” But, fortunately, his second thought was: “This itch to have things over
again, as if life were a film that could be unrolled twice or even made to work backwards … was
it possibly the root of all evil?” This impulse to repeat or grasp our pleasures, then, just leads us
down the road to addiction.
The fool‟s mistake, then, stems from misplaced desire. Honesty with oneself is crucial – the
question one must ask oneself is: “Does this object or experience satisfy my deepest desire?” If
the answer is “no”, further exploration is necessary. The only fatal error would be the delusion
that one had arrived at ultimate satisfaction when that was not the case – that would be to remain
on the way of the fool.
Peter Kreeft (252) provides helpful insights on the distinction between wholesome,
appropriately placed desire and distorted, misplaced desire. He points out that the hrossa, the
unfallen inhabitants of Mars who appear in Lewis‟ Out of the Silent Planet, distinguished
between the good version and the distorted version in that they had two words for desire:
“wondelone” which has connotations of joy, hope and Sehnsucht; and “hluntheline” which has
connotations of selfishness, lust and greed. In Abolition of Man (12), Lewis discusses his belief
that all of our emotional responses (including desire) may be either in harmony with or out of

harmony with the true nature of reality. Wholesome desire (“wondelone”) would be in harmony
with the true nature of reality while corrupted desire (“hluntheline”) would not be so.
The fool feels compelled to grasp and cling to the objects of his pleasure, so he also craves
god-like control over his environment. He craves the freedom to secure his own lasting comfort
and maximum pleasure – on his own terms – and he rails against God‟s interruption of his plans.
In his autobiography, Lewis describes his own pre-conversion resistance to God whom he
perceived as “the transcendental Interferer” (Surprised by Joy 139).
Often, says Lewis, the fool‟s way leads to the way of the disillusioned person. Attempts to
prolong or multiply or manufacture the thrills tend to result in ever diminishing satisfaction,
ending in boredom and disappointment (Mere Christianity 86). And so the fool becomes the
disillusioned person who learns to shrink his hopes and dreams and live with very small
expectations. Among the disillusioned are also the debunkers of the world – those who would
say that Christianity is nothing more than wish fulfillment. They are like the black dwarves of
The Last Battle (147-149) who, although they were actually sitting before a delectable feast in a
beautiful flowered meadow, all the while saw themselves in a dark, smelly stable eating nothing
but stable litter – for them, there was no banquet. Their loss of hope was so complete that they
were no longer able to receive joy.
Likewise, in The Silver Chair (151-159), the wicked Queen of Underland, reductionist par
excellence, almost succeeded in drawing Jill and Eustace into the gray, hopeless world of the
disillusioned. She had them practically convinced that there was no overworld, no Narnia, and no
sun – and that, furthermore, Aslan was nothing but a big cat – all of it, just a pretty dream. It was
Puddleglum, that noble Marsh Wiggle, who finally broke the spell by stomping out the evil
queen‟s enchanted fire and positioning himself back into the Christian way, pronouncing his
loyalty to Narnia and Aslan because, even if they turned out to be dreams, they were much better
than anything that Underland had to offer.
In contrast to the fool and the disillusioned person, the Christian is one who takes delight in
earthly beauty but recognizes that the ultimate object of his longing is God, the source of all
earthly beauty. To the disillusioned person, the Christian would pose the question: “Supposing
one really can reach the rainbow‟s end?” (Mere Christianity 106) Lewis‟ hypothesis is that the
very fact that we have those desires strongly suggests that satisfaction for those desires actually
exists:
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… I must keep alive in myself
the desire for my true country, which I shall not find till after death; I must never let it get
snowed under or turned aside; I must make it the main object of life to press on to that
other country and to help others to do the same (Mere Christianity 106).
So the person who is on the Christian way is one who seeks God as the Ultimate Source of
satisfaction.
Desire, says Lewis, is a good place to begin. Profound experiences of earthly
beauty, goodness and love are important – they wake us up and draw us out of ourselves. They
are the first step. However, we must learn to hold these earthly gifts loosely, fully delighting in
them but then releasing them in favor of enjoyment of the Giver. The “dialectic of desire”, as
Lewis calls it (Surprised by Joy 175), requires movement back and forth between enjoyment and
renunciation. We learn to enjoy things without seeking our security in them. Lewis advises that
we cultivate a “preliminary act of submission not only towards possible future afflictions but also
towards possible future blessings” (Letters to Malcolm 26). Like Tinidril of Perelandra, we need
to be ready to take pleasure in the gift received rather than hankering after the gift desired. For
her, “the fruit you ate at any moment was, at that moment, the best” (Perelandra 103).

The theme of “first things and second things” runs through all of Lewis‟ literature.
He believed that “by valuing too highly a real, but subordinate good, we come near to losing that
good itself” (Lewis, “First and Second Things” 280). For him, only God merits “first thing”
status in our lives. And by our love for God, Lewis says, all other loves for second things are
redeemed and perfected. There is a paradox here: “The only things we can keep are the things
we freely give to God. What we try to keep for ourselves is just what we are sure to lose” (Mere
Christianity 165). Certainly, the problem is not that our love for earthly things is too intense. It
is, rather, that our love for God is too weak. It is all a matter of priorities.
Not only does true joy necessitate surrender of all that we love to the supremacy of God – it
necessitates the surrender of our very selves (Mere Christianity 153). No wonder we count the
cost, as Lewis himself did as a new Christian, calling himself “the most reluctant convert in all
England” (Surprised by Joy 182). Surrender did not seem all that attractive. Christianity looked
very different from the outside looking in than it turned out to be from the inside. At first glance,
Christianity had little appeal for him. God proved to be an acquired taste:
It may be asked whether my terror was at all relieved by the thought that I was now
approaching the source from which those arrows of Joy had been shot at me ever since
childhood. Not in the least. No slightest hint was vouchsafed me that there ever had
been or ever would be any connection between God and Joy. If anything, it was the
reverse (Surprised by Joy 184).
He acknowledges that, for fallen creatures, the process of self-surrender is unavoidably
painful. To turn for our fulfillment from the creation to the Creator and from self to God feels
like death to us but it is the only thing that brings life to us: “The natural life in each of us is
something self-centered, something that wants to be petted and admired, to take advantage of
other lives, to exploit the whole universe. And especially it wants to be left to itself: to keep
well away from anything better or stronger or higher than it, anything that might make it feel
small” (Mere Christianity 139).
The more we have gotten into the habit of giving in to our distorted desires, the more difficult
surrender will be. As Edmund discovered, “there‟s nothing that spoils the taste of good ordinary
food half so much as the memory of bad magic food” (Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe 84). Often, says Lewis, pain plays an important role in our recovery in that it becomes
an effective tool for prying us free from our idolatrous affections and nudging us closer to real
joy: “While what we call „our own life‟ remains agreeable we will not surrender it to Him. What
then can God do in our interest but make “our own life” less agreeable to us, and take away the
plausible sources of false happiness?” (The Problem of Pain 96)
When it comes right down to it, says Lewis, there is only one place we can find real joy, and
that is in God. There is no other stream, as the desperately thirsty Jill discovered upon her arrival
in Narnia, when she found a large lion blocking her way to a refreshing drink. She would have
gone somewhere else – anywhere else, to relieve her thirst. When, at last, with great trepidation,
she approached the stream and drank she found, to her great joy, that “it was the coldest, most
refreshing water she had ever tasted” (The Silver Chair 16-17). If we want joy, says Lewis, we
must get close to the Source of all joy – there is no other way: “If you want to get warm you
must stand by the fire. If you want to be wet, you must get into the water. If you want joy …
you must get close to, or even into the thing that has [it]” (Mere Christianity 137).
For Lewis, there is a sweetness, an ecstasy, about the surrender of the self to God, as depicted
by the experience of the horse Hwin when she finally encountered Aslan, telling him that he is so
beautiful that he might eat her if he wished (The Horse and his Boy 193). We no longer desire to
possess, but to be possessed. What we end up discovering is that it is only in losing ourselves in
God that we finally end up finding our true selves. Alan Jacobs (131) points out how this bears
out in Lewis‟ own life. It seems that it is only after his conversion that he found his authentic

voice as a writer: “it is as though the key to his own hidden and locked-away personality was
given to him. What appears almost immediately is a kind of gusto (sheer, bold enthusiasm for
what he loves) that is characteristic of him ever after.”
Lewis would say that it is futile to seek one‟s identity introspectively. True personality comes
as we give ourselves away in the service of Christ and others: “We shall then first be true
persons when we have suffered ourselves to be fitted into our places. We are marble waiting to
be shaped, metal waiting to be run into a mould” (Lewis, “Membership” 40). As creatures,
Lewis says, our identity is derivative or reflective – “our whole destiny seems to lie … in
acquiring a fragrance that is not our own but borrowed, in becoming clean mirrors filled with the
image of a face that is not ours” (Lewis, “Christianity and Literature” 7). The key to the
purification of our desires, then, is to “consciously enact [our] creaturely role, reverse the act by
which we fell, [and] tread Adam‟s dance backward” (The Problem of Pain 101).
By virtue of the original sin, the human tendency is to place self at the center; ongoing
conversion, therefore, would involve resisting that pull and placing God in the center instead.
We must not minimize the power of the downward pull, Lewis says: “All day long, and all the
days of our life, we are sliding, slipping, falling away – as if God were, to our present
consciousness, a smooth inclined plane on which there is no resting” (The Problem of Pain 76).
And the only solution for our dilemma is to continually return – over and over and over again -to our center in God, taking the God-life deeper and deeper into our being. Aslan summed up the
whole trajectory of spiritual growth when he said these words to Lucy: “Every year you grow,
you will find me bigger” (Prince Caspian 136). The natural outgrowth of our devotion to God
will be that we will gradually grow into beings that will look and act more and more like Him
who is Love.
We catch this God-life, Lewis says, by way of a “good infection”, by way of participating in
the life of the Trinity (Mere Christianity 134-138). The best way to begin is to learn the give and
take of being part of a church or Christian community. “The New Testament Church knows
nothing of solitary religion”, says Lewis (“Membership” 30). Throughout the Narnia stories, we
see Lewis‟ vision of a beloved community, with children and all manner of talking beasts,
dwarves, fauns and others, all united in their devotion to Aslan, all participating together in
Aslan‟s mission of restoration, and all contributing to each other‟s growth. Transformation for
each individual comes in the process of sharing in the work of the community. When they first
entered Narnia, the Pevensie children were just ordinary children, but, in their loving service to
Aslan for the sake of Narnia, they eventually evolved into Peter the Magnificent, Susan the
Gentle, Edmund the Just, and Lucy the Valiant.
Friendship is a strong theme throughout Lewis‟ writings – it not only delights us, but it also
draws us out of ourselves and challenges us toward growth. In his book, The Four Loves (55),
he deplores the fact that, in our modern world, friendship has lost the centrality that was given to
it in the ancient world. The Narnia stories are a good corrective for this deficiency, because, in
them, Lewis explores extensively the nature and value of friendship. Not only did friendship
bring delight to the inhabitants of Narnia, it was often the catalyst for growth. Through her
friendship with Tumnus, the faun, Lucy learned to care deeply for the welfare of another who
was quite different from herself (The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe 56). Caspian learned
the practice of loyalty when his dear friend, Dr. Cornelius, was being criticized for his mixed
race background (Prince Caspian 82). Eustace learned respect, gratitude and humility through
his friendship with Reepicheep, the mouse, whom he originally despised because of his
smallness of stature (The Voyage of the Dawn Treader 85). These are only a few of the many
examples of Narnian friendships that bore fruit in terms of increased happiness and virtue.
It looks as though what began with the theme of joy is now ending with good works. But, in
Lewis‟ view, that is entirely appropriate, because he believed that it is self-giving that keeps our

joy alive: “In self-giving, if anywhere, we touch a rhythm not only of all creation but of all
being… From the highest to the lowest, self exists to be abdicated and, by that abdication,
becomes the more truly self, to be thereupon yet the more abdicated, and so forever” (The
Problem of Pain 152).
This is a highly idealistic vision, but Lewis also had a realistic side, and understood that, as
vulnerable human beings, we may also experience periods of spiritual depletion. And when that
happens, he says, “we must lay before [God] what is in us, not what ought to be in us” (Letters
to Malcolm 22). After the death of his wife, for example, he was wrenchingly honest about the
depth of his grief, which shook him to the core. For him there was no rising above it, only the
long, hard process of working his way through it. Lewis fully understood that process skipping
is not a helpful way to restore joy.
Given the fact that pain is a very real part of our earthly existence, Lewis warns us that
fulfillment of desire will be only partial this side of Heaven: “Our Father refreshes us on the
journey with some pleasant inns, but will never encourage us to mistake them for home” (The
Problem of Pain 115). Some people‟s experience may tend more toward fulfillment of longing
and other people‟s experience may tend more toward unfulfillment of longing, and that may
differ according to season of life as well. Certainly, we ought not to make any judgment on our
own or anyone else‟s spirituality based on one‟s position on the longing/fulfillment spectrum. In
fact, Lewis believed that our driest periods may actually produce the most spiritual growth. As
the Demon Screwtape observed:
Sooner or later He [God] withdraws, if not in fact, at least from their conscious
experience, all those supports and incentives. He leaves the creature to stand up on its
own legs – to carry out from the will alone duties which have lost all relish. It is during
such trough periods, much more than during the peak periods that it is growing into the
sort of creature He wants it to be (The Screwtape Letters 41).
As a case in point, we have learned from the recent publication of her book, Come be my
Light, that Mother Teresa of Calcutta suffered extensive periods of devastating darkness and
doubt. Surely, if anyone should be rewarded with the joy of the Lord‟s presence, it would be this
beloved saint who poured out her life in a most sacrificial way to relieve the suffering of others.
But that was not the case. And yet, in the midst of her darkness, she remained faithful in her
intense desire for God, continuing to love and serve Him even after all sense of His presence had
departed from her. Both Screwtape‟s insight and Mother Teresa‟s experience would suggest that
there is no simple, clear-cut co-relation between an individual‟s degree of maturity and degree of
joy experienced.
Lewis, then, would agree with the Apostle Paul‟s statement that, in this world, “we see
through a glass darkly” (1 Cor. 13:12); and for some people the glass is much darker than for
others. The important thing is that, whether or not we are experiencing the consolation of His
perceived presence or the grief of His perceived absence, our eyes are “fixed on Jesus, the author
and finisher of our faith” (Heb. 12:2).
Regardless of the degree of fulfillment we may or may not experience in this life, Lewis
would remind us that it is the hope of Heaven that sustains us. For him, Heaven will be a state of
total union with God. It may not have even occurred to us, he says, that we actually desire
Heaven, but, whether or not we are conscious of it, that desire is woven into the very fabric of
our being:
There have been times when I think we do not desire heaven but more often I find myself
wondering whether, in our heart of hearts, we have ever desired anything else… You
have never had it. All the things that have ever deeply possessed your soul have been but
hints of it – tantalizing glimpses, promises never quite fulfilled, echoes that died away
just as they caught your ear. But if it should really become manifest – if there ever came

an echo that did not die away but swelled into the sound itself – you would know it.
Beyond all possibility of doubt you would say “Here at last is the thing I was made for.”
We cannot tell each other about it. It is the secret signature of each soul, the
incommunicable and unappeasable want … (The Problem of Pain 146-147)).
“At present”, says Lewis, “we are … on the wrong side of the door. We discern the freshness
and purity of the morning, but they do not make us fresh and pure. We cannot mingle with the
splendors we see. But all the leaves of the New Testament are rustling with the rumor that it will
not always be so. Some day, God willing, we shall get in” (“The Weight of Glory” 13). And,
when that happens, says Lewis, the joy will never end. As it was for the children when they
entered into the New Narnia at the end of The Last Battle (184), so shall it be for us: “at last [we
will begin] Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on for
ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.”
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C.S. Lewis on Friendship
Michael Pakaluk claims that Elizabeth Telford’s 1970 essay on friendship was “the first serious
work by an English-speaking philosopher on that subject since Emerson” (248). One might
quibble with the exclusion of Lewis’s previously published chapter on friendship from The Four
Loves, especially if Emerson is considered to be a serious philosopher; nevertheless, Pakaluk’s
statement does show that Lewis’s piece on friendship arrived at a time when there was a
significant gap in thought on an important aspect of human life, especially within the context of
specifically Christian reflection on friendship.
This paper will consider C. S. Lewis’s exposition of philia or friendship in The Four
Loves (87-127). After a summary of his concept of friendship and comments in passing on its
place in the history of Western views of friendship, two features of Lewis’s thought will be
analyzed more closely. First, we shall question the legitimacy of limiting the definition of
friendship to a shared interest. Second, Lewis’s hesitancy to use friendship as a model for the
relationship between God and man will be examined. The paper will conclude with a brief
comparison of Lewis’s understanding of friendship with biblical views, especially those of
Proverbs and the Gospel of John, and a brief proposal for friendship as a model for Christian
spirituality.
The closest that Lewis comes to defining friendship is when he distinguishes it from
companionship. Companionship, which revolves around the pleasure of shared responsibility, is
the matrix of friendship, but it is not friendship (94). “Friendship arises out of mere
Companionship when two or more of the companions discover that they have in common some
insight or interest or even taste which the others do not share and which, till that moment, each
believed to be his own unique treasure (or burden)” (96).
Here Lewis shows both similarities and differences from classical expositions of
friendship. On the one hand, Lewis’s shared interest appears to be so passionate and central to
who a person is that his understanding of friendship approaches Cicero’s claim that “a true friend
is, so to speak, a second self” (Pakaluk 108). On the other hand, Aristotle writes of three types of
friendship (1059-1063. bk 8, chaps. 2-4). The first, virtue or character or complete friendship, is
based upon the shared love of the good. The second, pleasure friendship, is derived from gaining
pleasure from another. The third is advantage or utilitarian friendship, which is based upon one
person being of some practical use to another. Lewis’s common interest basis for friendship
would seem to fit best in the second category of pleasure friendship and would not necessarily
include the other two types of friendship.
The origin of friendship in common interest leads to the two principal characteristics of
friendship, according to Lewis. It is uninquisitive and unnecessary. Friends are not inquisitive
about one another’s personal matters. Their concern is for their shared interest or vision. Lewis
uses quite radical language to explain the uninquisitive nature of friendship. “This love
(essentially) ignores not only our physical bodies but that whole embodiment which consists of
our family, job, past and connections. … It is an affair of disentangled or stripped minds. Eros
will have naked bodies; Friendship naked personalities” (103). In defense of friendship as a
shared interest or vision Lewis makes it almost impersonal.
As the above quotation makes clear, the uninquisitive nature of friendship distinguishes it
from “Eros” or romantic love. In an apt image Lewis writes, “Lovers are normally face to face,

absorbed in each other; Friends, side by side, absorbed in the common interest” (91). Being
uninquisitive also makes friendship more social. Lovers seek privacy, but friends are open to
receiving others that share the common interest (97). Furthermore friendship is not an
unconscious or hidden form of homosexuality, a perverted form of Eros in Lewis’s opinion (9094). Friendship’s legitimacy as a distinct type of love is thus protected from being absorbed into
Eros. If we wish to place Lewis’s understanding of friendship in Aristotle’s category of pleasure
friendship, we need then to exclude from it the sexual nature of much of Aristotle’s
understanding of pleasure friendship.
The second principal characteristic of friendship is its unnecessary nature, which has two
important implications according to Lewis. First, the unnecessary nature of friendship relates to
freedom. Freedom involves choice. We select our friends. There is no moral necessity or duty to
be the friend of someone. This makes friendship a relationship among equals without “claim on
or responsibility for one another” (105). As we shall see, Lewis here departs from a major aspect
of the biblical and even the pagan classical views of friendship, which recognize it as entailing
mutual responsibilities.
Second, friendship is unnecessary in a biological sense. It is not like the family, which is
based upon blood relationships and is necessary for the continuance of the human race. Nor is it
like the need for and pleasure in food and drink. This is what Lewis means when he says that
friendship is the most “spiritual” form of human love in the sense of “the opposite of corporeal,
or instinctive, or animal” (111). For this reason friendship “has no survival value” (103). The fact
that it has no survival value does not mean that friendship is worthless. Indeed, “it is one of those
things which give value to survival” (103). This is an important reminder. We need food and
drink. Society needs for men and women to have children and to rear them. It is, however, the
unnecessary things like art, philosophy and friendship that give pleasure to life and make life to
be more than just mere animal existence. Of friendship Lewis writes, “Life—natural life—has no
better gift to give” (105).
The uninquisitive and unnecessary nature of friendship leads Lewis to distinguish it from
appreciative love and affection. Lewis realizes that the image of friends not looking at each other
but at the thing that interests them can be overstated. As the relationship develops around the
common interest, the friends form a personal attachment and admiration. Friendship “is the
medium in which their mutual love and knowledge exist” (104). In fact, if they had attended to
one another and not to the shared interest, they would not have grown to love and know each
other so well.
Affection or storge is the love especially shared between parents and children. It is
distinct from friendship because the latter “is utterly free from Affection’s need to be needed”
(102). This is also why a friend is not really an ally who helps us in times of need. A true friend
will prove himself to be an ally when needed. If he did not, he would be a “false friend,” but
“such good offices are not the stuff of Friendship” (102).
Now, it is with these distinctions about what friendship is and what it is not that one
begins to become a little uncomfortable with Lewis’s exposition. If something is necessary to
true friendship, how can it not be part of the definition of friendship? I believe that there are two
problems with Lewis’s viewpoint here.
First, it would appear that Lewis’s understanding of the definition of a thing is faulty, at
least in the case of friendship. According to Lewis, the common interest is that which initiates

the friendship relationship and remains central to it throughout. All else, even necessary
outgrowths, like mutual responsibilities, are secondary and not part of the essence of friendship.
Lewis’s experience of a shared interest or insight is something like Aristotle’s efficient cause. It
is what produces the thing called friendship. But what if the telos of friendship is the mutual
responsibility and the character transformation brought about by the initial shared interest or
insight? Does not the final cause of something have a part to play in its definition? I think that it
does.
In addition, Lewis is probably reflecting the more private nature of friendship in the
modern world as well as his own wonderfully intense and enjoyable experience of friendship, as
reflected in the Inklings. The ancient pagans and, as we shall see, the biblical writers believed
that friendship necessarily included obligations or responsibilities with regard to the friend; that
is, a friend was an ally.
The second issue that needs to be examined is Lewis’s hesitancy to view friendship as a
figure or model of the relationship between God and man. There are two reasons Lewis doubts
the propriety of seeing in friendship a natural love that is like divine love or agape. The first
derives from Lewis’s Christian convictions about human sinfulness. Human friendship is
affected by the reality of human sin. Lewis writes, “Friendship … like the other natural loves is
unable to save itself” (124). True, it is spiritual and freely assumed like God’s love (111), but this
is nearness of likeness in which humans and angels are nearer than animals are to God’s nature
because of the way God created them. Lewis distinguishes this nearness of likeness from
nearness of approach (15-17). Nearness of likeness means that good and bad men and angels are
near to God’s nature. However, nearness of approach involves becoming more like God’s
character. It means to imitate God incarnate in Jesus Christ. As with any human love, friendship
is open to abuse from man’s sinfulness.
There are two basic problems with friendship among sinful men and women, according to
Lewis. The first is societal and causes the governing authorities to be suspicious of it. The
common interest could be evil. Also, close-knit groups of friends are more impervious to outside
influences, making them more difficult to manage (113-116). The close knitted nature of the
friendship relationship leads to the second problem related to human sinfulness, which is that of
the inner ring, against which Lewis so strikingly warned in his sermon of that title. The inner
ring becomes so exclusive that it is unmerciful to outsiders; takes pride in its own special
knowledge and can end up being nothing but the love of exclusion (116-124).
The problems of likeness of approach are due to the abuse of friendship, but Lewis is also
reluctant to use the real good of friendship as an image of God’s love. He points out that
Scripture rarely uses friendship to represent the love between God and man but rather “ignores
this almost angelic relation and plunges into the depth of what is most natural and instinctive.
Affection is taken as the image when God is represented as our Father; Eros, when Christ is
represented as the Bridegroom of the Church” (112-113).
Why is this? According to Lewis, Eros and Affection are less likely than Friendship to
confuse the symbol with the thing symbolized. It is unlikely that we would think that God is our
biological Father or that Christ and the church are married in anything but a metaphorical sense.
Friendship, however, “is too spiritual to be a good symbol of spiritual things” (124).
This does not mean that human friendship is of no use in the Christian life. Lewis
concludes his chapter on friendship with reflections on its value, a section that shows his

indebtedness to the Platonic tradition reinterpreted through his Christian faith. In Plato’s
Symposium Diotima says the lover “will abate his violent love of the one … and will become a
lover of all beautiful forms” (353). Against the perversion of friendship into a mutual admiration
society in which we not only admire one another but admire ourselves for choosing such
admirable friends, Lewis writes that Friendship “is the instrument by which God reveals to each
the beauty of all others” (126). In other words, God uses human friendship to school us in the
love of our neighbor. At the same time we realize that we do not choose these friends nor are our
relationships the result of chance circumstances of birth and location. For Christians “there are,
strictly speaking, no chances. God’s providence has been at work to bring us together. If that is
so then Christian friendship recognizes that God is the Host who has brought friends together
and so human friendship teaches us to love God” (127).
While admitting that friendship with God is not as commonly spoken of as God’s
fatherhood and the marriage union of Christ with his church, one does feel that Lewis could have
explained how the Scripture views friendship and how this relates to the love of God. We shall
therefore now turn to the specifically biblical teaching on friendship, focusing on the Book of
Proverbs and the Gospel of John.
The Hebrew word most commonly translated “friend” or “neighbor” in the Book of
Proverbs is rê‘a, a noun derived from the verb rā‘āh which means “to associate with.” Thus, it
can mean “friend” or “companion” or anyone with whom there is a reciprocal relationship either
by geographical proximity, such as a neighbor, or a fellow-citizen with whom one shares a
political bond (Brown 946 II). Other commonly used words for “friend” are ’llûp and the
cognates of ’āhab, the Hebrew verb “to love.” All of these are regularly translated in the LXX by
philos.
This understanding of the Hebrew words can certainly include Lewis’s view of friendship
as a relationship between people with a common interest or vision, although it probably reflects
more his notion of companionship as the matrix of friendship. Proverbs appears to understand
friendship in a much more ample way than does Lewis, one that is closer in this respect to
classical expositions. As was said previously, Lewis’s more private view of friendship reflects
not only his own personal experience but probably also the modern privatization of friendship.
The breadth of Proverbs’ understanding of friendship can be seen by how it describes
friends and friendship. Proverbs highlights four basic characteristics of friendship. The first is
trust or confidence. “A perverse man spreads strife and a whisperer separates close friends”
(16.28. All biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version). Maintaining confidence
is even related to forgiveness. “He who forgives an offense seeks love, but he who repeats a
matter alienates a friend” (17.9).
The second characteristic is faithfulness. This can mean being there to help in hard times.
“A friend loves at all time, and a brother is born for adversity” (17.17). Faithfulness also
involves speaking a painful but necessary truth to another. “Better is open rebuke than hidden
love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend, but many are the kisses of an enemy” (27.5-6).
Third, Proverbs recognizes with Lewis the voluntary nature of friendship. “Make no
friendship with a man given to anger, nor go with a wrathful man, lest you learn his ways and
entangle yourself in a snare” (22.24-25). We can and do choose our friends; so we should be
careful to choose those who will have a good influence on us and avoid those who won’t.

All of these characteristics point to the overarching fourth one. Friendship is a school of
virtue which involves a high level of commitment to the good of one’s friends. Once again
Proverbs appears closer to the classical pagan understanding of friendship than does Lewis.
Although Lewis does not deny the place of morality or virtue in friendship, in the final analysis,
he does regularly make it a secondary consideration to his shared interest as the essence of
friendship.
If the Book of Proverbs emphasizes the level of commitment in friendship and the
relationship with one’s friends as a school of virtue, chapter 15 of the Gospel of John’s record of
Jesus’ teaching places friendship at the heart of the Christian disciple’s life. Jesus says, “Greater
love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you
do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what
his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have
made known to you” (vv. 13-15). The level of commitment of a friend to another is complete. It
entails willingness to lay down his life for his friend. And Jesus’ love for his disciples, soon to be
manifested on the cross, is the model. “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I
have loved you” (v. 12).
In addition, B. Franklin Curry in his paper stresses the importance of the vine imagery to
the whole passage and its portrayal of friendship. The fact that the image of the vine points to the
union between Christ and his disciples and that without him they can do nothing (v. 5)
demonstrates that the love of Christian friendship is a participation in the divine love between the
Father and Son and even the Spirit, about whose person and work so much of these chapters in
John occupy themselves. Raymond Brown’s claim that John makes philia and agape
synonymous and so there is no teaching here on friendship as such therefore misunderstands the
relationship between the two (Brown 497-499). Agape or divine love should not be seen as a
separate category of love in sharp distinction from friendship. Rather, we should see that agape
takes up into itself the other forms of love, in this case friendship, and so transforms them with
the result that they become faces of agape. The oneness of the disciples in friendship love
becomes then a mark of the presence and truth of Jesus as God’s son (John 17.21).
I would like to pick up another aspect of the vine imagery in order to understand the
biblical teaching on friendship. The vine is a common figure in the Old Testament for Israel as
God’s chosen covenant people. Isaiah 5 uses it to show how abundantly and tenderly God had
provided for Israel, only to be disappointed in its rebellion. Jesus forms with his disciples the
new covenant people of God, defined by their relationship of love toward him and toward one
another. Unlike the exclusivist tendencies of Israel, God’s new people is to include all nations,
thus giving to friendship a universalistic trajectory unknown of before.
Furthermore, the command that Jesus leaves to his disciples to love one another in this
context of the vine imagery means that Christian friendship among his disciples is related to the
covenant. In a sense they become covenantal allies or partners. This is reflected especially in
John 15.16-17. “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go
and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Father in my name,
he may give it to you. This I command you, to love one another.”
First, our friendship with God and with fellow Christian disciples relates to God’s
election. God has planted the vineyard, according to Isaiah 5. In Isaiah 41.8, Israel is not only the
offspring of Abraham, God’s friend, it is also Jacob whom God has chosen. Jesus retains this

strong sense of covenantal election when he says to his disciples, his friends, that he has chosen
them, not they him.

In choosing his friends God has set up a relationship of mutual responsibility. On the one
hand, God has promised to care for his friends. The vineyard figure of Isaiah 5 describes God’s
care and provision for Israel. When Abraham is called God’s friend, both in Isaiah 41.8 and II
Chronicles 20.7, the context makes it clear that God will care for and protect Israel, Abraham’s
descendants. Jesus continues this Old Testament theme when he relates his election of his
disciples to a friendship relationship by promising to them God’s ready response to their prayers
so that “Whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you (John 15.16).”
On the other hand, the friends of God have responsibilities. In Isaiah 5 and John 15 the
vineyard or God’s chosen people are expected to bear fruit in accordance with God’s purposes.
In Isaiah 5.7 Israel is condemned because God “looked for justice, but behold, bloodshed; for
righteousness, but behold a cry.” The fruit Jesus looks for from his friends is obedience to his
commandment to love one another.
Finally, the friends of God are intimate with God in the sense that God shares his desires
and purposes with them. Exodus 33.11 says, “The Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a
man speaks with his friend.” So also, Jesus says that the disciples are no longer servants because
a servant does not know what his master does, but rather they are friends because he has made
known to them what he has heard from the Father (John 15:15).
While admitting with Lewis that friendship is not as common a biblical image as
Affection and Eros, it is still a theme rich with implications for Christian spirituality when
understood as covenantal allies or partners. We have been chosen by God to be Jesus’ friends.
He has promised his care and answer to our prayers because we call upon him in Jesus’ name.
He has also brought us into his confidence through the revelation we have received of him
through Jesus Christ, our friend. Finally, we have been chosen by God to carry out his purposes
in the world by exhibiting and promoting love, which is defined above all by God’s love for us
shown in the cross of Christ. Being the friend of God thus means being caught up into the life of
God, which is eternally one of love, and following that love as it goes forth to save a lost world.
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Goblinization: a reading of the colonial subject, degeneration and
marginalisation in The Princess and the Goblin (1872) and The Princess
and Curdie (1883) by George MacDonald (1824-1905)
During Queen Victoria‟s reign, 1837 – 1900, the British Empire was
expanding at an unprecedented rate. Interest in the exotic locations of the
colonies was fostered not only by imaginative fiction situated in such places
but also by complex perceptions of the outworking of England‟s
responsibilities towards colonial peoples. At the same time, societal changes
within England and political upheaval in other parts of Europe gave rise to
unease in the domestic situation which led to an awareness of responsibilities
towards the marginalised underclass which paralleled the perception of
responsibilities towards subject peoples.
In Victorian England, the perception of „otherness‟ through both
similarity and difference created a duality characteristic of the period, as the
„other‟, either in the exotic or the domestic context, became an object to be
acted upon from a position of either perceived „brotherhood‟ or as victim to be
rescued from „difference‟. This was the historical context into which George
MacDonald was writing. I will focus on the Victorian English perception of „the
other‟ as this perception impacts upon imperialistic expansion justified by both
the similarity and the difference of the „other‟.
Geoffrey Galt Harpham notes that, the “centre of ethics [is] its concern
for “the other”” (26). In Victorian England, this concern emanated from an
Anglocentric position and although its apparent focus was on the external
„other‟, I aim to demonstrate that it was also an internal fear situated both in
the domestic domain and within the individual. Whether the approach to the
colonised „other‟ was through similarity or difference, it produced the same
outcome in terms of action. From the point of view of the colonised, this action
would be mirrored as „acted upon‟.
MacDonald (1824-1905), writing from observations during his stay in
Algeria North Africa in the winter of 1856 – 7, demonstrated an empathy with
the colonised which reflected his position as an outsider in English society
since he was Scottish, when he wrote,
“One cannot help wondering, when he sees the little, jerky, selfasserting, tight-laced Frenchman beside the stately, dignified, reserved,
loose-robed Arab, how the former could ever assume and retain
authority over the latter.” (MacDonald, "An Invalid's Winter in Algeria"
146)
In this quotation from An Invalid‟s Winter in Algeria (1864), MacDonald‟s
comments encapsulate two concepts that come together to form the
predominant outlook of the English public toward the people and lands of the
British Empire, for, as Gayatri Spivak states,
“it should not be possible to read nineteenth century British literature
without remembering that imperialism … was a crucial part of the
representation of England to the English.” (146)

Although MacDonald was, in Invalid‟s Winter, writing about the French
occupation of Algeria, the two concepts formed a basis for the justification of
the British Empire.
Similarity and Difference
The first concept, that is, the similarity of other races to „us‟, the
European, rests in the argument of justification for empire from the position of
similarity, as Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, wrote between 1748
and 1804,
“Upon the whole, every circumstance concurs in proving that mankind
are not composed of species essentially different from each other; that,
on the contrary there was originally but one species, …”.(Eze 27)
From a literary point of view, the concept relates to Northrop Frye‟s positive
hermeneutic, that is, an interpretative position with the emphasis on continuity
and similarity with the „other.‟ In his quotation above, MacDonald as the
outsider is empathetically drawn to the Arab, the occupied, thus
demonstrating his affirmation of a common humanity. The belief that „we‟ (the
civilized) could help „them‟ (the uncivilized) to attain order and civilization is
situated on the premise that what is accepted within the dominant discourse
as good for „us‟ is also good for humanity. Whether the accepted cultural
norms and societal structures of Victorian England were „civilized‟ or not is
outside the discussion of this paper although MacDonald critiqued aspects of
that society. In Kenneth Womack‟s discussion of ethical criticism, he observes
that Emmanuel Levinas‟ moral philosophy, “highlights notions of
responsibility” (107), that is, the recognition that a perception of sameness
brings responsibility. Kenneth Womak notes that Levinas‟ work advocates, “a
more universalized cognizance of otherness in the western philosophical
tradition” (107). The implication of a „more universalized cognizance of
otherness‟ is that it would lead to a different outworking of the perception of
sameness from that of „the white man‟s burden‟ with its connotations of
superiority as in a parent-child relationship.
The second concept, that of difference, rests in the need to bring what
the coloniser regards as their own superior civilization to establish order and
enlightenment to the other as „different‟. Stephen Prickett notes that the
concept of „civilization‟ carries a meaning of “an ideal order of human society
involving the arts, learning, and manners.” (121) [and was used in France in
the mid eighteenth century] with “connotations justifying colonial expansion
and European linguistic hegemony.” (121). This assertion is again evidenced
in the writing of Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707-1788),
(quoted in Eze), who wrote:
“Nothing can reflect greater honour in religion than the civilizing of
these nations of barbarians, and laying the foundations of empire
without employing any other arms but those of virtue and humanity.”
(20)

Although this concept may have originated in France with a belief in “the
evident superiority of la civilisation française,” (Prickett 121), Edward Said
observes that French imperialism rarely had the same sense of imperial
mission as that found in Britain (74).
The notion of superiority stemmed from a perception of difference, a
need to squeeze the culture and lives of the „other‟ into an English (or French)
mould. By so doing, the changes brought about would, so the argument went,
improve both the social and moral lives of the unenlightened nations, that is,
those nations who were outside the European cultural norm. The background
to this argument in England is situated in the rise of the evangelical movement
with its twin objects of religious conversion and social improvement.
The argument for civilizing the unenlightened in Victorian England
viewed the development of nations/races in terms of individual development
and growth, from babyhood to adulthood. Thus not only were the colonised
people regarded as „children‟, incapable of ruling themselves but the nation as
a whole was believed to be in an earlier stage of development than that of the
English. It followed that as the analogy of the child was applied to a nation or
race, then education and discipline were appropriate ways to approach
relationship with them. The eighteenth century imperialists had a different
approach. Although they were more overtly and single-mindedly interested in
commercial and trade advantage, they generally accepted diversity and
viewed local cultural traditions with an element of respect. 1 The adventure
stories of the early nineteenth century often went beyond passive acceptance
1
of diversity. Many were influenced by the Rousseauean concept of the noble
savage, that is, the purity of life lived in closer harmony with the natural world
and driven by a desire for freedom from the encumbrances of Western
European „civilization.‟ An example of this type of story can be found in E. J.
Trelawney‟s Adventures of a Younger Son (1831). Trelawney wrote,
“The light is not less bright because unobscured by, what is falsely
called, civilization, on these wild children of the desert” (46).
Despite the apparent acceptance of the negative elements of Western
European civilization, and praise of the native freedom the hero finds in exotic
locations, it is notable that the indigenous people are still represented as
„children‟, an implicit endorsement of the developing attitude of white
superiority that became entrenched2 within the second half of the nineteenth
century (1850-1900).
David Lorenzo points out that activist policies use both similarities and
differences for justifying imperialistic activity, the former in terms of the
probable success and consequent benefit of such intervention to the people
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who experience intervention (35-37) and the latter in terms of the need for
intervention as a „rescuing‟ gesture. Hourihan comments on,
“the relative nature of terms such as … „civilized‟ and „savage‟ as
contingent upon the implied existence of “innately superior and inferior
people.” (144).
In early twentieth century boys magazines, the morally degenerated „other‟
became more specifically identified with other races. The resultant
enmification helped to create the hostile conditions from which the Great War
(1914 -18) erupted. 3 The perceived need for education and discipline as
appropriate ways to approach relationship with the „other‟ was also applied to
Victorian domestic policy. The perception of the dominant authorities within
society, that is, the ruling classes, was that the growing underclass of urban
poor within nineteenth century cities was equally in need of socialization and
education. The position of the poor in this context has been discussed at
length in an article entitled Goblins, Morlocks, and weasels: classic fantasy
and the Industrial Revolution by Jules Zanger. Both the colonised and the
poor were viewed as „child‟, and therefore in need of socialization in order to
teach conformity to the norms of society. In MacDonald‟s „Princess‟ books, the
position of the goblins could be read as a reflection of the Victorian
preoccupation with the position of the „other‟ and therefore another instance of
the social commentary embedded in MacDonald‟s writing.
The Princess and the Goblin (1872)
The story of The Princess and the Goblin begins,
“There was once a little princess whose father was king over a great
country full of mountains and valleys. His palace was built upon one of
the mountains, and was very grand and beautiful. The princess, whose
name was Irene, was born there, but she was sent soon after her
birth … to be brought up by country people in a large house, half castle,
half farm house, on the side of another mountain, about halfway
between its base and its peak.” (The Princess and the Goblin 10)
In the opening paragraph of the story, MacDonald sets up an opposition
between „the mountains and the valleys‟ and places his heroine at the middle
point, halfway up a mountain. As a child, Irene herself is not fully socialized
into the norms of palace life, but is located as „in process‟ towards admittance
to full palace life on the mountain top. The description of the landscape
continues,
“These mountains were full of hollow places underneath, huge caverns
and winding ways, some with water running through them, and some
shining with all colours of the rainbow when a light was taken in. There
would not have been much known about them, had there not been
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mines … which had been dug to get at the ore of which the mountains
were full.” (The Princess and the Goblin 10,11)
In this passage, MacDonald paints a picture of industrial activity and
exploitation of the natural environment which in the sequel to The Princess
and the Goblin, The Princess and Curdie, results in the greed for wealth that
eventually leads to the destruction of the civilisation „above ground.‟
In The Princess and the Goblin, the inhabitants of the inside of the mountain,
are described as other, but are linked in terms of sameness,
“… in these subterranean caverns lived a strange race of beings, called
by some … goblins. There was a legend current in the country, that at
one time they lived above ground, and were very like other people.”
(The Princess and the Goblin 11)
As soon as they are introduced, the goblins are linked with „other people‟, that
is with those people who have been implicitly established as „normal‟ and
„civilized‟ and who live „above ground‟ on the outside of the mountain. Their
original „sameness‟ is the foundation point for the fear associated with their
degeneration into „difference‟, a fear that was embodied by the physical and
moral differences apparent in the goblins. The concept of degeneration
centres on a regressive Darwinian model, that of downward evolution. In
nineteenth century England, the fear was a personal as well as a national one,
as the concept of degeneration can be applied on an individual as well as a
collective level. The Princess and the Goblin (1872) includes an underclass,
the goblins, that can be read as both „us‟, that is cultural normativity, turning
into the „other‟ and the „other‟ being part of „us‟.
Although the goblins in The Princess and the Goblin had,
“at one time lived above ground, and were very like other people ... for
some reason or other … the king laid what they thought too severe
taxes upon them, or had required observances they did not like, or had
begun to treat them with more severity, in some way or other, and
impose stricter laws; and the consequence was that they had all
disappeared from the face of the country.” (The Princess and the
Goblin 11)
What is not certain in this passage is whether the demands of the king were
legitimate or not, leaving the alternative as to either they were or they were
not, or, some were and some were not, open to interpretation. Leaving this
question unanswered exonerates the goblins from taking all the responsibility
for their degeneration, and invites an application of their situation to „reality‟. In
providing this invitation, MacDonald is fulfilling the role of the artist who,
“cutting through the blur of habit … strives to come to terms with reality
in a world that shrinks from reality” (Nussbaum 344).
The role of the artist is also to communicate that reality. One reading of this
reality is to equate the goblins with both the „native‟ as colonial subject and
with the urban poor in the domestic context. In the case of the colonial subject,
he or she was perceived to be lower down the evolutionary scale and not

progressing, judged from an assumed position of „civilisation‟ and, in the case
of the urban poor, was perceived as degenerating from the dominant norm. In
both instances, responsibility for their perceived position as degenerative lies
only partially with themselves, thus placing part of the responsibility on the
„king‟, the political master. Reading this text in terms of imperialist expansion
and the marginalisation of the colonial subject serves to embed MacDonald in
his historical context by uniting the analogy of the colonised subject with the
urban poor as under classes that must be subdued, and the construction of
both as child, who must be „subdued‟ by means of education in order to
socialize him or her into conformity with the dominant culture.
The story continues with further explanation of the position of the
goblins,
“according to the legend, … instead of going to some other country
they had all taken refuge in the subterranean caverns .. and … seldom
showed themselves … Those who had caught sight of any of them said
that they had greatly altered in the course of generations; and no
wonder, seeing they lived away from the sun, in cold and wet and dark
places” (The Princess and the Goblin 11-13).
The implied choice to „go to some other country‟ again unites the colonised
and the poor in two ways. The first way is the potential for „two-way‟ traffic to
and from the colonies of the empire. This was realised in the nineteenth
century not only in the transportation of criminals, many of whom were
dubbed criminal as a result of actions taken because of their poverty, but also
in the opportunity given for emigration later in the century. The second way
can be seen as an illustration of the hierarchy of empire with England at the
top and the „dark places‟ of the empire at the bottom just as the „dark places‟
of England‟s cities were at the bottom of the social scale and a the numbers of
poor in these places a growing cause of fear amongst the “people who lived in
the open-air-story above them” (MacDonald, The Princess and the Goblin 13).
This description of the goblin‟s habitat equates with the miasmic swamp
image which became synonymous with the disease and moral degeneracy
not only of the slum areas of England‟s larger cities, but also with some parts
of the empire, notably „the dark continent‟ of Africa. The sun in this instance
could be seen as symbolic of enlightenment rather than as a literal image.
The „alteration‟ in the goblins was also internal,
“as they grew in cunning, they grew in mischief, and their great delight
was in every way to annoy people who lived in the open-air-story
above them” (The Princess and the Goblin 13).
Thus the degeneration was both physical and moral and the reason lay partly
in the driving out of the country and partly because,
“they so heartily cherished the ancestral grudge against those who
occupied their former possessions … that they sought every
opportunity of tormenting them …” (The Princess and the Goblin 13-14).

This mention of occupation leading to unrest was written fifteen years after the
Indian rebellion and in the midst of constant colonial uprisings in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Although MacDonald makes no overt mention
of these events, they,
“excited passionate British emotion … The possibility that Indians
could … expose their vulnerability summoned forth in the collective
psyche violent and passionate emotions” (Wilson 217).
They also fed fears of internal „uprising‟, initially roused during the period of
the French Revolution (1789) and fuelled in the Victorian period by the
awareness of the increasing numbers of urban poor and their growing
desperation. Political unrest in Europe and the events surrounding the Paris
Commune in 1871 brought the potential for such disruption close to home.
MacDonald explains that the goblins have become „other‟ partly
through choosing to degenerate from the people above ground, or at least,
through choosing not to resist degeneration, but it was initially dominating
human activity that pushed them underground where they became „goblinized‟
as the downward regression continued unseen. Other examples of such
downward regression in English literature can be found in the yahoos in
Jonathan Swift‟s Gulliver‟s Travels (1726) and the Doasyoulikes in Charles
Kingsley‟s The Water-Babies (1863).
In MacDonald‟s story The Princess and the Goblin, the goblins become
more hostile, hatch a plot to carry off Princess Irene and to flood the mine,
drowning the miners. The plot is discovered by Curdie, the miner boy, who at
this stage in his development was still, “of the upper world where the wind
blew” (The Princess and Curdie 22). As often happens in MacDonald‟s
stories,4 the perpetrators of evil suffer the consequences of their own actions.
In this instance the goblins‟ plot to drown the miners backfires and the water
drowns the goblins. At this point the correlation between the goblins and the
colonised and the poor breaks down as the goblins are being read as
embodiments of the fear of degeneration and not as direct allegories. As they
have degenerated physically and morally, they provide the antithesis to the
hero, Curdie, and to the Victorian ideal of the hero. They illustrate the result of
what happens not only to a degenerative society but also to individuals in the
process of degeneration. As Gregory notes,
“every choice reflects the self we are or the self we are becoming,”
(209)
just as Tom the water-baby‟s soul,
“grew all prickly with naughty tempers, his body could not help growing
prickly too …” (185).
The theme of personal degeneration is continued in the sequel to The
Princess and the Goblin, The Princess and Curdie (1883), in which
MacDonald goes further in his warning about the corrupting influence of the
4
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dominant preoccupation with commercialism and materialism in the domestic
situation.
The Princess and Curdie (1883)
The story depicts the corruption of the ruling classes in the personae of
the king‟s palace officials who are slowly poisoning the king in order to seize
power. The unscrupulous behaviour of the king‟s citizens for whom wealth
creation and personal advantage have become paramount, are the cause of
the destruction of their city and consequently their civilization. Their greed for
gold and jewels literally „under–mines‟ the city‟s foundations, causing it to
collapse in on itself:
“One day at noon, when life was at its highest, the whole city fell with a
roaring crash. … All around spreads a wilderness of wild deer, and the
very name of Gwyntystorm has ceased from the lips of men “ (The
Princess and Curdie 320).
Curdie‟s mission is to go to the city, where the Princess Irene now lives with
her father the king, restore him to health, purge the palace of the corrupt
officials and reinstate the king on his throne to govern the country. Before he
can accomplish these tasks, Curdie must be prepared. In his third meeting
with Irene‟s great-great-grandmother, the old Princess and a figure of
supernatural spiritual wisdom and power, he is given two gifts, one is the help
of a troupe of unlikely looking animals, the Uglies, and the other is the ability
to tell what people are becoming by their hands. As the hero, Curdie himself
must be prepared for his mission by undergoing a trial to purify his own hands
and thus enable him to read the hands of others. The outcome of this gift
provides the clearest exemplification of the concept that,
“every choice reflects the self we are or the self we are becoming”
(209).
When Curdie grasps the paw of his main animal helper, he finds that she has
the hand of a child which reflects her inner self. Conversely, when he took the
hand of the court physician,
“he very nearly let (it) fall again, for what he held was not even a foot: it
was the belly of a creeping thing” (The Princess and Curdie 192).
Within the city and the palace, those with human hands are to be trusted;
those whose hands feel like the animal they are turning into enable Curdie to
determine how they should be treated. Their hands demonstrate in physical
reality their spiritual and moral state, just as the water-baby Tom‟s prickles
reflect his inner state. The Princess explains,
“”Since it is always what they do, whether in their minds or their bodies,
that makes men go down to be less than men, that is, beasts, the
change, always comes first in their hands – and first in the inside hands,
to which the outside ones are but as gloves. They do not know it of
course; for a beast does not know that he is a beast, and the nearer a
man gets to being a beast the less he knows it” (The Princess and
Curdie 98). (Emphasis in text)

This image of literal individual degeneration and the subsequent depiction of
the unravelling of a corrupt society is a powerful critique of Victorian society.
His adult novels contain characters that evidence moral degeneration, greed
and materialism but they do not have the same impact as the animal-handed
officials of this parabolic story.
MacDonald‟s message that moral degeneration leads to destruction of
society aligns with that of the English author William Cobbett, writing in the
earlier part of the nineteenth century, in his denunciation of, “the corruption of
the commercial system” (92), and the Scot Thomas Carlyle who wrote on the
decline of society in his Latter-Day Pamphlets (1850) as, “Days of endless
calamity, disruption, dislocation, confusion worse confounded” (421).
Throughout The Princess and Curdie, the emphasis for action is on individual
character, but just as an individual cannot remain static, they will either be
evolving or regressing, so a society or a nation cannot remain static. The
Darwinian model of evolution or regression applies to the collective as well as
to the individual condition. In the colonial context the representation of the
other as savage, uncivilised and in need of „rescue‟ and enlightenment implies
the need for a continuing „civilising‟ influence. This implication provided a
rationale for continued dominance in the form of government over colonial
territory with the justification that the colonised nation would sink back into
barbarism if not controlled by the „civilised‟ nation.
MacDonald‟s application of the Darwinian concept of evolution and
regression to the individual can also be read as a reflection of the Victorian
fear of personal degeneration, for, just as, “fictional regions generally contain
imaginative depictions of the protagonist‟s inner reality,” (Hein 61) so the
Victorian perception of the „other‟ in a colonial context is closely linked to the
apprehension that the line between „us‟ and the other is fine. MacDonald
notes,
“how many, who seemed respectable people at home, become vulgar,
self-indulgent, ruffianly, cruel even, in the wilder parts of the
colonies! … No perfection of mere civilization kills the savage in a man”
(MacDonald, What's Mine's Mine 362).
This awareness of the proximity of atavistic potential, the constant possibility
and potential ease with which the domestic subject abroad could „go native‟, is
epitomised by the character of Kurtz in Joseph Conrad‟s Heart of Darkness
(1902). To take this potential atavism in the colonial context one step further is
to recognise the other in „us‟ as an internal reality, the “unconscious as “the
discourse of the Other‟‟” 5 (Marshall 1212). In 1874, Christina Rossetti
submitted a story to her publishers which was published under the title
„Speaking Likenesses‟ in which, she notes in a letter to her publisher,
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“my small heroines perpetually encounter “speaking (literally speaking)
likenesses” or embodiments or caricatures of themselves of their
faults.” (332)
These embodiments include, „Hooks‟, who, “was hung round with hooks like
fishhooks” and “caught in everything he came near,” another, “bristled with
prickly quills like a porcupine,” and a third, „Slime‟ “was slimey and slipped
through the hands.” (Rossetti 332). These children mistreat and terrify the
child who meets them in the story and are completely insensitive to any pain
they inflict, thus fear of the consequences of their behaviour and its
inescapability is greater than any immediate physical discomfort. Rossetti‟s
disturbing story succeeds in foregrounding an undercurrent of fear of being
overwhelmed by inner and outer „goblins‟ and of becoming personally
„goblinized.‟ Frederic Jameson notes that, the “other is seen as a mirror image
of the self” (118). The embodiments of the „other self‟ in MacDonald, Kingsley
and Rossetti depict that image as threatening on a societal and person level.
Thus the fear of the „other‟ that engenders a desire for dominance and
enculturation of the unfamiliar other to make them like „us‟ is partly a fear of
the internal „other„, the subconscious mind.
Conclusion
Dani Cavallaro observes that, “the other is the factor that enables the
subject to build up a self-image.” (120) The British Empire was part of the selfimage built up by the Victorian Englishman and was, as Spivak states, “a
crucial part of the representation of England to the English” (146). This
representation of imperialism was also reflected by the English gentleman‟s
desire for self-dominance, self-control and conformity to a pattern of
behaviour promulgated by the dominant educative system of the time
demonstrated by the English public school. If we accept Spivak‟s statement
that in nineteenth century England,
“imperialism … was a crucial part of the representation of England to
the English,” (39)
then the Darwinian model of perceived progression towards continued
superiority or degeneration into inferiority illustrates two tendencies. The first
is the tendency to reinforce the imperialistic intent of Victorian foreign policy
on the grounds of both similarity and difference and carried with it the
potential to „goblinize‟ the colonial subject. The second is the tendency to
increase the fears internal to the nation and the individual, that the mirror
image of progression, that is, regression, would overwhelm the „people of the
upper air‟, and flood the „country‟, both external and internal. In this reading of
The Princes and the Goblin and The Princess and Curdie, I have suggested
that MacDonald critiques his social and political context by using the idea of
potential „goblinization,‟ as a result of degeneration and marginalization, which
can be applied in the colonial, domestic or individual sphere.
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Collections and Collaboration: The University of Worcester Research
Collections in Partnership with the International Research Centre for
Children’s Literature, Literacy and Creativity.
In the first section of this paper I offer an overview of the rationale for the
existence of the Collections, the background and use of the Collections, some of
the challenges encountered in setting them up and the potential for research
contained within them. I will then proceed onto the relevance of such research to
the field of children’s literature.
Rationale for the existence of the Collections
It is the vision of University of Worcester (UK) Information and Learning
Services for the Research Collections to be more widely recognised as a high
quality and accessible research resource which is available, to all staff, students,
external researchers and the public whether local, regional, national or
international. In order to accomplish this, we aim to develop the web presence, the
hosting and organising of conferences and other promotional activities that, over
time, will ensure greater awareness of and accessibility to the collections.
The University of Worcester Research Collections reside within the
Department of Information and Learning Services. Their purpose is to function as
working research collections and to work in partnership with the International
Research Centre for Children’s Literature, Literacy and Creativity. The Research
Collections are already used by research students who contribute subject expertise
within the scholarly community by conference presentation and publication both
nationally and internationally. This recognition will, it is hoped, grow student
interest and applications to work with the Collections.
The contextual position of the Collection within the University and in relation
to the International Research Centre for Children’s Literature, Literacy and
Creativity, lies in the focus on aspects of children’s literature and the child. This
focus links to the cross-University commitment to scholarship and research and to
work with children and young people in a national and international context.
Since the first deposit in September 2005, the Collections have diversified
through further deposits and donations and now comprise seven collections
relevant to the focus on childhood, ranging from historical children’s literature with

a bias towards adventure stories to contemporary multicultural children’s fiction. A
collection of biographical accounts of childhoods covering a late nineteenth to
twentieth century time period forms a significant resource. Altogether, the
Collections to date contain approximately 2000 items.
As a comparatively new set of Collections, and a resource that is growing
exponentially, the greatest challenge has been keeping up with the rapid rate of
change in terms of time collections growing faster than staffing could be set in
place to deal with them and to disseminate information about them. Work to
develop and implement a suitable staffing and resourcing structure is therefore an
ongoing project. Resources for staffing, additions to collections and appropriate
housing are still being put in place with the result that the Collections may not be
as visible both physically and virtually as desired. In the longer term this would
mean fewer students using materials within the Collections for their research than
the Collections could support. Therefore we need to continue to develop the
communication with local, regional, national and international communities.
University of Worcester Research Collections Background and overview
Since their inception the Collections have been strongly attached to the
work of the International Research Centre for Children’s Literature, Literacy and
Creativity. Collaborative working between ILS and the Centre has been in place
since 2004 due to research student activity although the first collection did not
arrive on site until September 2005. The major Collections are named after the
collectors.
The Brown Collection
The Brown Collection includes works by and about the writer G. A. Henty
(1832-1902), writing between 1865 and 1902. The Collection contains Henty’s
historical adventure stories and related historical and sociological material. There
are approx. 400 items in the Brown Collection. A note on Henty - After an eventful
career as a war correspondent G. A. Henty wrote historical adventure stories
mainly for boys. Both his journalistic career and his writing coincided with the
period of rapid British imperial expansion during the reign of Queen Victoria. The

Collection reflects current research interests in the area of children's literature and
is of international interest.
Research potential
The research potential of the Collection lies in the following areas:
-

literary

– Historical
– Post-colonial
– gender
– sociological
– journalistic
– construct of child
– representation of otherness
– illustration, including pictorial bindings
– bibliographical
– paratext (catalogues and lists in particular)
The Collection is arranged to reflect the author’s development as a writer. For
example, the development of his formulaic approach to basic plot and his writing
style can be demonstrated with reference from early to later publications.
Hentyana - items which include single articles or stories by Henty or
critiques, comments and observations on his work.
In the area of Hentyana, the change in ideological approach over the period can be
traced in other writers’ references to him or critique of him. Items about Henty or
with references to him cover the dates from 1886 to 2002. The Brown Collection
includes periodical material such as magazines produced for children, for example,
Chums and The Captain, and for adults, for example, The Sketch and T. P.’s
Weekly. This material is a valuable primary source for cultural, historical and
sociological perspectives on Henty’s nineteenth century context.
The Hawkes Collection
Within the first year the University had been offered a collection of African travel
books written for children and colonial adventure stories from the 19th and early

20th centuries. Fictional items covering the period 1856 – 1959 include not only
these well-known authors:
Marryat, Capt.
Ballantyne, R. M
Reid, Capt. Mayne
Kingston, W. H. G.
Haggard, H. Rider
but also lesser known female adventure story writers such as Mrs. R. Lee and
Anne Bowman. Of particular interest is the item by Samuel White Baker, Cast up
by the Sea (1869). Baker’s own life reads like a 19th c. adventure story and he has
been cited by his biographer as, “an inspiration for many of (G. A. Henty’s), …
heroes”, (Brander 16). This is a sweeping statement evidenced only by some
characteristics similar to those of the Henty hero. Informational accounts of travels
in the Hawkes Collection include material dating from 1800. The relevance of this
Collection as an extension to the Henty material lies predominantly in the study of
aspects of Empire and colonialism in terms of European history, ideology and
nineteenth century culture which could be investigated from a post-colonial
viewpoint. Many of the books are illustrated, which provides an additional field for
potential study, as does the paratextual and bibliographical content of the material.
Examples for potential areas of study include:
- Historical
-

Didactic intent – informational material

-

Representations of otherness

-

Illustration

-

Ideological stance of explorers (information books)

-

Ethnographical

-

Post-colonial

-

gender

The Manley Collection
Written from a significantly different viewpoint, the books in the Manley
Collection are school readers written for African children post-independence, that
is, mainly in the 1960s and 1970s. Most of these 41 items were written by African
authors, the remaining few by non-Africans who have worked over several
decades in one or more of the nine countries represented. One of these authors is
Deborah Manley. The Collection contains:
African Reader’s Library

- 20 items.

The Pilot Readers

- 4 items.

African Junior Library

- 8 items.

The All Africa Readers

- 9 items.

This Collection represents a significant departure from the earlier, Eurocentric
approach to African countries and demonstrates a conscious move towards
foregrounding African literature and culture, thus enabling developmental study in
the area of representation.
Research potential of the Manley Collection in conjunction with other
collections
-

representation

-

post-colonial writing for children

-

Afro-centric position

-

Ideology

The countries represented are; Ethiopia, Zambia, Uganda, Sierra Leone, Senegal,
Nigeria, Chad, Malagasy and Kenya.
The Williams Collection
This collection is in two distinct parts, the first reflects the child focus of the
Research Centre from a different angle, since it consists of autobiographical

accounts of childhoods in the 19th and 20th centuries, covering both British and
international backgrounds. There is an overlap in subject matter between some
items in this Collection and those in the Brown Collection since the Hentyana
includes some childhood autobiography where there is a significant mention of
G.A. Henty. The University of Worcester (UK) includes an Institute of Education
with course in Initial Teacher Education, Early Childhood Studies and Education
Studies, and there has been interest in this collection from students considering
postgraduate study in the area of childhood experiences as well as from external
researchers.
The second Collection returns to items designed for children, comprising alphabet
books and counting books, covering the publication period 1836 – 2000. Apart from the
sociological aspects depicted in what is chosen as representative and familiar for each
letter, the illustrators evidence an embedding in their period and a developmental
progression of emphasis from the real to the imaginary in objects or ideas chosen to
represent the letters of the alphabet. In terms of literacy education, these items
demonstrate an ideological sub-text which in itself is of interest to students from a range
of disciplines.
Examples of potential areas of study
Childhoods:
– - historical
– sociological
– regional
– construct of child
-

adult perceptions of childhood – since all autobiographies are written by
the adult the child became

Research potential in the Alphabet and counting books:
-

illustration (many major illustrators have created an alphabet book).

-

ideology embedded in chosen representations

-

historical

-

construct of child

-

paratext

The Elkin Collection
The Elkin Collection is predominantly a collection of multicultural children’s
literature, deposited by Professor Judith Elkin. Professor Elkin is currently Pro Vice
Chancellor of the University of Worcester and a longstanding writer on aspects of
children’s reading, children’s librarianship and an editor of children’s books. She
won the Eleanor Farjeon award for services to children’s literature in 1986.
The collection contains, Books about children’s books and publishing; Elkin
publications; Fiction; Folk tales myths and legends, Information books; Japanese
Books and other language editions; Picture books; Poetry; Prayers and Songs;
Short Stories. Professor Professor Elkin has also deposited her Archive within the
Research Collections, including manuscripts. This material gives the student the
opportunity to trace the development of a book by Professor Elkin from inception to
completion. It includes letters about a publication from the publisher and Professor
Elkin’s response and vice versa, proof copies of both the text and cover illustration,
and review articles.
Examples of potential areas of study
-

literary

- construct of child
- representation of otherness
-

illustration

-

sociological

-

Post-colonial

-

Comparative

-

Paratext

These are similar areas of study from an alternative initial position to that of the
19th century material.
Ronchetti Collection
This collection belonged to a lady who had a scholarly interest in dolls and
toys. Her collection of historical children’s literature, from the 19th century to mid
20th century arrived with markers specifically indicating references to dolls or to
children playing with dolls. She also maintained scrapbooks containing

approximately 900 postcards and photographs giving representations of children,
childhood and dolls.
Examples of potential areas of study
-

literary

-

construct of child

-

representations of childhood

-

play

-

illustration

-

sociological

Percy Westerman Collection
The most recent deposit is an exciting one in that it consists of six
unpublished manuscripts by Percy F. Westerman, with annotations, and four
scrapbooks containing information about boats, locality and history, some of which
fed into his stories. Percy Westerman (1876 - 1959) wrote adventure stories from
the 1920’s to the 1940’s and therefore provides the Collections with material that
takes the adventure story into the 20th Century. These stories are written from an
Anglo-centric viewpoint. As can be seen from the dates mentioned, Henty was
writing in the 19th century and Westerman in the early to mid 20th, the potential for
a study of the progression of the adventure story over a period of significant
political change is considerable. The collection includes representative published
titles by Percy Westerman which complement the manuscripts.
Detailed lists of holdings can be seen on the Information and Learning
Services Research Collections. http://www.worc.ac.uk/ils/635.htm
Overview of the relevance of the Collections to the field of children’s
literature research
All the areas of potential study indicated above link the field of Children’s
Literature to other disciplines. From an international perspective, their relevance to
Children’s Literature research lies specifically, for example, in the study of:
points of view and ideology
postcolonial viewpoints

historical study
and, within the context of University of Worcester (UK), the resources will be linked
to the new Masters course in Children’s Literature International Perspectives.
Why Collaboration with the Centre is important:
-

To establish the credibility of the Collections as a research resource
within the long-term strategy and research vision of UW.

-

To embed awareness of potential use of Collections in curriculum
planning.

From an academic perspective the Collections will serve:
-

To enhance research opportunities available to students.

-

To widen the range of research opportunities currently available

-

To provide support for the development of courses working in
partnership with the Research Centre.

The Collections can provide support for current curriculum development in, for
example:
- existing and potential children’s literature modules.
- media and cultural studies.
- journalism – historical perspective (Henty)
- collaborative working and support for MA Children’s Literature International
Perspectives.
The Director of the Research Centre (Professor Jean Webb) is available to discuss
the potential use of Research Collections material with researchers and other
University students, including distance learners.
Collaboration is also important to foreground connections and synergies that
are not readily apparent if the Collections are separated from academic
collaboration since they cannot be reflected in the structure of the teaching or
research. For example, study of themes in the boys adventure story such as,
gender; representation of the child; and/or representations of race, enables the
student to become aware of absences and silences within the writing that can, for
example, then lead to further study of how the writing is embedded in the authors’
historical, sociological, political and dominant ideological context. From a

narratological position, the investigation can be conducted into genre or mode
within the adventure story. The uniqueness and focus of the Collections also
contributes to the student’s apprehension of such connections.
Potential clientele
-

Postgraduate students of children’s literature, national and international.

-

Undergraduates pursuing research for their final year Independent
Study.

-

Students and postgraduate students working in any of the areas already
mentioned (History, sociology etc).

-

Non-affiliated researchers (e.g. any independent researchers whose
work would be enriched by using the collections).

As full time research studentships become available they are advertised on the
University website and are available internationally.
The UW Research Collections have already built up links beyond the
University, for example with significant collections of Children’s literature in the US
and Japan and we have links with the Children’s Literature Association India.
Future development lies in links with the new Worcester Library and History
Centre, a fully joint-use University and Public Library, to include the University
Library, children and young people’s library, County Record Office and
Archaeological Services in a major new development.
Researchers and anyone else interested in the Collection please contact
Rachel Johnson on email r.johnson@worc.ac.uk or +44 1905 542093.
Or Professor Jean Webb j.webb@worc.ac.uk or +44 1905 855459.
Rachel Johnson April 2008.
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A Redeemed Life:
Edmund Pevensie as an Example of Lewis's 'new kind of man'
Pamela L. Jordan

A recurring theme in The Chronicles of
Narnia is that Narnia changes those who enter. The
narrator repeatedly notes the restorative power of
Narnia and calls the reader' s attention to the
difference in the children (and adults in The
Magician 's Nephew) that results from spending time
in the world Asian sang into being. As Martha
Sammons points out, "Every individual who enters
Narnia is changed and develops qualities he never
knew he had" (63) . In Narnia we are more of who
we can be; we realize our potential. This theme is
expressed in each of the Pevensie children, but comes
through most clearly in Edmund. His visit to Narnia
and personal encounter with Asian transform him.
Thus, the Edmund we see in Prince Caspian is very
different than the Edmund we meet in The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe.
If we look closely at Edmund's behavior, we
see him exhibit qualities not apparent before he
entered Narnia. Furthermore, we see clear evidence
that he realizes his potential. His story reflects C. S.
Lewis ' s discussions of redemption in his apologetic
wntmgs.
In fact, Lewis ' s characterization of
Edmund illustrates the conception of redemption
outlined in " Beyond Personality." This character is
not just improved but in the process of becoming "a
new kind of man," very much like the horse being
turned " into a winged creature" (Mere Christianity,
182). In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe we
witness Edmund ' s redemption . In Prince Caspian
we see the result of that redemption.

excitement and eagerness to explore, likening their
new adventure to being shipwrecked (he had read all
the right books). Just as the debate about eating the
sandwiches brings tempers to a boil, Edmund is able
to diffuse the situation with his adventuresome spirit.
"Look here," he says, "there's only one thing to be
done. We must explore the wood. Hermits and
Knights Errant and people like that always manage to
live somehow if they ' re in the forest" (PC 9). His
response indicates qualities of leadership. In the
small details the narrator provides, the careful reader
discovers numerous indicators that convey the
differences in Edmund. For example, still in the
opening pages of the book, we are told that Edmund
and Peter "took it in turns to carry Peter's greatcoat." This suggests Edmund ' s willingness to share
responsibility, a far cry from the Edmund who was
more concerned about having something to eat than
helping Mr. Tumnus. Exploring the ruins of Cair
Paravel, Edmund again shows initiative and spunk
and uncovers the door to the treasure chamber.
Unlike the Edmund of The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe, the Edmund of Prince Caspian shows a
willingness to listen and to be guided. When Peter
proposes that they fit Trumpkin with armour from the
treasure chamber, Edmund starts to ask what' s the
point, but as soon as Lucy suggests that they should
do what Peter says, Edmund agrees thus
acknowledging Peter' s position as High King. It is
Edmund who suggests that he draw swords with
Trumpkin saying to Peter, "It will be more of a sucks
for him ifl win , and less of a let down for us ifl fail "
(PC 99). The statement implies a right estimate of
himself- an awareness that results from coming face
to face with Asian . Also, unlike the Edmund of The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe , the Edmund of
Prince Caspian shows a willingness to admit
mistakes. After the group is attacked in the valley,
Peter chides himself for leading them that way, but
Trumpkin reminds him that the Glasswater route was
Edmund's idea. Edmund is quick to admit that
Trumpkin is right. This Edmund is an encourager
who supports his brother' s leadership. As they

As Prince Caspian opens, evidence of
Edmund ' s development is seen immediately. When
the Pevensies feel themselves pulled on the train
platform , it is Edmund who first declares, "This is
magic I can tell by the feeling" (PC 3). Edmund ' s
sensitivity to magic reflects the influence of his first
visit to Narnia. Moreover, the sense of adventure he
exhibits when they find themselves on an island
denotes a change in his disposition . The first time he
stepped through the wardrobe, "he did not much like"
the place, but he embraces the return to Narnia with
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embark on their expedition through the woods,
Edmund speaks words of encouragement to Peter:
"You've got that pocket compass of yours, . ..
haven't you? Well then, we're as right as rain" (PC
114).
The strongest evidence of the change in
Edmund is presented in a key episode which is
central to the plot and theme of Prince Caspian: the
appearance of Asian to Lucy followed by the
recognition of him by each of her siblings. The
episode measures the faith and character of each of
the Pevensies. In discussing the moral psychology in
The Chronicles, David Downing observes that the
crucible of character is in moral choices, "situations
where the right decision is not the easiest or the safest
one" (91). In contrast to the selfish and mean choices
Edmund makes in The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe, Edmund makes unselfish and just choices
in this situation. In chapter nine, "What Lucy Saw,"
the children and Trumpkin debate about whether to
go up or down the gorge. Edmund, in a speech that
reflects his redeemed character reasons: "Well,
there' s just this . ... When we first discovered Narnia
a year ago-or a thousand years ago, whichever it is- it
was Lucy who discovered it first and none of us
would believe her. I was the worst of the lot, I know.
Yet she was right after all. Wouldn't it be fair to
believe her this time? I vote for going up" (PC 123);
which is, of course, the direction Asian has indicated
to Lucy. Here again we see an individual who admits
his mistakes but also one who is fair-minded and
generous. Throughout the episode, Edmund shows
regard for Lucy's feelings and remains open-minded.

of truthfulness. But he does more than believe; he
follows her even though he cannot see. Edmund does
not merely have faith; he exercises faith" (144). The
boy who asked if the white witch could turn Asian
into stone, now waits expectantly for a glimpse of the
Great Lion. Significantly, Edmund is the next to see
Asian. At first he sees only shadows, but his faith
makes Asian more and more visible until he is the
one who cries, "Oh, Asian! . .. Peter, Peter. .. Did
you see?" (PC 146).
When they meet, Asian
acknowledges Edmund's faith most fittingly with the
words, "Well done" (PC 148). The traitor has
become the faithful servant.
Lewis says, "Redemption always improves
people" (Mere Christianity 182). That's certainly
true in Edmund's case, but even more so, his
redemption leads to developing maturity.
The
spiritually mature Edmund we see in The Voyage of
the Dawn Teader displays the qualities of
compassion, honesty, and humility, most notably
apparent when he patiently listens to Eustace's story
about his undragoning without passing judgment and
then graciously accepts Eustace's apology. Showing
his capacity for compassion and mercy, he says to
Eustace, "That's all right. . . Between ourselves you
haven't been as bad as I was on my first trip to
Narnia.
You were only an ass, but I was a
traitor"(91). Edmund ' s behavior exemplifies Lewis ' s
statement in Miracles, "the greater the sin, the greater
the mercy" (127). It is evident that he deserves his
title of King Edmund the Just. The mature Edmund
is also able to confront wrong when he sees it. When
Caspian announces his intention to go with
Reepicheep to see the world's end, Edmund asserts
his position as one of the ancient sovereigns of
Narnia and firmly rebukes him, declaring, " I say you
can not do this" (VDT 209)
In this instance,
Edmund displays the right use of authority and a
clear sense of responsibi lity.

In all ofthe Chronicles faith determines how
and when the characters see Asian. The episode
recorded in chapters nine through eleven of Prince
Caspian presents the motif of a test of faith . At the
close of chapter ten, Asian tells Lucy to wake the
others. When she does, it is Edmund who readily
believes that Asian is present. Though he questions
why he can ' t see Asian and even suggests that Lucy
has experienced an optical illusion, he yet helps her
wake the others and does not claim that she is
mistaken. When Lucy declares that she must follow
Asian even if the others don't come with her,
Edmund backs her up. "l ' ll go with her if she must
go. She's been right before" (PC 142). Edmund's
decision to take Lucy at her word is "a poignant
example of spiritual healing" as Downing points out
(104).
His faith and trust illustrate Asian's
redemptive work.
Thomas Williams, in his
devotional guide entitled, The Heart of the
Chronicles of Narnia, explains the significance of
Edmund's behavior. "Edmund decides to believe
Lucy's claim to see Asian on the basis of her history

This picture of a redeemed Edmund
certainly represents one who has reached his
potential, but if we neglect to acknowledge the
explanation for the transformation, we miss the point
of The Chronicles. Edmund is redeemed because
Asian dies in his place; he is transformed because he
spent time in Asian's presence. The narrator's
description of Edmund as he comes to deliver the
challenge to Miraz makes this clear. "Asian had
breathed on him at their meeting and a kind of
greatness hung about him" (PC 174). By its very
nature, Narnia has a restorative power. In Edmund's
case, it frees him to become his real self. Note the
narrator' s description after Edmund tastes Lucy's
cordial in The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe:
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"When at last she was free to come back to Edmund
she found him standing on his feet not only healed of
his wounds but looking better than she had seen him
Iook-oh for ages; in fact ever since his first term at
that horrid school which is where he had begun to go
wrong. He had become his real old self and could
look you in the face" (LWW 177). Edmund's
experience reflects Lewis's assertion in Mere
Christianity that when we let Christ take over, we
become more truly ourselves (182). Being with
Asian brings out the true Edmund. We see an
illustration of this concept in the narrator's
description of Edmund's fencing match with
Trumpkin. "But the air of Narnia had been working
on him ever since they arrived on the island, and his
old battles came back to him, and his arms and
fingers remembered their old skill. He was king
Edmund once more" (PC 100).
In many ways, King Edmund seems like an
entirely different person than Edmund Pevensie. In
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe adjectives like
sulky, mean, spiteful, and treacherous are used to
describe Edmund. Peter calls him a "poisonous little
beast" (L WW 53), a title he certainly deserves. After
he decides to let Lucy down and deny that he has
seen Narnia, the narrator aptly summarizes his
spiritual condition: "Edmund . . . was becoming a
Before his
nastier person every minute" (41 ).
redemption, there's very little to like or admire about
Edmund.
Walter Hooper wryly points out, "Most of
the children are quite unattractive before they visit
Narnia and they come back much improved. That is
one of the reasons they are taken there" (85). This is
obviously the case with Edmund. The boy who
enters Narnia is mean, resentful, self-serving, and
vengeful. The boy whose life has been redeemed by
Asian is brave, honest, unselfish and humble. In The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, he was capable of
"one of the nastiest things in this story" (40). In The
Voyage of the Dawn Teader he is the compassionate
mentor for the unlovely Eustace who can humbly
A
acknowledge that Asian knows him.
transformation nothing short of remarkable. Narnia
has enabled Edmund to realize his potential and
become his true self, an example of Lewis's new
man : "Their very voices and faces are different from
ours; stronger, quieter, happier, more radiant" (187
Mere Christianity). Just how I imagine the look of
Kind Edmund the Just.
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Flight Instructor for the Soul:
C. S. Lewis’s Vision of Human Freedom through an Imaginative Obedience
In Reflections on the Psalms Lewis states ―In this book…I write as one amateur to
another, talking about difficulties I have met, or lights I have gained, when reading the
Psalms, with the hope that this might at any rate interest, and sometimes even help, other
inexpert readers. I am ‗comparing notes‘, not presuming to instruct‖ (2). ―Comparing
notes‖ is the task of this author as well, ―not presuming to instruct.‖ The bulk of this
paper will be Lewis speaking, commentary will be minimal.
Flannery O‘Connor‘s character Hazel Motes in her novel Wise Blood had ―a deep black
wordless conviction in him that the way to avoid Jesus was to avoid sin.‖ And we are
told ―He had a strong confidence in his power to resist evil…‖ (11). O‘Connor also tells
us that ―He knew by the time he was twelve years old that he was going to be a preacher.
Later he saw Jesus move from tree to tree in the back of his mind, a wild ragged figure
motioning him to turn around and come off into the dark where he was not sure of his
footing, where he might be walking on the water and not know it and then suddenly know
it and drown. Where he wanted to stay was in Eastrod with his two eyes open, and his
hands always handling the familiar thing, his feet on the known track, and his tongue not
too loose‖ (11). The ideas I am about to present began when I happened to read Lewis‘s
essay ―Man or Rabbit?‖. In the essay Lewis is addressing the issue Hazel Motes attempts
to deal with, that is avoiding Jesus. The essay opens with: ―‗Can‘t you lead a good life
without believing in Christianity?‘ This is the question on which I have been asked to
write…‖ and concludes with:
―‗When that which is perfect is come, then that which is past shall be done
away.‘ – The idea of reaching ―a good life‖ without Christ is based on a
double error. Firstly, we cannot do it; and secondly, in setting up ―a good
life‖ as our final goal, we have missed the very point of our existence.
Morality is a mountain which we cannot climb by our own efforts; and if
we could we should only perish in the ice and unbreathable air of the
summit, lacking those wings with which the rest of the journey has to be
accomplished. For it is from there that the real ascent begins. The ropes
and axes are ―done away‖ and the rest is a matter of flying.‖
(God in the Dock, 108)
―The ropes and axes are ―done away‖ and the rest is a matter of flying.‖ When I read
that line my heart jumped. Flying, that is ultimately what I want to do in this life; I do
not just want to get by. I want to fly. Living a good life is not the final goal, if we think
it is Lewis says ―we have missed the very point of our existence.‖ In Mere Christianity
Lewis writes:
I think all Christians would agree with me if I said that though Christianity
seems at first to be all about morality, all about duties and rules and guilt
and virtue, yet it leads you on, out of all that, into something beyond. One
has a glimpse of a country where they do not talk of those things, except
perhaps as a joke. Every one there is filled full with what we should call

goodness as a mirror is filled with light. But they do not call it goodness.
They do not call it anything. They are not thinking of it. They are too
busy looking at the source from which it comes. But this is near the stage
where the road passes over the rim of our world. No one‘s eyes can see
very far beyond that: lots of people‘s eyes can see further than mine.
(149-150)
Lewis says that ―lots of people‘s eyes can see further than mine‖ and while this is true I
do believe Lewis was ultimately selling himself short.
The paragraphs from Mere Christianity and ―Man or Rabbit?‖ which Lewis began by
quoting 1 Corinthians 10:10 – ―when that which is perfect come‖, does seem to imply
that this flying, this time and place where we move ―into something beyond‖ is a future
event. This takes place in a country that we only now catch a glimpse of. And
theologically I would agree that this ultimately happens when our entire being is
transformed, resurrected, and enjoy the Triune God in the New Heavens and New Earth
for eternity. Yet I do believe we are meant to experience it, to some degree, now.
In Letter 13 of The Screwtape Letters Screwtape admonishes Wormwood over the
patient‘s ―repentance and renewal‖ which ―amounts to a second conversion‖ by telling
him that he ought to have known that the asphyxiating cloud which prevented his attack
on the patient as a well-known phenomenon and one of God‘s most barbarous weapon
that appears when God is most directly present to the patient. Lewis also states that some
humans are permanently surrounded by it and therefore inaccessible to the likes of
Screwtape and Wormwood (63). Who does not desire this, to be one who is inaccessible
to Screwtape and Wormwood by being permanently surrounded by the asphyxiating
cloud of God‘s presence?
How is this to come about for us? Our flight instructor, C. S. Lewis, states in Mere
Christianity:
For mere improvement is not redemption, though redemption always
improves people even here and now and will, in the end, improve them to
a degree we cannot yet imagine. God became man to turn creatures into
sons: not simply to produce better men of the old kind but to produce a
new kind of man. It is not like teaching a horse to jump better and better
but like turning a horse into a winged creature. Of course, once it has got
its wings, it will soar over fences which could never have been jumped
and thus beat the natural horse at its own game. But there may be a
period, while the wings are just beginning to grow, when it cannot do so:
and at that stage the lumps on the shoulders – no one could tell by looking
at them that they are going to be wings – may even give it an awkward
appearance.
(216)

This picture of a horse growing wings should bring to mind a scene from The
Chronicles of Narnia. In The Magician’s Nephew we find Strawberry, the hansom cab
horse who finds his way into the nascent Narnia by accident as Digory and Polly attempt

to remove Jadis the witch from London and spare the city and ultimately earth from her
destructive tyranny. Aslan asks Strawberry, who would be renamed Fledge after this
transformation, if he would like to be a winged horse, in fact the Father of all Winged
Horses, he consents and this is what happened:
The horse shied, just as it might have shied in the old, miserable days
when it pulled a hansom. Then it roared. It strained its neck back as if
there were a fly biting its shoulders and it wanted to scratch them. And
then, just as the beasts had burst out of the earth, there burst out from the
shoulders of Fledge wings that spread and grew, larger than eagles‘, larger
than swans‘, larger than angels‘ wings in church windows.
(156)
Transformation is needed. Another example from the essay ―Man or Rabbit?‖:
We are to be re-made. All the rabbit in us is to disappear – the worried,
conscientious, ethical rabbit as well as the cowardly and sensual rabbit.
We shall bleed and squeal as the handfuls of fur come out; and then,
surprisingly, we shall find underneath it all a thing we have never
imagined: a real man, an ageless god, a son of God, strong, radiant, wise,
beautiful, and drenched in joy.
(God in the Dock, 112)
In Mere Christianity Lewis says that he uses these ―extreme example[s] in order to
emphasise the point that it is not mere improvement but Transformation‖ (218).
Lewis believes that all of us are called to this. Like Strawberry we too must
say yes if we are asked to become a winged horse – and we will be asked.
From Mere Christianity:
The command Be ye perfect is not idealistic gas. Nor is it a command to
do the impossible. He is going to make us into creatures that can obey that
command. He said (in the Bible) that we were ‗gods‘ and He is going to
make good His words. If we let Him—for we can prevent Him, if we
choose—He will make the feeblest and filthiest of us into a god or
goddess, a dazzling, radiant, immortal creature, pulsating all through with
such energy and joy and wisdom and love as we cannot now imagine, a
bright stainless mirror which reflects back to God perfectly (though, of
course, on a smaller scale) His own boundless power and delight and
goodness. The process will be long and in parts very painful, but that is
what we are in for. Nothing less. He meant what He said.
(205-206)
But how does this happen? This idea of flying, this asphyxiating cloud of God‘s
presence, this country where every one is filled full with what we should call goodness as
a mirror is filled with light. But they do not call it goodness. They do not call it

anything. They are not thinking of it. They are too busy looking at the source from
which it comes. These are not prosaic pictures; they are alive, pulsating with that which
is hard even to put into words. Words are wonderful, but how do you get there while still
on this part of the journey, still within the Shadowlands?
Lewis gives a few hints in his book of fictional correspondence concerning prayer
Letters to Malcolm:
You first taught me the great principle ―Begin where you are.‖ I had
thought one had to start by summoning up what we believe about the
goodness and greatness of God, by thinking about creation and redemption
and ―all the blessings of this life.‖ You turned to the brook and once more
splashed your burning face and hands in the little waterfall and said, ―Why
not begin with this?‖
And it worked. Apparently you never guessed how much. That
cushiony moss, that coldness and sound and dancing light were no doubt
very minor blessings, compared with ―the means of grace and the hope of
glory.‖ They were not the hope of glory, they were an exposition of the
glory itself…
I have tried, since that moment, to make every pleasure into a channel
of adoration. I don‘t mean simply by giving thanks for it. One must of
course give thanks, but I mean something different… This heavenly fruit
is instantly redolent of the orchard where it grew. This sweet air whispers
of the country from whence it blows. It is a message. We know we are
being touched by a finger of that right hand at which there are pleasures
for evermore. There need be no question of thanks or praise as a separate
event…To experience the tiny theophany is itself to adore.
If I could always be what I aim at being, no pleasure would be too
ordinary or too usual for such reception: from the first taste of the air when
I look out of the window…down to one‘s soft slippers at bed-time.
If this is Hedonism, it is also a somewhat arduous discipline…
One must learn to walk before one can run…We…shall not be able to
adore God on the highest occasions if we have learned no habit of doing
so on the lowest. At best, our faith and reason will tell us that He is
adorable, but we shall not have found Him so, not have ―tasted and seen.‖
Any patch of sunlight in a wood will show you something about the sun
which you could never get from reading books on astronomy. These pure
and spontaneous pleasures are ―patches of Godlight‖ in the woods of our
experience.
(88-91)
This desire in Lewis is the chief reason he wrote The Chronicles of Narnia. In an essay
titled ―Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What‘s To Be Said‖ Lewis briefly
explores how stories in general, and the Narnia tales in particular came to be:
I thought I saw how stories of this kind [fairy tales] could steal past a
certain inhibition which had paralysed much of my own religion in

childhood. Why did one find it so hard to feel as one was told one ought
to feel about God or about the sufferings of Christ? I thought the chief
reason was that one was told one ought to. An obligation to feel can
freeze feelings. And reverence itself did harm. The whole subject was
associated with lowered voices; almost as if it were something medical.
But supposing that by casting all these things into an imaginary world,
stripping them of their stained-glass and Sunday school associations, one
could make them for the first time appear in their real potency? Could one
not thus steal past those watchful dragons? I thought one could.
(Walmsley 527-528)
Watchful dragons are extremely hard to steal past. Lewis said, ―If this is Hedonism, it is
also a somewhat arduous discipline.‖ Going to the place where the ropes and axes are
done away with, entering into the asphyxiating cloud of God‘s presence requires much of
us. Narnia is meant to be a ―patch of Godlight‖.
In The Voyage of the DAWN TREADER we see this beautifully when Edmund, Lucy,
and Eustace are at the very end of the world. Reepicheep has headed off on his own
towards Aslan‘s country and we read this:
But between them and the foot of the sky there was something so white on
the green grass that even with their eagles‘ eyes they could hardly look at
it. They came on and saw that it was a Lamb.
―Come and have breakfast,‖ said the Lamb in its sweet milky voice.
Then they noticed for the first time that there was a fire lit on the grass and
fish roasting on it. They sat down and ate the fish, hungry now for the first
time for many days. And it was the most delicious food they had ever
tasted.
―Please, Lamb,‖ said Lucy, ―is this the way to Aslan‘s country?‖
―Not for you,‖ said the Lamb. ―For you the door into Aslan‘s country is
from your own world.‖
―What!‖ said Edmund. ―Is there a way into Aslan‘s country from our
world too?‖
―There is a way into my country from all the worlds,‖ said the Lamb; but
as he spoke, his snowy white flushed into tawny gold and his size changed
and he was Aslan himself, towering above them and scattering light from
his mane.
―Oh, Aslan,‖ said Lucy. ―Will you tell us how to get into your country
from our world?‖
―I shall be telling you all the time,‖ said Aslan. ―But I will not tell you
how long or short the way will be; only that it lies across a river. But do
not fear that, for I am the great Bridge Builder. And now come; I will open
the door in the sky and send you to your own land.‖
―Please, Aslan,‖ said Lucy. ―Before we go, will you tell us when we can
come back to Narnia again? Please. And oh, do, do, do make it soon.‖
―Dearest,‖ said Aslan very gently, ―you and your brother will never come
back to Narnia.‖

―Oh, Aslan!!‖ said Edmund and Lucy both together in despairing voices.
―You are too old, children,‖ said Aslan, ―and you must begin to come
close to your own world now.‖
―It isn‘t Narnia, you know,‖ sobbed Lucy. ―It‘s you. We shan‘t meet you
there. And how can we live, never meeting you?‖
―But you shall meet me, dear one,‖ said Aslan.
―Are – are you there too, Sir?‖ said Edmund.
―I am,‖ said Aslan. ―But there I have another name. You must learn to
know me by that name. This was the very reason why you were brought to
Narnia, that by knowing me here for a little, you may know me better
there.‖
(245-247)
Narnia helps us, by knowing Aslan for a little in that magical world, we in turn may
know Him better here, where, for us, it really counts. This is a high calling, a calling all
of us fail at each and every day of our lives if we even take a cursory glance at ourselves.
But, Lewis does not leave us in despair. In his the sermon ―A Slip of the Tongue‖ he
says:
What God does for us, He does in us. The process of doing it will appear
to me (and not falsely) to be the daily or hourly repeated exercises of my
own will in renouncing this attitude; especially each morning, for it grows
all over me like a new shell each night. Failures will be forgiven; it is
acquiescence that is fatal, the permitted, regularised presence of an area in
ourselves which we still claim for our own. We may never, this side of
death, drive the invader out of our territory; but we must be in the
Resistance, not in the Vichy government. And this, so far as I can yet see,
must be begun again every day. Our morning prayer should be …grant
me to make an unflawed beginning today, for I have done nothing yet.
(From The Weight of Glory: And Other Addresses, 191-192)
So far this paper has been about our individual selves, specifically in relation to our true
calling in light of the Ultimate Reality that is God, our Creator and Father. We have
covered half of the Great Commandment. I would like to close with the other half – the
part about loving our neighbor. Lewis finishes his great sermon ―The Weight of Glory‖
with these words:
Meanwhile the cross comes before the crown and tomorrow is a Monday
morning. A cleft has opened in the pitiless walls of the world, and we are
invited to follow our great Captain inside. The following Him is, of
course, the essential point. That being so, it may be asked what practical
use there is in the speculations which I have been indulging. I can think of
at least one such use. It may be possible for each to think too much of his
own potential glory hereafter; it is hardly possible for him to think too
often or too deeply about that of his neighbor. The load, or weight, or
burden of my neighbor‘s glory should be laid daily on my back, a load so

heavy that only humility can carry it, and the backs of the proud will be
broken. It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and
goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you
can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would
be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as
you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some
degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations. It is in the
light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the
circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings
with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are
no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations,
cultures, arts, civilisations – these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the
life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry,
snub, and exploit – immortal horrors or everlasting splendours. This does
not mean that we are to be perpetually solemn. We must play. But our
merriment must be of that kind (and it is, in fact, the merriest kind) which
exists between people who have, from the outset, taken each other
seriously – no flippancy, no superiority, no presumption. And our charity
must be a real and costly love, with deep feeling for the sins in spite of
which we love the sinner – no mere tolerance, or indulgence which
parodies love as flippancy parodies merriment. Next to the Blessed
Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your
senses. If he is your Christian neighbour he is holy in almost the same
way, for in him Christ – the glorifier and the glorified, Glory Himself – is
truly hidden.
(From The Weight of Glory: And Other Addresses, 45-46)
I end with that long quote from ―The Weight of Glory‖ because many of the quotes I
cited may lead one to view this flight as a solitary adventure. It is not, it is a communal
affair. God knows us as individuals and all of us have or are invited into a private
relationship with God, yet this relationship will never come to completion outside of
community. How many ―ordinary‖ people are in our lives? Do we daily put the weight
of your neighbor‘s glory upon our backs and pray for the grace to carry it? For Lewis
and for us this is a matter of desire. The offer is for all.
To quote one more time from ―The Weight of Glory‖:
―…if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering
nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our
Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted
creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy
is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies
in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a
holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.‖
(26)

Let us go from here longing for the wings, the vision, and the asphyxiating cloud of
God‘s presence in our lives needed to put Lewis‘s flight instructions into practice and
cease to be so easily pleased and ultimately face the One Hazel Motes so desired to
avoid, Jesus.
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The Abolition of Man 1943-2008
I.

INTRODUCTORY
Sixty-five years ago, in February of 1943, C. S. Lewis delivered the Riddell

Memorial Lectures at King's College of the University of Durham under the title "The
Abolition of Man." The aim of the Riddell lectureship was to explore the relationship
between religion and contemporary thought.1 My purpose here is to assess in
retrospect C. S. Lewis's success in this task.
Lewis's preoccupation with the relationship between religion and contemporary
thought owed primarily to two factors: the responses to his first series of BBC
broadcast lectures in August of 1941, dealing with what he called "The Law of Human
Nature,"2 and the fact that an increasing number of speakers at the Oxford Socratic Club
seemed to question the existence of an objective moral law.3 The invitation from
Durham evidently furnished a welcome occasion for Lewis to concentrate his fire on
this target in the lectures which became The Abolition of Man.4
At the same time Lewis was well along with the writing of the third volume of
his science fiction trilogy, That Hideous Strength, which he completed in December 1943

1For

a brief history, see J. R. Lucas, "Restoration of Man: A Lecture given in Durham on Thursday,
October 22nd, 1992, to mark the Fiftieth Anniversary of C. S. Lewis's The Abolition of Man," Theology,
November-December 1995, p. 445-456. On line at http://users.ox.ac.uk/~jrlucas/lewis.html.
2These

lectures were published with some alterations as part of C. S. Lewis, Broadcast Talks (London:
Geoffrey Bles/The Centenary Press, 1942), and later in revised as Book I of Lewis's Mere Christianity
(London: Geoffrey Bles, 1952).
3On

Lewis's interests at this time, see Roger Lancelyn Green and Walter Hooper, C. S. Lewis: A Biography,
revised edition (London: HarperCollins, 2002), p. 276. Though Lewis is often portrayed as more or less
disinterested in current affairs, the essays collected by Lesley Walmsley in C. S. Lewis, Essay Collection
(London: HarperCollins, 2002), two volumes, includes numerous substantial pieces dealing with
contemporary events.
4C.

S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man or Reflections on Education with special reference to the teaching of English in
the upper forms of schools (London: Oxford University Press, 1943). References below are to the 2000
HarperSanFrancisco edition.
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and published in 1945.5 The plot of this work, in Lewis's own words, involved the
conflict of "Grace against Nature and Nature against Anti-Nature modern
industrialism, scientism, & totalitarian politics."6 Lewis's preface to the book explicitly
linked That Hideous Strength to The Abolition of Man, noting that it "has behind it a
serious 'point' which I have tried to make in my Abolition of Man."7 What follows will
draw on both books.8
II.

THE ABOLITION OF MAN IN RETROSPECT
In 1955, Lewis wrote that The Abolition of Man "is almost my favourite among my

books, but in general has been almost totally ignored by the public."9 The modern
reader might find this hard to understand because the book begins with the entrancing
sub-title: "Reflections on education with special reference to the teaching of English in
the upper forms of schools"; continues on with such hypnotic, interest-grabbing lines as:
5The

preface of THS was dated "Christmas Eve, 1943," at which point the book must have been finished.
He was in correspondence with E. R. Eddison in December 1942 and again in April 1943 in connection
with the book, according to Walter Hooper, C. S. Lewis. A Companion and Guide (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), pp. 231-232.
6C.

S. Lewis to William L. Kinter, 30 July 1954, in: C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters of C, S. Lewis, Vol. III:
Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy, 1950-1963, edited by Walter Hooper (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
2007), p. 498.
7C.

S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength, A Modern Fairy-Tale for Grown-ups (New York: Macmillan, 1946),
paperback edition, 1965, p. 7.
8However,

we must avoid any confusion over Lewis's methods: in his own words " I don't of course
mean that I started with these abstract 'morals' & then invented yarns to illustrate them. I could not work
like that: stories begin, for me, simply with pictures coming into my head. But these are the thoughts that
accompanied the writing." Put otherwise, "Behind my own stories there are no 'facts' at all, tho' I hope
there are truths. That is, they may be regarded as imaginative hypotheses illustrating what I believe to be
theological truths…'" C. S. Lewis to Tony Pollock, 3 May 1954, in: Lewis, Collected Letters, Vol. III, 2007, p.
465-466. On Lewis's methods of writing fiction, see C. S. Lewis, On Stories and Other Essays on Literature,
edited by Walter Hooper (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1982). Cp. Lewis's comments in the
transcript of a conversation with Kingsley Amis and Brian Aldiss: "Aldiss: 'I would have thought that
you constructed Perelandra for the didactic purpose.' Lewis: 'Yes, everyone thinks that. They are quite
wrong….The story of this averted fall came in very conveniently. Of course, it wouldn't have been that
particular story if I wasn't interested in those particular ideas on other grounds. But that isn't what I
started from. I've never started from a message or a moral, have you?' Amis: 'No, never. You get
interested in the situation.' Lewis: 'The story should force its moral upon you. You find out what the
moral is by writing the story.'" Recorded 4 December 1962 and published as "Unreal Estates," in: Lewis,
On Stories, 1982, pp. 144-145.
9C.

S. Lewis to Mary Willis Shelburne, 20 February 1955 in: Lewis, Collected Letters, Vol. III, 2007, p. 567.
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"I doubt whether we are sufficiently attentive to the importance of elementary text
books"; and finally gallops off into classical philosophy and a defense of ethical
absolutes laced with frequent untranslated quotations in Greek and Latin. Obviously a
prime candidate for Oprah's Book Club and easily the favorite of students everywhere.
Well, maybe not.
Let us move now to some of Lewis's principal points and see how they look from
the vantage point of sixty-five years later.
1.

Lewis charges that the thrust of modern education remember, this is in

1943 is to teach students that there are no objective values, thus turning them into "men
without chests," people whose moral sentiments have been extinguished and are left to
wander about the modern world without a moral compass.10 "The practical result" of
such an education "must be the destruction of the society which accepts it."

11

This

postulates the culture wars of the late 20th and early 21st centuries long before most
Christians were even vaguely aware of what was happening.
The consequences of this for everyday morality? Here's a possibly trivial but
telling illustration. In USA WEEKEND, 8-10 February 2008, a story on actor Matthew
McConaughey "Hollywood's 'Sexiest Man Alive'" goes out of its way to point out that
"McConaughey has always marched to a different drummer than most celebrities. A
self-described religious person who sang in the choir at his Methodist church and prays
often" who "wants to hold hands and pray" with the reporter before eating,
McConaughey says "If you have a good relationship with yourself and you have a good
relationship with God, then you can sit happily alone and not be lonely."
Heartwarming, indeed. Later in the story, we learn that McConaughey and "his
girlfriend of two years are expecting a baby this summer." They plan to move into a
house he recently bought in Malibu, but "as for a wedding: 'We don't have plans to get

10An

excellent treatment of these issues is Gilbert Meilaender's The Taste for the Other: The Social and
Ethical Thought of C. S. Lewis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978).
11Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 27.
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married, but I wouldn't be with Camila if I didn't love her and didn't have great dreams
for the future."12
On a deeper level, Lewis stressed that the abandonment of the Tao objective
value recognized by all civilized people would have dire consequences for knowledge,
ethics, and morality. What we get is a society adrift in relativism and headed for
shipwreck. Eventually man will be abolished, or will return to a Hobbesian state of
nature: in the words of Lucy in Prince Caspian, "Wouldn't it be dreadful if someday in
our own world, at home, men started going wild inside, like the animals here, and still
looked like men, so that you'd never know which were which?"13
2.

Secondly, Lewis argues that modern education produces two

characteristic alumni: urban blockheads and trousered apes.14 The former—all head,
no chest—sees a horse as "merely an old-fashioned means of transport"15 The latter—all
stomach and no chest—appears to be human but lacks the rational control of "mere
appetites" that distinguishes man from animal.16 Where the urban blockhead is
emotionally retarded, the trousered ape is intellectually stunted. Where the urban
blockhead's imagination and aesthetic senses are woefully underdeveloped, the
trousered ape is rationally dwarfed and logically-challenged. Where the urban
blockhead wanders around in an affective desert, the trousered ape wallows in a
swamp.
12Mary

Murphy, "I have great dreams for the future," USA WEEKEND, February 8-10, 2008, pp. 8-9.
Compare C. S. Lewis' article "We Have No 'Right to Happiness," in: C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock. Essays
on Theology and Ethics, edited by Walter Hooper (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), pp. 317-322.
13C.

S. Lewis, Prince Caspian. The Return to Narnia (New York: Macmillan, 1951), p. 101.

14For

detail, see my paper "Of Urban Blockheads and Trousered Apes: C. S. Lewis and the Challenge of
Education," Inklings Forever, Vol. 4 (2004), pp. 106-113.
15Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 11. An excellent example of the urban blockhead is The Voyage of the
Dawn Treader's Eustace Clarence Scrubb, an informed ignoramus who "had read only the wrong books.
They had a lot to say about exports and imports and governments and drains, but they were weak on
dragons." This turned out to be a serious handicap when Eustace wound up in Narnia. C. S. Lewis, The
Voyage of the Dawn Treader New York: Macmillan, 1952, p. 71.
16Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 11-25. Lewis later illustrated this with The Last Battle's Shift the Ape.
C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle New York: Macmillan, 1956, pp. 26-29.
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Education is supposed to provide for integration of the head and the stomach by
fostering the sentiments of the chest, the Tao. "The head rules the belly through the
chest…[which is] the indispensable liaison officer...between cerebral man and visceral
man….it is by this middle element that man is man: for by his intellect he is mere spirit
and by his appetite mere animal."17 How much of this happens in much or most of
higher education today. In Lewis's time, he felt that hyper-rationality was the primary
problem; it is arguable that today the trousered apes have the upper hand.18
Lewis's analysis does seem to overlook the possibility of the ugly Post Modern
hybrid of the two, as exemplified by Carl Sagan, who on the one hand derided
Christians as obscurantists and unreasoning Neanderthals, but had an avid interest in
and promoted New Age beliefs. This was made possible, I would argue, by Kant's
birfucation of the world into the physical and the metaphysical realms. Interestingly, a
primary objective of science ever since has been to come up with a unified theory of
knowledge.
3.

The primeval platitudes are what Lewis calls the Tao, the Way. Lewis

argues that objective values and reason were previously universally recognized; only in
modern times have people come to deny them.

19

The philosophical problems should be

apparent: the sceptics "have shown by the very act of writing...that there must be some
other values about which they are not subjective at all….Their scepticism about values
is on the surface: it is for use on other people's values; about the values current in their
own set they are not nearly sceptical enough."

20

One could not hope for a clearer

definition of political correctness or for a plainer identification of the inconsistency of
the enemies of objective morality.
17Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 24-25.

18Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 13-14: "For every one pupil who needs to be guarded from a weak
excess of sensibility there are three who need to be awakened from the slumber of cold vulgarity. The
task of the modern educator is not to cut down jungles but to irrigate deserts."
19Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 14 ff.

20Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 27-28.
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The sceptic view of education, of course, leads directly to another characteristic
of Post Modernism. Alan Jacobs summarizes: for the sceptics, "language is but an
instrument by which some people control and others are controlled. As Humpty
Dumpty once said, in a very similar context, 'The question is which is to be master,
that's all.' As Lewis emphasizes with great force in The Abolition of Man, Humpty
Dumpty's view of things is deeply embedded in all the projects and hopes of
modernity, even or especially when we talk about achieving human power over Nature:
'What we call Man's power over Nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men
over other men with Nature as its instrument.'"21
4.

Equally telling is Abolition of Man's critique of relativism. This was

summarized in a comment Lewis later made in a letter to Corbin Scott Carnell: "If you
are losing your faith in argument, why trust the arguments that lead you to do so? This
scepticism about reason undercuts itself."22
This raises the question "On what ground henceforward were actions to be
justified or condemned?"23 "'If one insists on putting the question in those terms,' said
Frost [a psychologist and a central bad guy of That Hideous Strength], 'I think
Waddington [C. H. Waddington, a contemporary of Lewis's and author of Science and
Ethics, who is discussed in The Abolition of Man24] has given the best answer. Existence
is its own justification….When the so-called struggle for existence is seen simply as an
21Alan

Jacobs, The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C. S. Lewis (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
2005), p. 185. Jacobs calls The Abolition of Man "the most profound of Lewis's cultural critiques." p. 174.
22C.

S. Lewis to Corbin Scott Carnell, 25 June 1954, in: Lewis, Collected Letters, Vol. III, 2007, p. 494.

23For

further discussion of this strategy, see J. R. Lucas, "Restoration of Man," 1995, who remarks that the
sceptic "is sawing off the branch on which he is sitting….It is the same with subjectivism. If the
subjectivist opines that subjectivism is true...I rub his nose in the non-subjectivity of that utterance….The
strategy of the argument is clear. Suitably modified, it would apply to any world-view that made out
man to be not in any way subject to reason. Although it would not prove that such a doctrine must be
false or could not be held, it would show that it could not be argued for or rationally held, and the very
fact that someone argued in its favor would be strong evidence that he did not really believe it." The locus
classicus of the argument is Lewis's Miracles; A Preliminary Study, revised edition (London: Collins, 1960),
Ch. 3: "The Cardinal Difficulty of Naturalism." See also Victor Reppert, C. S. Lewis's Dangerous Idea: In
Defence of the Argument from Reason (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), passim.
24Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 109-111.
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actuarial theorem...emotion disappears. With it disappears that preposterous idea of an
external standard of value which the emotion produced….When you have attained real
objectivity you will recognize, not some motives, but all motives as merely animal,
subjective epiphenomena. You will then have no motives and you will find that you do
not need them.'"25 In other words, man is abolished.
Frost goes on to say, "'that is why a systematic training in objectivity must be
given to you. Its purpose is the eliminate from your mind one by one the things you
have hitherto regarded as grounds for action. It is like killing a nerve. That whole
system of instinctive preferences, whatever ethical, aesthetic, or logical disguise they
wear, is to be simply destroyed.'" This was followed by putting his protege through a
series of experiences that we would today call "desensitization."26 What goes on the
political correctness-enforcing universities of today doesn't function very differently
from this, whether we are dealing with the destruction of modesty through unisex
residence halls—including showers and restrooms—to the recent "Sex Workers Art
Show" at Duke University, which featured a lot of extremely vulgar performance art
that can't really be described here,27 to the continuing decline in the levels in decency of
what one can see on a regular basis during television prime time.
And to the assertions of trousered apes and urban blockheads in our society that
"ethical standards of different cultures differ so widely that there is no common
tradition at all" Lewis replies: "The answer is that this is a lie--a good, solid, resounding
lie . . . . [There is a] massive unanimity of the practical reason in man . . . . the pretence
that we are presented with a mere chaos . . . is simply false and should be contradicted
in season and out of season wherever it is met."

28

25Lewis,

That Hideous Strength, 1965, pp. 295-296.

26Lewis,

That Hideous Strength, 1965, pp. 296 ff.

27Chuck

Shepherd, "News of the Weird," Huntington Herald-Press, November 25, 2007, p. 3A.

28Lewis,

"The Poison of Subjectivism," in his Christian Reflections, edited by Walter Hooper (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1967), pp. 77-78, for the quote, and Lewis, Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 83 ff. for the examples.
Compare William H. McNeill, The Shape of European History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974),
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5.

The Abolition of Man identified another consequence of the assumptions of

rationalistic naturalism and Post Modernism: "You cannot go on 'explaining away'
forever: you will find that you have explained explanation itself away. You cannot go
on 'seeing through' things forever. The whole point of seeing through something is to
see something through it….If you see through everything, then everything is
transparent. But a wholly transparent world is an invisible world. To 'see through' all
things in the same as not to see."29
6.

And how, indeed, do the sceptics justify their own moral codes? Lewis

points out that appeals to factual information or to "science" to provide a new morality
ignore the "is/ought" problem, the reality that from "propositions about fact alone no
practical conclusion can ever be drawn,"

30

while appeals to instincts, or pure reason or

natural selection or obligations to posterity beg the question of why we ought to obey
them at all and cannot to tell us what to do when they come in conflict with each
31

other.

The attempt to manufacture a chest in modern times i.e., create a "new" morality,
a "secular" morality, or whatever is thus a failure, as Alasdair MacIntyre later argued in
32

After Virtue.

The Tao "is not one among a series of possible systems of value. It is the

p. 33: "the remarkable way in which all the important moral systems of civilized mankind converge in
practice toward what Christians know as the Golden Rule" is "unquestionable."
29Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 80-81. On "seeing through" v. "seeing along", cf. Lewis's essay
""Meditation in a Toolshed," in Lewis, God in the Dock, 1970, pp. 212-215.
30Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 31.

31Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 30 ff. Compare "If no set of moral ideas were truer or better than any
other, there would be no sense in preferring civilized morality to savage morality, or Christian morality
to Nazi morality. In fact, of course, we all do believe that some moralities are better than others . . . . The
moment you say that one set of moral ideas can be better than another, you are, in fact, measuring them
both by a standard . . . admitting that there is such a thing as a real Right, independent of what people
think, and that some people's ideas get nearer to that real Right than others." Lewis, Mere Christianity, Bk
1.2.
32MacIntyre

shows how "The Enlightenment Project of Justifying Morality" has "decisively failed," while
the attempted "secularization of morality by the Enlightenment" has led to a situation in which "Moral
judgments lose any clear status and the sentences which express them . . . lose any undebatable meaning."
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sole source of all value judgements. If it is rejected, all value is rejected. If any value is
retained, it is retained."33 This argument seems both sound and pertinent today. And
yet critics of the Tao, such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett, seem oblivious to
the fatal flaws of naturalism.
7.

34

This leads in Lewis's view to the sole remaining option for the sceptics:

"the rejection of the concept of value altogether." "Having mastered our environment,
let us now master ourselves and choose our own destiny."35 There may be some
residual survivals of the old Tao, but eventually these will fade out. "Man's conquest of
Nature turns out...to be Nature's conquest of Man" and results in the abolition of Man.36
This results, Lewis says, in a kind of "magician's bargain: give up our soul, get power in
return. But once our souls, that is, ourselves, have been given up, the power thus
conferred will not belong to us. We shall in fact be the slaves and puppets of that to
which we have given our souls."37
This brings us back to the classic problem of hubris. Life, according to the
Greeks—and the Medieval Christians—was to be lived in the balance created by the
exercise of the four cardinal virtues: prudence, temperance, justice, and fortitude.
Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, second edition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984),
pp. 36 ff.
33Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, pp. 3943. See also C. S. Lewis, "The Poison of Subjectivism," in: C. S.
Lewis, Christian Reflections, edited by Walter Hooper (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), pp. 72-81; and C.
S. Lewis, "De futilatate," in: C. S. Lewis, Christian Reflections, edited by Walter Hooper (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1967), pp. 57-71, dealing with scepticism, reason, and human thought.
34For

a fuller account, see C. S. Lewis, Miracles; A Preliminary Study, revised edition (London: Collins,
1960), especially Chapters III and V. For a critique, see Eric J. Wielenberg, God and the Reach of Reason. C.
S. Lewis, David Hume, and Bertrand Russell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 93-108.
Not that the scientists have given up. See "Moral Thinking," The Economist, 23 February 2008, p. 98; and
"Where angels no longer fear to tread," The Economist, 22 March 2008, pp. 89-92. Compare "Does science
make belief in God obsolete?" a series of essays published at www.templeton.org/belief. Wielenberg
thinks that recent work in evolutionary psychology undermines the theistic force of Lewis's argument,
but validates Lewis's claim that there is such a thing as "human nature." pp. 119-120.
35Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 51.

36Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 62-68.

37Lewis,

Abolition of Man, 2000, p. 72.
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These are virtues "which all civilized people recognize."38 When human conduct went
out of whack, the cause was usually hubris, or arrogance. For the Greeks, hubris "was
regarded as the worst of evils, because is made chaos of all attempts to achieve balance
and harmony in the self and because it scorned the social obligations on which the citystate depended."39
That Hideous Strength is a virtual compendium of amoral scientific hubris.40 One
of leaders of the National Institute for Co-ordinated Experiments N. I. C. E. at Belbury
tells Mark Studdock, the hapless social scientist, "Man has got to take charge of Man.
That means, remember, that some men have to take charge of the rest….Quite simple
and obvious things at first—sterilization of the unfit, liquidation of backward races we
don't want any deadweights, selective breeding. Then real education, including prenatal education. By real education I mean one that has no 'take-it-or-leave-it' nonsense.
A real education makes the patient what it wants...whatever he or his parents try to do
about it. Of course, it'll have to be mainly psychological at first. But we'll get on to
biochemical conditioning in the end and direct manipulation of the brain...It's the real
38Lewis,

C. S. Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1952), Book 3, Part 2. Compare the list in C. M.
Bowra, The Greek Experience (New York: New American Library, 1959), pp. 98 ff.: wisdom, temperance,
justice, and courage.
39Bowra,

Greek Experience, 1959, pp. 101-102. Bowra writes that hubris "might well reflect an inner lack of
courage; it certainly meant a defiance of self-control and temperance; it led inevitably to injustice in its
disregard for the rights of others; it often ended in folly when its possessor thought that he could by
unjust methods secure the impossible. The Greeks gave this vile eminence to arrogance because, more
than anything else, it defied their ideal of a harmonious and restrained self, and their deep political
distrust of it was equalled by their moral condemnation. They saw that it grows with feeding and creates
other evils as great as itself...Unbridled arrogance shocked the Greeks morally, politically, and
aesthetically. It was, in their view, quite different from legitimate ambition, since this was possible only
with a large degree of self-control and even of self-sacrifice," and quotes Aeschylus Agamemnon, 763-771
"Ancient Arrogance loves to bring forth a young arrogance among the evils of men, soon or
late...irresistible, unconquerable, unholy Recklessness."
40That

Hideous Strength takes its title from David Lyndsay's 1554 description of a major hubris event of the
Old Testament, the building of the Tower of Babel: "The Shadow of that hyddeous strength, Sax myle and
more it is of length." In Genesis 11:4-9 we read: "Then they said, 'Come, let us build ourselves a city, and
a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad
upon the face of the whole earth.'" Eventually they brought down upon themselves the wrath of God, but
not, by Lyndsay's account, before they had built a monument to hubris that cast a six mile long shadow
Details in Hooper, C. S. Lewis Companion and Guide, 1996, p. 232.
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thing at last. A new type of man…"41
Eventually, in That Hideous Strength, these people reap the whirlwind with the
destruction of the N. I. C. E.'s headquarters at Belbury and the entire university town of
Edgestow, including "innocent" academics. "[W]as there a single doctrine practised at
Belbury which hadn't been preached by some lecturer at Edgestow? Oh, of course, they
never thought anyone would act on their theories! No one was more astonished than
they when what they'd been talking of for years suddenly took on reality. But it was
their own child coming back to them: grown up and unrecognisable, but their
own….Those who call for Nonsense will find that it comes."42 Peter Singer, call your
office.
8.

We go on from there into the realm of psychological engineering, human

genetic manipulation, and cloning. Lewis seems to have anticipated the work of
behaviorist psychologist B. F. Skinner. Another of That Hideous Strength's villains says
to our gullible young social scientist "I must ask you to be strictly objective. Resentment
and fear are both chemical phenomena. Our reactions to one another are chemical
reactions."43 Skinner wrote in 1971 "we need to make vast changes in human
behavior….What we need is a technology of behavior. We could solve our problems
quickly enough if we could adjust the growth of the world's population as precisely as
we adjust the course of a spaceship, or improve agriculture and industry...But a
behavioral technology comparable in power and precision to physical and biological
technology is lacking, and those who do not find the very possibility ridiculous are
more likely to be frightened by it than reassured."44
41Lewis,

That Hideous Strength, 1965, p. 42.

42Lewis,

That Hideous Strength, 1965, p. 371-372.

43Lewis,

That Hideous Strength, 1965, p. 255.

44B.

F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1971), pp. 3-5. This is a an apt
illustration of Lewis' comment to a correspondent: "The trouble about writing satire is that the real world
always anticipates you, and what were meant for exaggerations turn out to be nothing of the sort." C. S.
Lewis to I. O. Evans, 26 September 1945, in connection with a comment by Evans on the N. I. C. E., Lewis,
C. S. The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis: Vol. II: Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, edited by Walter
Hooper (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), p. 672.

13

9.

Politics? Of course Lewis was aware in 1943 of the horrible totalitarian

utopias of Fascism, Nazism, and Communism. But is this all in the past? Here is what
the publisher has to say about a book whose authors make "a powerful case for the view
that taking environmental crisis seriously implies a radical critique of democracy itself,
and a willingness to accept government by qualified expertise rather than popular
election": "the authors conclude that an authoritarian form of government is necessary"
but we shouldn't worry: "this will be governance by experts and not by those who seek
power."45 I feel better already.
On the other hand, while Lewis's Belbury apparently wants to stamp out nature,
today nature is a club increasingly used to stifle dissent in the political realm.
10.

Skinner later in his 1971 book comments directly on Lewis's work: "C. S.

Lewis put it quite bluntly: Man is being abolished….What is being abolished is
autonomous man—...the man defended by the literatures of freedom and dignity. His
abolition has long been overdue. Autonomous man is a device used to explain what we
cannot explain in any other way. He has been constructed from our ignorance, and as
our understanding increases, the very stuff of which he is composed vanishes….To man
qua man we readily say good riddance."46 What Lewis fears, Skinner welcomes.
III.

Conclusion
The Oxford philosopher J. R. Lucas, reviewing Lewis's work wrote: "The

intervening fifty years have largely vindicated Lewis" in his "general attack on moral
relativism….contemporary isms, which purported to replace traditional objective
45The

quotations from the Amazon.com site: http://www.amazon.com/Climate-Challenge-DemocracyPolitics-Environment/dp/031334504X/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1203537505&sr=8-1.
46Skinner,

Beyond Freedom and Dignity, 1971, pp. 200-201. The publisher's dust-jacket blurb is almost a
self-parody: "Will men become robots? Or victims? Or merely passive spectators? Who is to design that
brave new world of the future? Can we count on his benevolence, or will a technology of behavior
necessarily mean a new kind of tyranny? These and many other questions concerning so-called 'value
judgments' are squarely faced. The book forces us to look afresh at ideals we have taken for granted and
to consider the possibility of a scientific approach which, though it may at first seem incompatible with
those ideals, will enable us to avoid the destruction toward which we are now speeding…" For anyone
who doesn't think this kind of thinking is mainstream, see the work and reputation of Princeton's Peter
Singer.
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morality,…[and] hard-line scientific anti-humanism….Lewis was right, and has been
vindicated by events. Like Hayek, he warned us of dangers ahead, and if we did not
heed his warning then, we have come to realise in our subsequent troubles that he had
told us so, and that what he told us was, indeed, true."47
And Peter Kreeft writes: "As our senile, toothless, and confused culture stumbles
blindly toward the third millennium; as our 'century of genocide' comes to an end,
having murdered more human beings born and unborn in a single century than the
total of all men who lived in all previous centuries;...we wonder: "What next?'—and
even whether there will be a 'next'. We look for prophets….Lewis...holds out hope,
appeals to moral choice, and offers a positive alternative, though his jeremiad is no less
horrific than Huxley's scenario of doom."48
The Abolition of Man has held up remarkably well, has proven to be prophetic in
a number of key instances, and continues to be a significant guide for our troubled
times. This cannot be said for most sixty-five year old books on "contemporary
problems".

47Lucas,

"Restoration," 1995. For further discussion of Lewis's work, see Michael D. Aeschliman, The
Restitution of Man: C. S. Lewis and the Case Against Scientism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983); Peter
Kreeft, C. S. Lewis for the Third Millennium. Six Essays on The Abolition of Man (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1994); Brett Foster, "An Estimation of an Admonition: The Nature of Value, The Value of Nature,
and The Abolition of Man," Christian Scholar's Review, Vol. 27 (1998), pp. 416-435; and Victor Reppert, C. S.
Lewis's Dangerous Idea, 2002. Also interesting is Lewis's "A Reply to Professor Haldane," in Lewis, On
Stories, 1982, pp. 69-79. Wielenberg, while critical of Lewis, points out that Lewis's interest in the moral
argument and the argument from reason are now back in the mainstream of philosophical interest as are
his concerns for issues of faith, design, and truth. Wielenberg, Reach of Reason, 2008, pp. 120; 153-202.
48Kreeft,

Millennium, 1994, p. 9.
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Holding a Pistol to the Head of ‘Modern Man’:
the Roots of G. K. Chesterton’s Spiritual Theology
Robert Moore-Jumonville, Ph.D., E. A. & Bessie Andrews Chair of Spiritual Formation,
Spring Arbor University

G. K. Chesterton‟s last stanza of The Babe Unborn presents the key to his
profound spiritual theology—a way of seeing the world which conveys gratitude for
sheer existence and a fairyland attitude of wonder, an astonished wonder arising from the
possibility of non-existence.
I think that if they gave me leave within the world to stand
I would be good through all the day I spent in fairyland
They would not hear a word from me of selfishness or scorn
If only I could find the door, if only I were born.
Few people would use the categories of spiritual theology or spiritual formation in
reference to Chesterton.1 Of course, scholars frequently have recognized Chesterton‟s
contributions to philosophy, theology, and apologetics. But those who study Chesterton
also clearly comprehend that he was not a theologian in any traditional sense of the
word.2 For instance, he never held a teaching post or an ecclesiastical position and he
never wrote theology per se. In fact, technically speaking, he never graduated from
college. Actually, Chesterton referred to himself simply as a journalist. But we could
easily categorize his theological thinking as spiritual formation because he aimed his
ideas at heart as well as head, never investing in the detached world of academics:
indeed, Chesterton intended what he wrote for transformation rather than for information.
Defined simply, Christian spiritual theology calls people on a journey toward
transformation into the image and likeness of Christ.3
The essential features of Chesterton‟s spiritual theology are elucidated in his 1912
novel Manalive,4 the main contours of which were drawn at the earliest stage of
Chesterton‟s theological thinking—in the mid-1890s—before he began his career as a
writer and at the critical point in his intellectual-spiritual development.5 Chesterton had
descended briefly into suicidal despair only to arise from the gloom with a fresh, openeyed view of the world that perceived all life with appreciation and gratitude. In his
Autobiography, Chesterton connects the unborn babe, “crying out for existence,” and his
conception of the tale Manalive, whose childlike hero, Innocent Smith, lives life fully.6
Manalive, therefore, marks both the starting place for understanding Chesterton‟s

spiritual theology and its first key moves—both which revolve around the barrel of a
revolver.
Instead of starting at the beginning of the story, therefore, with a description of
the characters who lodge at Beacon House, let us begin with the smoking gun—with the
protagonist, Innocent Smith, firing three shots at the leaping, shrieking figure of Dr.
Herbert Warner.7 Two of the bullets make neat holes in Warner‟s top hat. Smith instantly
relinquishes the gun amidst peals of uproarious laughter. A little later, one of the
boarding house company confesses, “Innocent had told me he was going to shoot at Dr.
Warner.”8 But why shoot at all—and why at Warner?
The central “mystery” of the novel unfolds as Smith faces a trial instigated by the
Beacon House residents, where evidence is presented for and against Smith‟s sanity. Late
in the trial, the defense presents a letter from a priest describing how, when Smith studied
at Cambridge, a certain professor exposed him to “a starless nihilism” then in vogue.
“While his brain accepted the black creed,” recounted the letter, “his very body rebelled
against it.”9 The scene where his instructor, Dr. Eames, tempts Smith with suicidal
nihilism stands out as one of the humorous highlights in the Chesterton literary corpus.
Professor Eames explains to his young apprentice that life is not worth living: most
modern people merely anesthetize their pain or deny it. But if we were speaking of a
puppy in this condition, persists the professor, we would put it out of its misery. That
God does not do us the favor of putting us out of our misery means he is dead. Suddenly,
Eames finds himself looking down the barrel of a pistol. In Charlie Chaplin fashion,
Smith pursues Eames around the room, vowing to put him out of his misery. The tutor
ends up dangling from a second storey gargoyle begging for life. Promising to give
anything “to get back,” the professor is forced by Smith to sing a hymn:
I thank the goodness and the grace
That on my birth have smiled,
And perched me on this curious place,
A happy English child.10
It is important to understand that the roots of this scene in Manalive lead back to
Chesterton‟s own brooding battle with the pessimistic philosophy of the early 1890s.11
From the existing record it is impossible to state what occurred in his life at this point
with any degree of certainty. Various explanations have been offered—from a
homosexual identity crisis to normal late-adolescent brooding.12 What we do know is that
a number of factors converged around 1895 to produce in the young twenty-one year old
a near suicidal despondency. Chief among the negative influences upon his thinking was
his descent into what he called “the darkest depths of the contemporary pessimism.”13
But other factors affected him as well. First, most of his friends had matriculated
to Cambridge or Oxford, leaving Gilbert feeling isolated as he attended Slade Art School
at the University of London.14 To add angst to loneliness, Chesterton found himself

floating in a sea of vocational uncertainty. With art school not working out for him,
Chesterton experienced an identity crisis: “What I may call my period of madness
coincided with a period of drifting and doing nothing; in which I could not settle down to
any regular work.”15 Before sketching the lackadaisical malaise of students attending art
school with him, Chesterton first describes in his Autobiography his unsettling
experiences of “dabbling” with the occult, experiences that led him to believe in the
solidness of sin and deception of the devil. “I dug quite low enough,” he confesses, “to
discover the devil; and even in some way to recognize the devil.”
If one window in his world admitted the sinister voices of spiritualism, an
adjacent door opened up into the moral relativism of the Decadents, producing in him
what he called “a moral anarchy within.” Though he avows that he never acted on his
temptations, he said he “could at this time imagine the worst and wildest disproportions
and distortions of more normal passions,” seeming to produce “an overpowering impulse
to record or draw horrible ideas and images.”16 While most scholars concentrate on the
moral temptations Chesterton encountered during his time at the Slade School,
Chesterton finally describes these incidents as disgusting rather than enticing him.17
What primarily precipitated Chesterton‟s despairing descent, consequently, was a
nihilistic philosophy not unlike that preached to Innocent Smith—where his “don had
professed in theory a preference for non-existence.”18 Chesterton certainly took nonexistence seriously.
What surprises me in looking back on youth, and even on boyhood, is the extreme
rapidity with which it can think its way back to fundamental things; and even to
the denial of fundamental things. At a very early age I had thought my way back
to thought itself. It is a very dreadful thing to do; for it may lead to thinking that
there is nothing but thought….It was as if I had myself projected the universe
from within, with its trees and stars; and that is so near to the notion of being God
that it is manifestly even nearer to going mad. Yet I was not mad, in any medical
or physical sense; I was simply carrying the skepticism of my time as far as it
would go. And I soon found it would go a great deal further than most of the
skeptics went. While dull atheists came and explained to me that there was
nothing but matter, I listened with a sort of calm horror of detachment, suspecting
that there was nothing but mind.19
Gary Wills, in his biographical rendering of this period of Chesterton‟s life,
emphasizes the personal loneliness engulfing the young Gilbert combined with the fin de
siècle spirit of radical subjectivism: “This was the solipsist‟s threat, the „critical problem‟
which haunts the post-Kantian world; but it came to Chesterton embodied in a set of
symbols—decadent art‟s relativism carried to an ultimate denial, Impressionism‟s
subjectivity carried to a logically complete an paralyzing subjectivism….”20

But what Wills labels solipsism—a further isolating philosophical turn inward—I
would want to call nihilism (as Chesterton himself so often labeled the experience), for it
weighed so heavily on the young man that he contemplated suicide.21 In The
Autobiography Chesterton only suggests that he plunged deeper and deeper into his
despairing nightmare “as in a blind spiritual suicide.”22 He confided in a letter to his
closest friend, Edmund Bently that he descended “very far into the abysses, indeed….”23
Alzina Dale, however, correctly proposes that Chesterton faced “the temptation to
commit suicide.”24 In fact, much of his early work demonstrates an intimate
preoccupation with the topic of suicide, often paralleling it with non-existence. Recall,
for instance, the important contrast he makes between the martyr and the suicide in
Orthodoxy and the vociferousness of his argument: “Not only is suicide a sin, it is the sin.
It is the ultimate and absolute evil, the refusal to take an interest in existence …. The
suicide is ignoble because he has not this link with being: he is a mere destroyer;
spiritually, he destroys the universe.”25 Other examples of Chesterton‟s fascination with
suicide could be piled high. Let me cite just a few.
First, The Wild Knight and Other Poems—Gilbert‟s second publication (1900)—
is not only littered with themes of death and finitude, but places The Babe Unborn
second, with its closing lines: “if only I were born.”26 One of the important poems in the
collection, Thou Shalt Not Kill, demonstrates how personal this topic was for Chesterton.
The reader is tricked into thinking that the narrator is contemplating killing some enemy
perhaps: “I had grown weary of him.” Then the last stanza performs a somersault:
Then I cast down the knife upon the ground
And saw that mean man for one moment crowned
I turned and laughed: for there was no one by—
The man that I had sought to slay was I.27
What we read in The Wild Knight and Other Poems, however, does not breed despair,
but instead trumps nihilism with a Psalm-Eight-like attitude, confident of human dignity:
“What are human beings that you are mindful of them,/ mortals that you care for them?/
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,/ and crowned them with glory and
honor” (Psalm 8:4-5).
A Ballade of Suicide, appearing later in Poems (1915), beautifully represents
Chesterton‟s paschal intuition that out of the winter-death threat of non-existence blooms
an appreciation for the simplest facts of every day life. The narrator‟s whimsical
depiction of the spiffy gallows in his garden and the line of neighbors arrayed along the
wall to watch him hang himself contrasts with the poem‟s refrain: “I think I will not hang
myself today.” Alzina Dale misunderstands the drift of the poem when she says “Gilbert
kidded himself and his youthful terrors by writing the smooth and sassy poem „A Ballade
of Suicide‟….”28 Indeed, the poem indulges in “kidding,” but not so much to exorcise

past fears as to spotlight present Innocent-Smith-like appreciation. The second stanza is
worth deliberation:
To-morrow is the time I get my pay—
My uncle‟s sword is hanging in the hall—
I see a little cloud all pink and grey—
Perhaps the Rector‟s mother will not call—
I fancy that I heard from Mr. Gall
That mushrooms could be cooked another way—
I never read the works of Juvenal—
I think I will not hang myself to-day.29
Notice, first, how almost anything justifies continuing existence. The day may not turn
out as badly as we thought—perhaps the Rector‟s mother will not drop by. But even
marveling at mundane cloud formations, or relishing the flavor of a new recipe, might
warrant staying alive at least another day. His uncle‟s sword hanging in the hall conjures
up images of the childlike antics of Innocent Smith, in Manalive: just imagine what
games one could invent with a sword!30 And the works of Juvenal—an obscure Roman
satirist and poet—may prove enjoyable: who can know without trying? Innocent Smith
issues a similar call to the bored boarders of Beacon Hill:
When you‟re really shipwrecked, you do really find what you want. When you‟re
really on a desert island, you never find it a desert. If we were really besieged in
his garden we‟d find a hundred English birds and English berries that we never
knew were here. If we were snowed up in this room, we‟d be the better for
reading scores of books in that bookcase that we don‟t even know are there.31
Perhaps we would read Juvenal aloud to one another until we pealed with side-splitting
laughter. In Orthodoxy, Chesterton clearly connects the precarious human condition—
“that any man in the street is a Great Might-Not-Have-Been”—with a deep appreciation
for the simple things that are:
It is a good exercise, in empty or ugly hours of the day, to look at anything, the
coal-scuttle or the bookcase, and think how happy one could be to have brought it
out of [Crusoe‟s] sinking ship on to the solitary island. But it is a better exercise
still to remember how all things have had this hair-breath escape: everything has
been saved from a wreck.32
Here is Chesterton‟s pistol shot through the hat of modern man—the wake up call, as it
were, announcing not only the reality of human finitude, but the gift of tangible life: that
“in some way all good [is] a remnant to be stored and held sacred….” “I felt and feel as
though life itself is as bright as the diamond, but as brittle as the window pane,”

confessed Chesterton; “and when the heavens were compared to the terrible crystal I can
remember a shudder. I was afraid that God would drop the cosmos with a crash.”33
We should note that in Manalive, when Innocent Smith confronts Professor
Eames with his pistol, the result amounts to a conversion for both men. Almost instantly,
Eames perceives the world with fresh eyes. “All these colored crests [roofs] seemed to
have something oddly individual and significant about them,” considered Eames. “He
wondered for the first time what people lived in [these villas with the spotted blinds].”
Observing this striking change in his pedantic professor persuades Smith to adopt a new
mission: “I mean to keep those bullets for pessimists—pills for pale people….I am going
to hold a pistol to the head of Modern Man.”34
Smith then makes reference to the ancient and medieval spiritual discipline of
memento mori—of meditating not only on one‟s death, but on the fragility of human
existence—as a summons to sort through one‟s values and order one‟s loves. The
Psalmist confronts us soberly with the same spiritual exercise: “Surely everyone stands as
a mere breath./ Surely everyone goes about like a shadow” (Psalm 39:5b-6a).35 Another
way to express this is to soulfully consider what we would do if notified we had only a
year left to live? Chesterton valued Samuel Johnson‟s quip: “When a man knows he is to
be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.” This is how the revolver
functions for Smith—awakening humans to the life in front of them: “I shall not use it to
kill [Modern Man]. Only to bring him to life.”36 As Hugh Kenner noted so perceptively:
“Until we realize that things might not be, we cannot realize that things are.”37
A profound parallel exists between this double move of Chesterton‟s—from
danger to delight, from existential worry to wakefulness—and what is normally
considered the first two stages of spiritual formation: purgation and illumination.38 As
with baptismal imagery, the plunging to the depths and the rising again comprise two
rhythms of one motion (parallel, of course, with Christ‟s death, resurrection, and
ascension as nearly a single movement). As experienced by human beings, purgation‟s
purging is often filtered through a despairing darkness. Authors Robert Mulholland and
James Finley both use the passage in Genesis where Jacob wrestles with an angel to
symbolize this cavernous passageway to faith. Finley captures the intensity of the scene:
“Jacob is alone, as if in solitude in the dark night, and suddenly without warning he is
engaged in conflict. His adversary is mysterious—called both God and man. His
adversary wounds him, yet blesses him.”39
While the purgative way is also the ascetical way, it is not only a path of
renunciation but one of appreciation as well. Although purgation certainly denotes
turning away from sin, it means more than mere negative repentance; purgation also
implies a turning toward, as when the Prodigal Son “comes to his senses” in the pig pen
and declares: “I will get up and go to my Father” (Luke 15:17, 18). Kallistos Ware
delineates this distinction delightfully:

Correctly understood, repentance is not negative but positive. It means not selfpity or remorse but conversion, the re-centering of our whole life upon the
Trinity. It is to look not backward with regret but forward with hope—not
downward at our own shortcomings but upwards at God‟s love. It is to see, not
what we have failed to be, but what by divine grace we can now become; and it is
to act upon what we see. To repent is to open our eyes to the light.40
Recall how, in Manalive, Eames and Smith both swiftly shift from despair to
delight—as if waking from a nightmare, or as if emerging re-born. Chesterton described
this conversion experience from darkness to light vividly in his biography of St. Francis
of Assisi—as a double movement of descent and ascent. Having badly quarreled,
Francis‟s father locked his son up in some sort of dungeon: “the wretched young man
seems to have disappeared underground,” Chesterton suggests, “into some cavern or
cellar where he remained huddled hopelessly in the darkness.” Consider Chesterton‟s
own period of despair, when he says of St. Francis “it was his blackest moment; the
whole world had turned over; the whole world was on top of him.” Chesterton, who was
always self-deprecating, insisted on a disclaimer: “If I do not know what this reversal or
inversion feels like, it is because I have never been there.” But, of course, Chesterton did
know something of St. Francis‟s darkness—at least well enough to depict the scene
dramatically as “a reversal of a certain psychological kind.” Notice two features in
Chesterton‟s following narrative: first, how the black descent of St. Francis finally opens
into an upward, transformative passageway; and second, how the saint‟s perception is
altered through the experience. Chesterton likens this reversal to a somersault.
The man who went into the cave was not the man who came out again; in that
sense he was almost as different as if he were dead ….And the effects of this on
his attitude toward the world were really as extravagant as any parallel can make
them. He looked on the world differently from other men as if he had come out of
that dark hole walking on his hands.41
In an apt depiction both of his own contemplative spirit, and of the more universal
human progression from purgation to illumination, Chesterton sums up what had
happened within St. Francis: “The transition from the good man to the saint is a sort of
revolution; by which one for whom all things illustrate and illuminate God becomes one
for whom God illustrates and illuminates all things.”42 In other words, out of an
awareness of radical dependence—that we only live and move and have our being in
God—a profound sense of gratitude for all existing things wells up in Francis. This
parallels precisely Chesterton‟s experience as described in The Autobiography and
fictionalized in Manalive.43 In The Autobiography he recounts how having been “for
some time in these, the darkest depths of contemporary pessimism, I had a strong inward
impulse to revolt; to dislodge this incubus or throw off this nightmare.” Next, he

marveled at bare existence: “Anything was magnificent as compared with nothing,” he
realized. Then followed gratitude and wonder: “a forgotten blaze or burst of
astonishment at our own existence.” It seems very simple. It was. He understood “that a
man sitting in a chair might suddenly understand that he was actually alive, and be
happy.”44 James Finley describes Christian contemplation in a similar way: “It is just that
for a fleeting moment we are awakened to the sheer miracle of simply being alive.”45 As
for Innocent Smith, all of life for Chesterton—even the most ordinary objects or
experiences—took on sacramental significance.
In fact, the phrase Chesterton uses above to describe Saint Francis—“one for
whom God illustrates and illuminates all things”—stands as an apt characterization of
spiritual theology‟s stage of illumination. James Finley, for instance, employs similar
terms in his study of Thomas Merton: “the mystic is simply one who sees things as they
are; he sees all of life as coming from God, sustained by God, and returning back to
God.”46 How striking that the words Finley uses to describe contemplative awakening
parallel Chesterton‟s own conversion accounts of St. Francis and Innocent Smith. Acting
as Beacon House prophet, Smith cries out: “Leave off buying and selling, and start
looking! Open your eyes and you‟ll wake up in the New Jerusalem.”47 Remember how
Kallistos Ware defined repentance: “To repent is to open our eyes to the light.”48
Moreover, Finley‟s language matches the assessment of critic Hugh Kenner who argued
that Chesterton “was first a contemplative and second an artist.” Finley speaks of
contemplative awakening, of greater levels of awareness, and of becoming more humbly
open, and more deeply aware as one progresses along the contemplative path. “As we do
so, our eyes are opened to the hallowed light in which we live our lives.”49 Kenner,
agrees, suggesting “Chesterton wrote as he did because he saw, and not because he
wanted to make a stir; and he saw the world as madly as he did because his eyes were
especially open ….”50 “Don‟t let us let the eye rest,” demands Chesterton in a preface to
an early collection of his essays: “Let us exercise the eye until it learns to see the startling
facts that run across the landscape as plain as a painted face.”51
It is just this sort of eye-opening effect Innocent Smith has on the Beacon House
residents. Shortly after arriving he bursts through an attic trapdoor onto the starlit roof.
Two characters that follow after him, Michael Moon and Arthur Ingelwood, are described
“as men who had long been consciously imprisoned in the commonplace.” Suddenly the
perception of both men is transformed so “their first feeling was that they had come out
into eternity.”52 Reminiscent of Chesterton‟s yachtsman analogy in Orthodoxy, Innocent
Smith leaves home, circling the globe, so that when he returns he can fully appreciate his
own home, wife, and life—learning to see them with new eyes. learning to “covet his
own goods.”53 Toward the end of the book, the character Michael Moon summarizes the
principle Smith lives by: “he refuses to die while he is still alive. He seeks to remind
himself by every electric shock to the intellect that he is still a man alive, walking on two
legs about the world.”54

Out of his own spiritual autobiography, then, Chesterton created a summons for
modern human beings to wake from spiritual slumber. As Augustine intimated in his
Confessions, Chesterton recognized that his story of rising from despair to gratitude was
potentially every person‟s story. But what, then, is the point of the pistol in Manalive? It
is an evangelistic point—like the tip of the sword Chesterton concealed in his
swordstick—imploring us to admit our human condition of radical finitude and fragility.
Much of modern culture refuses to admit the point. Instead, modern civilization either
denies finitude or runs from the question altogether, distracting or entertaining itself to
death. Some stubbornly accept the serpent‟s lie that forbidden fruit will make us like
God. “The most original modern thinkers,” comments a side character in Manalive,
“would all say that what we want most is to be lost.” Other moderns simply fall into a rut
of oblivion: “Madness does not come by breaking out,” insists Moon, “but by giving in;
by settling down in some dirty, little, self-repeating circle of ideas; by being tamed.”55
Perhaps this helps explain the difference in Manalive between the two doctors—
Warner and Eames. When Professor Eames looked over the precipice of existence, we
recall, he begged to get back on the ledge of life, miraculously beginning to see all things
anew. Eames, the nihilist philosopher, whose philosophy evidently lacked depth, only
had a pistol pointed at him. In contrast, when bullets fly through the hat of the materialist
scientist, Dr. Warner, nothing much happens. Why not? How do we explain Warner‟s
existential nonchalance? Close to the end of the book, several characters stand conversing
with Warner. “But really the bullet missed you by several feet,” recalls the American
private investigator named Pym. “The bullet missed him by several years,” retorts
Michael Moon—followed by silence. He continues: “We have been sitting with a ghost.
Dr. Herbert Warner died years ago.”56 It appears that Warner never awoke from his
spurious humanistic confidence.
If, in contrast to Warner, we admit our human condition, we are freed to
appreciate life, to live fully awake and alive—as the New Testament so often calls
believers to live soberly, watchfully, and with vigilance. Perhaps Chesterton appeals to a
growing audience today because he conveys a worldview realistic enough to take human
finitude seriously, without despairing. Like the difference between the existentialisms of
Sartre and Kierkegaard, the prospect of human finitude may turn us either to despairing
nihilism or to joyful faith. As if through the eyes of a child, Chesterton sees all things
new, all things as wonderfully miraculous. The pistol, then, is only a pointer—inviting us
to joyful dependence on a loving God. “Man is more himself, man is more manlike when
joy is the fundamental thing in him, and grief [despair] the superficial.”57
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The Three Loves:
Possessive, Sacrificial and Divine Love in Till We Have Faces
AndrewNeel

In Till We Have Faces, C.S. Lewis presents a bold
reinterpretation of an ancient myth and creates a story
which questions the true nature of love. This essay
will show how Lewis represented possessive love and
sacrificial love in Till We Have Faces . This essay
will also give a discussion of the nature of divine
love and its relation to natural affection as portrayed
in this novel.
Till We Have Faces is a retelling of the story
of Cupid and Psyche. The myth, which comes from
the second-century Latin author Apuleius, tells the
story of Psyche, a princess whose beauty awakens the
jealousy of Venus and who eventually undergoes
various trials before finding happiness with the gods.
The theme of the myth, according to Peter J. Schake!,
can be ascertained from the name of the protagonist,
since Psyche is the Greek word for soul: "The story
from the first has been allegorized as the human
soul's quest for love" (Schake!, Peter J. Reason and
Imagination in C.S. Lewis: A Study of Till We Have
Faces. William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1984, p. 5).
Lewis follows the theme of the original
myth, but adds to the story a discussion of the nature
of love itself. Rather than focusing on Psyche's
individual quest for love, however, Lewis tells the
story through the eyes- and emotions - of Psyche's
older sister, Orual. Throughout the story, Orual
demonstrates a possessive, controlling love of both
Psyche and her teacher and friend , the Fox. Psyche,
on the other hand, exemplifies sacrificial love that is
more concerned with the well-being of others than of
her self.
Orual ' s possessive love of Psyche can first
be seen in her misgivings about the worship which
young Psyche, who was beautiful from birth, receives
from others. After Orual first learns that Psyche has
been praised by others for her beauty, she warns her
sister that the gods might be jealous of such behavior
(Till We Have Faces, Harcourt Brace & Company,
1985, pp. 27-28). Schake! believes Orual's
suggestion that the jealousy of the gods is a reason
for Psyche to avoid the praise of others is an early
example of her possessive love:
We are invited, I think, to ask if Orual's fears
are in part a projection (perhaps unconscious)

of her own feelings. [ .. . ] As others notice
Psyche, praise her, do obeisance to her, Orual
may even at this point be protesting against
sharing Psyche with others, against Psyche's
obtaining from others the assistance Orual
wants to come only from herself. (Schake!, p.
22)
In contrast to her sister's possessive love,
however, Psyche demonstrated a willingness to
sacrifice herself for others when she walked out
among the diseased townspeople to heal them and
touch them, risking sickness and possibly death in the
process (Till We Have Faces, p. 32). Not long after
this sacrificial gesture, however, Psyche was named
as the Accursed , the person who had to be offered as
a sacrifice to appease Ungit, the goddess worshipped
by the people of Psyche and Orual.
As Orual comforted Psyche in her final
hours, she once again revealed the self-serving,
possessive nature of her love. While Psyche talked to
her sister for what may have been their last
conversation, all Orual could think about was how
Psyche seemed too happy and should be miserable at
the thought of being separated from her one true
source of joy - her older sister:
[A]s she spoke I felt, amid all my love, a
bitterness. Though the things she was saying
gave her (that was plain enough) courage and
comfort, I grudged her that courage and
comfort. It was as if someone or something
else had come in between us . If this grudging
is the sing for which the gods hate me, it I one
I have committed. (Till We Have Faces, p 75)
As she mourned the loss of her sister,
Orual ' s love for Psyche takes the form of selfinflicted misery. Orual traveled up the mountain
where Psyche was sacrificed so she could bury her
sister's body. On the way up the mountain, Orual
started to enjoy the scenery around her and had
fleeting hopes of experiencing and enjoying the
world. Orual soon sque lches this happiness as an
inappropriate fee ling in light of the lingering memory
of her sister' s death: "My heart to dance? Mine
whose love was taken from me, I, the ugly princess
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who must never look for other love [ ... ] I would not
go laughing to Psyche ' s burial. If I did, how should I
ever again believe that I had lover her?" (Till We
Have Faces, pp. 96-97). It is clear from this passage
that Orual's possessive love had not only taken a
claim to the happiness of Psyche, but also to Orual's
own happiness. This natural affection for Psyche had
been corrupted to the point where even Orual herself
suffered from her possessive obsession for her
younger sister.
The true contrast between Orual's love for
Psyche and Psyche's love for Orual, however, can be
seen in the final conflict between the two. After
traveling to the mountain, Orual discovered that her
sister was alive and living in a valley of the
mountain. Psyche explained to Orual that she was
living with her husband, a god, in a palace in the
valley, but that she didn't know what her husband
looked like because he ordered Psyche not to bring
any light into their bedchamber. Orual could not see
the palace and assumed her sister was mad. Orual's
possessive love then placed itself in direct opposition
to the divine love Psyche claimed to be experiencing:
Oh Psyche, Psyche! You loved me once ...
come back. What have we to do with gods and
wonder and all these cruel, dark things? We're
women, aren't we? Mortals. Oh, come back to
the real world. Leave all that alone. Come
back where we were happy. (Till We Have
Faces, pp. 124-125)

you because I now have a husband to love as well?
[ ... ]that makes me love you- why, it makes me love
everything- more" (Till We Have Faces, pp. 158159). Orual quickly responded with her possessive,
control-driven definition of love: "Those who love
must hurt. I must hurt you again today. You cannot
go your own way. You will let me rule and guide
you" (Till We Have Faces, p. 159). This verbal
exchange perfectly presents Lewis ' beliefs about the
nature of possessive love, sacrificial love and divine
love. In this conversation, Psyche, who has always
demonstrated sacrificial love for others, explains that
she is able to love others more because of her love for
her husband- a god. Lewis' point in this is to suggest
that Psyche was able to love others more effectively
because she had given her love completely to the
divine and had increased in capacity to love
everything as a result. Orual, however, who had only
her natural affection for Psyche as a definition of
love, believed that she would be able to control and
possess her sister. Orual, who had not given her love
to the divine, had lost her ability to love others in a
healthy way because her natural love for Psyche was
obsessed with trying to possess her.
Orual then gave Psyche her ultimatum:
Either Psyche would disobey her husband and bring a
lamp into her bedchamber to discover his identity or
Orual would kill Psyche and herself. Psyche,
addressing her sister, reveals the hurt caused by
Orual's threats, which were supposedly motivated by
Orual's love:
You are indeed teaching me about kinds of
love I did not know. It is like looking into a
deep pit. I am not sure whether I like your
kind better than hatred. Oh, Orual - to take
my love for you [ . .. ] and then to make of it a
tool, a weapon [ .. . ] an instrument of torture I begin to think I never knew you. (Till We
Have Faces, p. 165)

Orual's command to Psyche to "Come back where
we were happy" shows Orual's disregard for her
sister's claims of happiness in the valley and
exemplifies Orual's desire to control every aspect of
Psyche ' s happiness and connection with love. Psyche
asserts that she cannot return to Orual and that Orual
must come to her (Till We Have Faces, p. 125).
Although she admitted that Psyche seemed happy
living in the valley, Orual concluded that her love for
her sister outweighed her desire to see Psyche happy:
"I perceived now that there is a love deeper than
theirs who seek only the happiness of their beloved"
(Till We Have Faces, p. 138). The pervasiveness of
Orual 's possessive love had reached that point that
Orual was willing to kill her sister in order to stop
Psyche from deriving happiness apart from her
controlling guidance (Till We Have Faces, p. 138).
Orual left the mountain with a sense of
anxiety about her sister, but soon returned after she
resolved to test Psyche's love by forcing her to
disobey her husband, whom Orual concluded was
either a deceitful, evi l man or a hideous, shadowy
spirit. When Orual confronted Psyche for the second
time, Psyche explained the meaning of true love to
her sister: "You do not think I have left off loving

Here Lewis reveals the full destructive
power of Orual's natural affection for her sister.
Lewis believed that any natural affection, no matter
how pure and well-intentioned it was in its
conception, would end in corruption without divine
influence - as shown in Orual's confrontation with
Psyche. Schake] summarizes Lewis' explanation of
this in The Four Loves:
His thesis about loves is that the natural loves
can remain themselves, can remain loves, only
if they are infused with, or transformed by,
divine love, or agape; left to themselves, cut
off from agape, the natural loves will become
corrupted, will gradually cease to be loving
and will in fact, eventually, turn into forms of
hatred. (Schake!, p. 28)

100

The Three Loves: Possessive, Sacrificial and Divine Love in Till We Have Faces • Andrew Neel

Once Psyche endured toils and trials at the command
of the gods, she became "a thousand times more her
very selfthan she had been before the Offering" (Till
We Have Faces, p. 306). This ties into another theme
found throughout Lewis' work: namely, that people
become their true selves only after surrendering their
selves to God. In the same way, Orual was able to
demonstrate true love only after experiencing the
love of the divine and surrendering all her possessive
love to the gods. Orual's surrendering of her love
mirrors her acknowledgment that she could never
possess or "devour" Psyche because Psyche didn't
belong to her, and it reflects her understanding that
she herself must be devoured by the divine love
before she could begin to truly love anyone.

Lewis also presented this view on the necessity of
divine love in The Great Divorce: "You cannot love a
fellow-creature fully till you love God" (The Great
Divorce, HarperCollins, New York: 1973, pg. 518).
In light of Lewis' understanding of divine love, then,
Orual's natural affection for Psyche was doomed to
corruption without the influence of divine love.
Orual's love was destined for failure because she was
trying to possess someone - Psyche - who wasn't
hers to possess. Psyche belonged to her husband - the
divine.
Psyche's sacrificial love, on the other hand,
was made stronger through divine love. Because of
her faith in the love of her husband, a god, Psyche
was willing to disobey her husband and risk losing
her own happiness to stop Orual from killing herself
(p. 166).
This divine love, which is necessary for
natural affection to turn into lasting love, has a dual
nature in Till We Have Faces. This dichotomy is
summarized in the Priest's explanation of the
sacrifice ofthe Accursed, which became Psyche:
In the Great Offering, the victim must be
perfect. [ ... ] a man so offered is said to be
Ungit's husband, and a woman so offered is
said to be the bride of Ungit's son. And both
are called the Brute's Supper. [ .. . ] And either
way there is a devouring. [ ... ] Some say the
loving and the devouring are all the same
thing. (Till We Have Faces, p. 51)
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As the Priest's explanation showed, the interaction of
the god or goddess with the sacrifice was to be both a
"devouring" and a "loving." The "devouring" aspect
of divine love could be connected to the idea of
mortals "surrendering" their will to the divine and
giving up the struggle for independence from divine
influence: "the death which is wisdom[ ... ] meant the
death of our passions and desires and opinions" (Till
We Have Faces, p. 281). Part of this surrendering
process, though, includes accepting the way in which
the divine interacts with humanity. Part of Orual's
struggle against the divine is that she can't accept the
shadowy, mysterious way in which the gods work
(Till We Have Faces, p. 249). Later in her life,
however, Orual is forced to acknowledge that divine
influences often "devour" or "control" her for her
own good: "And now those divine Surgeons had me
tied down and were at work" (Till We Have Faces, p.
266).
The "loving" aspect of divine influence
comes only after the devouring has been complete.
Psyche could not become the god's bride until she
had given up her will on the mountain. Once she had,
however, she was in communion with the divine.
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THE PASSIONS OF C.S. LEWIS AS SEEN IN HIS COLLECTED LETTERS
Jessica Shaver Renshaw

―You are one of the great English letter writers,‖ C.S. Lewis once wrote to Dorothy Sayers.
―But I‘m not‖ (2:682-3). ―You write such excellent letters that if I were a bad man I should lure
you into an epistolary controversy and you wd. find you had written a book for us without
knowing it: I shd. simply publish the letters‖ (2:728).
Instead, and without being lured, Lewis has ―written a book for us without knowing it‖ and
Walter Hooper has superbly edited and ―simply‖ published it: the three-volume Collected Letters
of C.S. Lewis (2004, 2004, 2007). Volume 1 chronicles Jack‘s intellectual development up to his
being hired at Oxford and becoming a Christian, Volume 2 his blossoming career as teacher,
writer, and speaker, and Volume 3 the burdensome demands of his publishers and fans, the loss
of his wife, and growing health problems, all of which turn his heart from this life to the next
one.
With this publication, we now have all sixty years--three volumes, 3,600 pages, and 9-1/2
pounds--of Lewis‘ correspondence, from which to extract glimpses of Lewis, the man. Jack
himself would have no patience with what we are about to do. ―I have no natural curiosity about
private lives,‖ he wrote to a friend (2:980) and to another, ―. . .we begin thinking about the
private life of the actors when the play ceases to grip us‖ (3:877).
But most of us do have a natural curiosity—don‘t we?-- about private lives, especially about
the life of someone like C.S. Lewis, who could write books as varied as Mere Christianity, The
Screwtape Letters, A Space Trilogy, and The Chronicles of Narnia, a man who through his
writing could spar with intellectuals—even in Latin--and stir the imagination of children, always
with grace and humor.
In this paper we will extract from those letters what Lewis LOVED, what he HATED, what
he FEARED, what he REGRETTED and what he DIDN‘T UNDERSTAND.
But let‘s start with his own descriptions of himself. To a Miss Coffey, who had asked for a
picture of him, ―Sorry, but I‘m out of photos. Which is perhaps just as well, for I look awful.
Imagine a marsh-wiggle gone fat and red in the face. And deaf and bald. I talk far too loud.‖
(3:1429-30) He called himself and his brother Warnie ―two crusted old batchelors (3:394), ―old
square-rigged type(s)‖ (2:350), and ―quiet ruminants‖ (2:368). Yet he was always young at heart.
To a 12-year old he wrote, ―Parts of me are still 12 and I think other parts of me were already 50
when I was 12. . .‖ (3:362).
In his own words, what did he do well and what did he do badly? He wrote a child, ―I am
amused you should think ‗my hand must be good at making things‘. In reality I‘m the clumsiest
and most ham-handed person in the world! I can‘t make anything—words are the only tools I am
any good at‖ (3:1424). He never learned to drive or type: ―I‘m no good at any sort of machine‖
(3:615). He couldn‘t tie knots (3:1193). A missing joint in each thumb made him ―unhandy and

messy‖ (3:4). To a Miss Mathews, he mourned, ―If Man is defined as a tool-using animal, I am
not human‖ (2:981).
LEWIS LOVED:
Books: ―My dear Arthur,‖ Jack wrote his friend Arthur Greeves when he was 16, ―Do you ever
wake up in the morning and suddenly wonder why you have not bought such-and-such a book
long ago, and then decided that life without it will be quite unbearable? I do frequently. .‖ (2:94).
Jack‘s letters to Arthur (as Jack says of Arthur‘s letters to him) are ―full of enthusiasm about
books and music and scenery‖ (1:287). They read like an annotated bibliography of the Great
Books. Jack must have read at least a book a day--in English, French, German, Latin, Greek,
Italian, Old French and Old English. He considered ―re-reading old favourites‖ one of his
greatest pleasures: ―indeed I can‘t imagine a man really enjoying a book and reading it only
once‖ (2:54). Authors he re-read included Milton, Spenser, Malory, Dante, Austen, Wordsworth,
and George Macdonald.
Years later, an author himself, he wrote his publisher that he did not ―have for the bodies of
my own books the same reverence I have for the bodies of all other books. For it is a curious fact
that I never can regard them as being really books: the boards and print, in however mint a
condition, remain a mere pretence behind which one sees the scratchy, inky old MS
[manuscript]‖ (3:546).
Seasons: Jack often describes the weather in his letters: The beginning of winter ―always excites
me; it makes me want adventures‖ (3:659). He notes winter afternoons ―when the sky is the
colour of putty and the rain comes down in sheets for hour after hour‖ (1:247).
Early spring is ―that thin, tingling, virginal weather‖ (2:181).
As for summer: ―I am not and never will be a hot weather man—having been reared in the
north of Ireland, by the sea, where fifty degrees is a cold day, and seventy a very hot one‖ (3:323). He informs an American, ―If you have any friends who think of coming over, tell them that
the English summer generally falls in the third week in June.‖ (3:15)
Autumn was his ―favourite:‖ ―Anyone else may have all my summers if they‘ll give me their
autumns. . .‖ (2:980) ―Everything horrid that ever happened to me was in an August. But
courage! Divine September, the grey mornings, the beady cobwebs, the delicious hint of frost in
the evening, is at hand‖ (2:875). In autumn, the pond is ―sprinkled, or rather paved with bright
leaves‖ (2:128).
Nature, scenery: Jack took at least two ―walking tours‖ per year, which were planned rambles or
hikes with a few friends through country and town, feasting at a pub on ―bread & cheese, beer,
and a following cup of tea,‖ perhaps spending a night or two at tucked-away inns. His
descriptions of these, which go on for pages, exude pleasure: ―We drank tea at the tiny hamlet of
Stoke Pero where there is a little grey church without a tower that holds only about twenty
people. Here, according to an excellent custom of our walks, one of the party read us a chapter of

Scripture from the lectern while the rest of us sat heavily in the pews and spread out our
mackintoshes to let the linings steam off. . . Best of all was after tea when we struck inland again
over the moor in one of those golden evening lights that pours a dreamlike mildness over the
world: light seemed to be a liquid that you could drink. . .We had done well over twenty miles
and felt immortal‖ (1:895).
Ireland: ―I was with a friend in Donegal which is a v. fine, wild country with green mountains,
rich secretive valleys, and Atlantic breakers on innumerable desolate sands. But alas!, they get
less desolate every year and it will soon be just a holiday resort like so many other places. (One
always disapproves of all holiday-makers except oneself!)‖ (3:797)
―Bathing‖ (swimming): Until his physical ailments prevented it, Jack swam daily, sometimes
naked, in ponds: ―I wish you could join me as I board the punt in the before-breakfast solitude
and push out from under the dark shadow of the trees onto the full glare of the open water,
usually sending the moor hens and their chicks scudding away into the reeds. . . with a delicious
flurry of silver drops. Then I tie up to the projecting stump in the middle and dive off the stern of
the punt‖ (1:963) Or in the ocean as it ―knock(s) one head over heels in great green, ginger-beercoloured waves‖ (2:969). He also liked bathing in the tub. As he wrote his delighted
goddaughter: ―I like getting down like a Hippo with only my nostrils out‖ (3:407).
Animals: Jack usually wrote about animals only to children and although his household at the
Kilns had, at various times, dogs, cats, hens, geese, rabbits, hamsters, and a white rat this is one
of his few references to the pets: ―Our (Siamese cat) adores me because I lift her up by her tail—
an operation which I can‘t imagine I should like if I were a cat, but she comes back for more and
more, purring all the time‖ (3:1044) More often he mentioned wild animals in the surrounding
woods. He describes to his godchildren a wild rabbit yawning ―a very bored triangular yawn in
the middle of a long hot afternoon‖ (2:819) and a hedgehog which came into the kitchen, drank a
saucer of milk and then ―got into the saucer and settled down to sleep‖ (2:751)
Convalescence: ―Unless it is (a) very painful or opressive [sic] illness I always get some pleasure
out of ‗keeping my bed.‘ Especially if you are sick enough to have a fire! There is something
beautifully cosy about meals brought up on a tray. . . I love to pile up my pillows, call for a
choice pile of bright volumes and settle down to an endless read: if there be snow falling so
much the better.‖ (1:293)
Writing fiction: ―I enjoy writing fiction more than writing anything else. Wouldn‘t anyone?‖
(3:1214)

LEWIS HATED:
Correspondence: ―(I)t is just when one would be most ready for a talk in the odd hour of the day
when one shoves ones work from one and lights the pipe of peace, that one is least ready to sit
down and write a letter,‖ Jack complained to his father in early 1921. ―I often wonder how the
born letter writers whose ‗works‘ fill volumes, overcame this difficulty‖ (1:518). Perhaps they
did not, as Jack did, take it upon themselves to personally answer every letter they received—by
hand, preferably with a pen which had to be frequently dipped in ink—even after he developed
rheumatism and struggled to write legibly.
He called correspondence ―the chief burden of my life‖ (3:1023), ―very laborious‖ (3:1043),
―the ghastly, daily grind‖ (3:1123), ―the bane of my life!‖ (3:1297). ―Yes,‖ he wrote one lady, ―I
have many other correspondents: some, alas, lunatics!‖ (3:581)
In 1949 he fusses to fellow author Dorothy Sayers, ―Oh the mails: every bore in two
continents seems to think I like getting letters. One‘s real friends are precisely the people one
never gets time to write to‖ (2:1014). He dreaded Christmas time, when mail was delivered every
half-hour. Yet he dutifully answered every letter and card during what he termed (1959) ―that
utterly galley-slave hour or so every day‖ before breakfast (3:1076).
Exceptions: ―No author minds having to answer letters in praise of his own book‖ (3:447).
―But fan mail from children is delightful. . . They want to know whether Aslan repaired
Tumnus‘s furniture for him. Lovely‖ (3:65).
Cities: ―How horrid all great cities are for more than a fortnight!‖ (3:907).
Newspapers: ―I never read the papers,‖ (3:63) but ―Warnie in his usual way of encouragement,
reads me paragraphs. . . at breakfast about liners wind bound in the Mersey and waves 6-1/2 feet
high off the Irish coast.‖ (3:102).
Modern novelists (such as Graham Greene) and poets (Dylan Thomas, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot):
―Why should one read authors one does‘nt like because they happen to be alive at the same time
as oneself?‖ (3:83)
TV: ―(W)e have‘nt got a set, and don‘t propose to get one; it is I think a very bad habit to
develop‖ (3:350).
Movies: ―I have actually been to the films to-day!—to see Cavalcade!!‖ Jack wrote Arthur in
1933. ―This is one of the most disgraceful confessions I have ever made to you. . . There is not
an idea in the whole thing from beginning to end: it is a mere brutal assault on one‘s emotions. . .
I have come away feeling as if I had been at a debauch‖ (2:114-5).
In 1951, he summed up film as ―an astonishingly ugly art. I don‘t mean ‗ugly‘ in any high
flying moral or spiritual sense, but just disagreeable to the eye—crowded, unrestful,
inharmonious‖ (3:105).

As far as we can tell from his letters, the only movies Jack had ever seen besides Cavalcade
were Snow White and Bambi! He critiqued these as he critiqued everything. Of Snow White, he
wrote a long paragraph, conceding, ―[A]ll the terrifying bits were good, and the animals really
most moving: and the use of shadows (of dwarfs and vultures) was real genius. . .‖ (2:242) Of
Bambi, he admitted being impressed by the ―loveliness‖ of an American autumn on the screen
(2:884).
In response to the suggestion that he allow the Narnian stories to be filmed: ―Aslan is a
divine figure, and anything remotely approaching the comic (above all anything in the Disney
line) would be to me simple blasphemy‖ (3:491). To one young fan, he explained, ―The whole
Narnian story is about Christ. That is to say, I asked myself ‗Supposing there really were a world
like Narnia, and supposing it had (like our world) gone wrong, and supposing Christ wanted to
go into that world and save it (as He did ours) what might have happened?‘
―The stories are my answer. Since Narnia is a world of Talking Beasts, I thought He would
become a Talking Beast there, as he became a Man here. I pictured Him becoming a lion there
because (a) The lion is supposed to be the King of beasts: (b) Christ is called ‗The Lion of Judah‘
in the Bible: (c) I‘d been having strange dreams about lions when I began writing the books‖
(3:1244-5).
But is there anyone who loves ―the Narnian story‖ with its Christ-figure Aslan (which means
―lion‖ in Turkish: ―I chose it for the sound‖ (3:519).) who doubts that C.S. Lewis would have
thoroughly approved of what Walt Disney Pictures and Walden Media have done with The
Chronicles so far?
He chose not to attend Queen Elizabeth‘s coronation in 1953: ―I approve of all that sort of
thing immensely and I was deeply moved by all I heard of I; but I‘m not a man for crowds and
Best Clothes‖ (3:340). He did attend the Queen‘s garden party in 1956. ―Croquet is not
mentioned in the invitation,‖ he wrote Ruth Pitter, ―but I am well-read enough to know that a
royal garden party will involve hedgehogs, flamingoes, soldiers, Headsman, and the grin of a
Cheshire cat.‖ He reported afterwards, ―I learn from the papers that I was one of 8,000 guests
and also that the Queen was present, a fact of which I had no evidence from my own experience.
. . (T)he crowd round the refreshment tables was reminiscent of Liverpool Street Station on an
August bank holiday. . . In a word, it was simply ghastly. Two pints at the little pub on Praed St.
were necessary afterwards.‖ (3:769, 771).
Change: ―I would like everything to be immemorial—to have the same old horizons, the
same garden, the same smells and sounds, always there, changeless. . . I suppose all these
changes shd. prepare us for the far greater change which has drawn nearer even since I began this
letter‖ (3:1383).
Velvet: I can‘t enjoy velvet as a sound, lovely though it is, because I hate the stuff‖ (3:1440).
He also disliked politics, biographies, and being alone (3:1431).
Americans: In 1916 he wrote, ―What a pity such a genius (Nathanael Hawthorne) should be a
beastly American!‖ (1:259) and in 1917 he described ―Yanks‖ as ―a set of squatters and damned

money grubbing puritans‖ (1:266). In 1933 he still looked down on Americans: ―I am . . .
supervising a young woman who is writing a thesis on G(eorge) MacDonald. . . The girl is,
unfortunately, quite unworthy of her subject: apart from everything else, she is an American‖
(2:96-7).
He would have been shocked to know he would someday marry one!
HE FEARED: ―(P)overty frightens me more than anything else except large spiders and the tops
of cliffs.‖ (3:359)
HE DID NOT UNDERSTAND:
Mathematics: ―I am also bad at Maths. . .I get muddled over my change in shops.‖ (3:882)
Economics: ―I am very ignorant of the ways of ‗big business‘. . . We are as frightened of (a
recession) as you, for apparently—for reasons I can‘t follow—a recession in America will
automatically reproduce the same conditions over here.‖ (3:906)
Housecleaning: To writer Ruth Pitter: ―I didn‘t know arm chairs were ever cleaned: should they
be?‖ (3:101)
HE REGRETTED: ―I treated my own father abominably and no sin in my whole life now seems
to be so serious‖ (3:445).
HE WAS DISAPPOINTED that The Screwtape Letters became so popular: ―On my own view
Perelandra is worth 20 Screwtapes‖ (3:627). His favorite, besides Perelandra, was Till We Have
Faces: ―I think it far and away my best book but it has, with the critics and the public, been my
one great failure: an absolute ‗flop‘. No one seems to have the slightest idea what I‘m getting at
in it‖ (3:1148).
At the end of Volume 1, Jack has a new love which will color everything he does and writes
the rest of his life: ―I have just passed on from believing in God to definitely believing in Christ,‖
he writes Arthur (1:974). ―My puzzle was the whole doctrine of Redemption,‖ of one man‘s
death effectively providing salvation for others through ―something . . . very mysterious
expressed in those phrases I have so often ridiculed (‗propitiation‘ – ‗sacrifice‘—‗the blood of
the Lamb‘)‖ (1:976).
Jack described how he, with friends J.R.R. Tolkien and Hugo Dyson, spent most of one night
in September walking the grounds of Magdalene College, Oxford, discussing (among other
things) ―metaphor and myth‖ (1:970).
―Now what Dyson and Tolkien showed me was this: that if I met the idea of sacrifice in a
Pagan story I didn‘t mind it at all: again, that if I met the idea of a god sacrificing himself to
himself. . . I liked it very much and was mysteriously moved by it: again, that the idea of the
dying and reviving god (Balder, Adonis, Bacchus) similarly moved me provided I met it

anywhere except in the Gospels. . . Now 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. . . (1:976-7)
During his transition to Christianity, Jack looked back with ―humiliation‖ at the letters he
had written Arthur, recognizing in them ―priggery‖ and ―affectation‖: ―I seem to be posturing
and showing off in every letter‖ (1:973). Of his thoughts, ―one out of every three is a thought of
self-admiration. . . I pretend I am carefully thinking out what to say to the next pupil (for his
good, of course) and then suddenly realise I am really thinking how frightfully clever I‘m going
to be and how he will admire me. . .‖ (1:878) ―You have no idea how much of my time I spend
just hating people whom I disagree with—tho‘ I know them only from their books—and
inventing conversations in which I score off them‖ (2:125-6).
His conversion brings about other humbling insights about himself. In one letter, he
identified with Arthur, who had apparently had a manuscript rejected: ―The side of me which
longs . . . to be approved as a writer, is not the side of us that is really worth much. . . I would
have given almost anything—I shudder to think what I would have given if I had been allowed—
to be a successful writer. . . I think the only thing for you to do is absolutely to kill the part of
you that wants success‖ (1:924-7).
One of his most poignant letters shares his own struggles before he was hired as don (tutor)
at Magdalen College, Oxford University. To his godson Laurence Harwood, who had just failed
the preliminary exam for entrance to the university, Jack wrote in 1953: ―I remember only too
well what a hopeless oyster to be opened the world seemed at your age. I would have given a
good deal to anyone who cd. have assured me that I ever wd. be able to persuade anyone to pay
me a living wage for anything I cd. do. Life consisted of applying for jobs which other people
got, writing books that no one wd. publish, and giving lectures wh. no one attended. . .Yet the
vast majority of us manage to get in somewhere and shake down somehow in the end‖ (3:353).
Two new loves revived Lewis in the last 13 years of his life (Volume 3). He accepted the
invitation from Magdalene College, Cambridge, to assume the Chair of Medieval and
Renaissance English, a position created for him (although, ironically, he did not believe in the
Renaissance), and he married Joy Davidman Gresham.
Joy came into his life and his letters in December, 1952. She went from being ―a guest, asked
for one week but staying for three, who talks from morning till night‖ (3:268), to ―a visitor . . .
very nice but one can‘t feel quite free‖ (3:285), to ―a lady from New York‖ (3:394) to ―our
queer, Jewish, ex-Communist, American convert. . .at any rate, not a Bore‖ (3:450).
During that time his attitude toward America softened, probably without his realizing it. For
the first time he expressed interest in visiting the country. As he wrote another American lady,
―How wrong you are when you think that streamlined planes and trains wd. attract me to
America. What I want to see there is yourself and 3 or 4 other good friends, after New England,
the Rip Van Winkle Mts., Nantucket, the Huckleberry Finn country, the Rockies, Yellowstone
Park, and a sub-Artic [sic] winter. And I shd. never come if I couldn‘t manage to come by sea
instead of air: preferably on a cargo boat that took weeks on the voyage. I‘m a rustic animal and

a maritime animal: no good at great cities, big hotels, or all that. . .‖ As a postscript, he added,
―I‘d love to see a bear, a snow-shoe, and a real forest‖ (3:377) He never did travel to the States.
But he still didn‘t realize he was falling in love with an American. On August 1, 1953, Jack
wrote Mary Willis Shelburne, ―I do most heartily agree that it is just as well to be past the age
when one expects or desires to attract the other sex.‖ (3:352). Three years later she was the
second correspondent to whom he confided (with no intervening mention of Joy, love, courtship,
or marriage in his responses to her frequent letters), ―I may soon be, in rapid succession, a
bridegroom and a widower‖ (3:808).
Even after the wedding in December, 1956 he referred to Joy as a lady who is very ill, too
probably dying‖ (3:825), ―a lady suffering from cancer‖ (3:826), and finally, after five months,
―my wife‖ (3:830).
During Joy‘s remission Lewis wrote to Dorothy Sayers, ―We soon learn to love what we
know we must lose. . . My heart is breaking and I was never so happy before‖ (3:862) and a
week later, ―The house ripples with laughter and esoteric jokes. . . O God, if there were no such
thing as the Future!‖ (3:864)
After her death in July, 1960, he called her ―my dear Joy‖ (3:1170) and ―the great love of my
life.‖ (3:1223)
Cambridge University, anticipated: ―I think I shall like Magdalene better than Magdalen. It‘s
a tiny college (a perfect cameo architecturally) and they‘re so old fashioned, & pious, & gentle
and conservative—unlike this leftist, atheist, cynical, hard-boiled, huge Magdalen. Perhaps from
being the fogey and ‗old woman‘ here I shall become the enfant terrible there‖ (3:521).
Cambridge University, honeymoon period: ―. . . (I)t is so small that I feel I‘d like to take it to
bed with me or have it swimming in my bath!‖ (3:600)
Cambridge University, 18 months later: ―(M)y medieval mission at Cambridge is, so far, a
flop d’estime. A few dons come to my lectures but far fewer undergrads. I‘ve never had such
small audiences before. Must be frightfully good for me‖ (3:793).
If pride was his ―besetting sin‖ in the first third of his life, humility characterized the last
two-thirds. To an American who wrote glowingly of both his and Tolkien‘s works, he responded,
―Oh, but believe me, you are still only paddling in the glorious sea of Tolkien. Go on from The
Hobbit at once to The Lord of the Rings. . .‖ while thanking him ―for all the nice things you say
about my own little efforts.‖ (3:980-1) He wrote one fan, ―I‘m so glad you liked my amateurish
little book on the Psalms.‖ (3:1017) and in telling a child about his newest book, The Silver
Chair, he warned, ―Don‘t look forward to it too much or you are sure to be disappointed‖
(3:310).
To a priest: ―Yes, God has been v. good to me and allowed my work to reach more people
than I would have dared to hope. But I always remember that He can preach thro‘ any
instrument—Balaam‘s ass is the example I keep in mind.‖ He has an asterisk after ―Balaam‘s
ass‖ and adds a footnote, ―Can‘t you get it canonised?‖ (3:1387)

In August, 1963, Jack had a heart attack and was thought to be dying but (according to his
brother) he regained consciousness ―and asked for his tea.‖ Home again, he wrote a friend, ―It
seems almost a pity, having reached the gate so easily, not to be allowed through. . .‖ (3:1452)
Three months later, on November 22, he was ―allowed through.‖ His last letter, written the
day before, was to a child: ―Thank you for telling me that you like my books, a thing an author is
always pleased to hear. It is a funny thing that all the children who have written to me see at once
who Aslan is, and grown ups never do!‖ (3:1483)
end

“Analyzing the Faërie World as a Model for Christian Spirituality: An Interpretation of
Spiritual Progression in George MacDonald’s Fantasy Literature”
Jeffrey W. Smith
The literary realm of Faërie has perhaps been connected with the realm of
humanity since time began or since humans began to evolve into the state of the realistic.
Although the realistic has been and remains in constant opposition with the deeper realm
of Faërie, both worlds appear to seek some form of union. Unfortunately, this union
comes with a high price. Consider such works of fantasy where this idea is most
prevalent: Fouqué’s Undine, Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid,” Keats’ “Lamia,”
Coleridge’s “Christabel,” to name a few. A union between the two worlds is the sole
object of desire, yet this connection seldom appears to take place with a positive
outcome, except in the works of George MacDonald. One paramount element that sets
his works apart from these is that the connection and movement between the two worlds
is possible and positive. Furthermore, his characters must come to recognize their
spiritual states, and they must, therefore, change. But this is where the danger lies, for as
J. R. R. Tolkien warns in his essay, “On Fairy-Stories,” in the realm of Faërie, “a man
may, perhaps, count himself fortunate to have wandered, but its very richness and
strangeness tie the tongue of a traveller who would report them. And while he is there it
is dangerous for him to ask many questions, lest the gates should be shut and the keys be
lost” (3). Crossing the borders from the realistic into fairyland may very well be the goal
of the imaginative poet-traveler, but how does this affect the Christian reader? It is the
purpose of this study to offer a Christian-based interpretation of movement towards truth
within Faërie using the fantasy of George MacDonald looking specifically at his
inclusion and purpose of evil and the role it plays in Faërie as a spiritual path to the
Divine.
MacDonald writes in his essay, “The Fantastic Imagination,” that “The greatest
forces lie in the region of the uncomprehended” (9). I should also like to point out
MacDonald’s spiritual attachment to Friedrich von Hardenburg, who penned himself
“Novalis.” It was Novalis who wrote that “we are closer to things invisible than things
visible.” Throughout all of MacDonald’s fantasy, and even within his realistic novels, he
is portraying this outer layer, or perhaps dimension, that his characters not only enter, but
must enter and go through. This is the realm of Faërie.
For the religious critic, combining fantasy and religion may be unsettling, and
perhaps it ought to be. Novalis compares the fairytale to music and its power to incite
higher thinking. MacDonald makes the same connection by writing, “Nature is moodengendering, thought-provoking: such ought the sonata, such ought the fairytale to be”
(“The Fantastic Imagination” 9). To have such a combination which pulls man into this
greater sense of being is threatening to fundamentalist religion. MacDonald, as inspired
by Novalis, views the realm of Faërie as a deeper, and far more beautiful plane than that
of common-place religion. Tolkien appears to make a case for this proclamation of
“truth” when tells us of the possible joy of finding truth in a fairytale for “such joy has
the very taste of primary truth” (“On Fairy-Tales” 72). Of course, Tolkien is not claiming
that fairytales are true, but that they can bring about the joy of truth. This is exactly what
MacDonald has achieved with his writings. MacDonald makes the defense for the

development of not just his fairytales but any fairytale that he, the writer, “may well
himself discover truth in what he wrote; for he was dealing all the time with things that
came from thoughts beyond his own” (“The Fantastic Imagination” 9). A Christian-based
approach is, therefore, essential to interpret MacDonald. Through his writings, he has
offered spiritual truth through the realm of Faërie. As a representative of Faërie, North
Wind, in At the Back of the North Wind, tells Diamond that “the people who love what is
true will surely now and then dream true things” (370). Later when Diamond is speaking
to the narrator, he asks him if all of his adventures could have been the sole products of
dreams. The narrator answers, “I daren’t say […] But at least there is one thing you may
be sure of, that there is still a better love than that of the wonderful being you call North
Wind. Even if she be a dream, the dream of such a beautiful creature could not come to
you by chance” (376). Through North Wind as Faërie, Diamond has found the connection
into truth by discovering love.
I do not mean to state that the Christian reader will be offended by MacDonald’s
theological views, nor do I feel that the reader will fully welcome them. For it was this
group that I believe MacDonald was addressing throughout his writings. MacDonald held
strongly to the idea that all of creation would eventually return to God whence all things
were created; that God did not, could not, create all things ex nihilo but out of Himself
places a divine importance and connection on not only humanity but the natural world as
a whole. Take a few moments to consider Diamond’s speculation about the sparrows that
must die when winter comes: “They must die some time. They wouldn’t like to be birds
always” (135) and especially when he questions Mr. Raymond about the possibility of
Diamond the horse going to heaven, all the while displaying an even deeper line of
knowing. What is more intriguing is not the question of the good horse getting into
heaven but the absolute certainty of it getting to the back of the north wind (284)!
As well, consider the role that evil plays in MacDonald’s literature. The use of
evil appears almost necessary in his Victorian realistic novels, such as the trials found in
Alec Forbes of Howglen, Sir Gibbie, Paul Faber, Surgeon, and Ranald Bannerman’s
Boyhood to name only a slight few; however, in his works of fantasy, the symbolic nature
of evil becomes disturbing and more difficult to explain. U. C. Knoepflmacher comments
on the positive purpose of evilness and evil characters in his fantasy fiction. Referring to
Princess Makemnoit in “The Light Princess” he states that she “is enlisted to reshape
youngsters who might otherwise grow up into adults as bland and incomplete as their
satirized elders. And her magical powers, though willingly or unwillingly placed in the
service of an esoteric order ruled by a divine Christ-child, are essentially pagan, harking
back to traditions of nature-myths and folklore rather than relying on the formulations of
organized religion” (xii). It is this usage of evil that MacDonald’s characters (in this case,
his child characters) must be shaped. Although Knoepflmacher does offer some light on
Princess Makemnoit’s name, by stating that it is given to counter forgetfulness, I feel that
more could have been offered. To me, MacDonald is clearly using the name as metaphor.
Look again at the name, Princess Makemnoit, in light (or shall I say shadow?) of her
character’s purpose. Is not MacDonald’s so-called evil fairy the instrument to make the
child/children know what it is they must, which ultimately turns out to be love in truth?
Makemnoit’s character becomes linked with many other “terrible” female characters –
not necessarily evil ones. They are terrible in the sense that they initiate action by
demanding work that challenges the characters, but pushes them toward spiritual

progression. In light of Princess Makemnoit, consider another one of MacDonald’s
fairytales, “Little Daylight” and the significant role evil must play in directing the
characters across the spiritual borders to truth. While pondering the wicked actions of evil
fairies, MacDonald writes that “what they do never succeeds; nay in the end it brings
about the very thing they are trying to prevent. So you see that somehow, for all their
cleverness, wicked fairies are dreadfully stupid, for, although from the beginning of the
world they have really helped instead of thwarting the good fairies” (300).
And furthermore, the redemption of evil characters has appeared to take the most
pivotal attacks from religious readers. This idea is best developed in Lilith, where the title
character, Adam’s first wife-turned-vampire-demon, finds salvation. In the Christian
world, Judas is usually depicted in a rather negative way as the jaded disciple who sold
Christ for thirty pieces of silver. In turn, his name is often linked with one who is a traitor
or villain. Dante places his Judas, along with Brutus and Cassius, in the lonely circle with
Lucifer himself, obviously to offer them some form of recognition as mankind’s most
hated sinners. Yet MacDonald offers his Judas hope. In his sermon, “It Shall Not Be
Forgiven,” MacDonald goes so far as to show the redemption waiting for Judas.
MacDonald tells us that “when Judas fled from his hanged and fallen body, he fled to the
tender help of Jesus, and found it” (64). Convincingly enough, MacDonald goes on to
explain the journey Judas must take, perhaps being “sent down the scale of creation
which is ever ascending towards its Maker” (64). The point in this part of the sermon is
pivotal, for that is exactly how MacDonald incorporates spiritual growth in the realm of
Faërie.
The presence of evil in MacDonald’s work can be unsettling for the reader in the
fact that it exists. Tolkien, in his essay “On Fairy-Stories,” continuously refers to Faërie
as a “perilous” realm; however, the word peril is not solely linked with evil. Anodos must
experience mortal horror as he encounters the Ash and the Alder Maiden; and
immediately upon beholding his “Grandmother,” at the novel’s introduction, he is
overcome with a sense to possess her (irresistible attraction), forcing her to warn him:
“Foolish boy, if you could touch me, I should hurt you” (Phantastes 18) perhaps meaning
that his senses will be overcome should he enter this realm; his time for waking must
come later. Mr. Vane must lose blood to Lilith; love must be stripped from both he and
Anodos. Both men must die. The realm of Faërie is perilous because one does not enter it
lest he must go through it. North Wind becomes the doorway through which Diamond
must cross. Mossy and Tangle in “The Golden Key” never, in fact, return to the plane of
the realistic. Richard and Alice in “Cross Purposes” make it through Faërie after a series
of mind-bending, psychological events that are far more intense than anything Lewis
Carroll’s Alice encounters in either Wonderland or the Looking-Glass land. Curdie must
face the flaming roses, and although his experience is brief, his pain is intense.
MacDonald writes that “He held the pain as if it were a thing that would kill him if he let
it go – as indeed it would have done. […] But when it had risen to the pitch that he could
bear it no longer, it began to fall again, and went on growing less,” and soon the pain is
completely gone, which causes Curdie to assume that his hands and lower arms “must be
burnt to cinders, if not ashes” (The Princess and Curdie 94-95).
These events are essential to the characters’ spiritual development and growth
within MacDonald’s writing; MacDonald is not a sadist who creates characters and then
inflicts needless pain and suffering upon them. Therefore, the emphasis on pain and fear

in MacDonald’s work can not, must not, be overlooked or taken lightly. The key to this
point is to understand what MacDonald thought of evil. In his fantasy, as well as his
Victorian novels, evil serves as the shadow of the good. MacDonald, like Novalis, was
influenced by Jakob Böhme, who believed that the fall of man from grace through sin
was necessary to enter into God. Likewise, William Blake wrote in The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell, “Without Contraries is no progression. Attraction and Repulsion,
Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence. From these
contraries spring what the religious call Good & Evil. Good is the passive that obeys
Reason. Evil is the active springing from Energy” (xvi). What I believe that Blake is
attempting to tell us is that the forces of good and evil must join hands, whereby friction
between the two causes the soul to aspire. And although I have not found the evidence
needed to say that MacDonald is trying to incorporate Blake’s idea of progression, I feel
that there is enough evidence in his work to show that evil serves as a means to God,
although it is the lowest kind.
In his first volume of Unspoken Sermons, MacDonald produced a sermon entitled
“The Consuming Fire” where he states boldly that “Fear is nobler than sensuality. Fear is
better than no God, better than a god made with hands. In that fear lay deep hidden the
sense of the infinite. The worship of fear is true, although very low; and though not
acceptable to God in itself, for only the worship of spirit and of truth is acceptable to him,
yet even in his sight it is precious” (24). Just as in the Princess books with the unseen, yet
ever-present Grandmother, so is God present, even in terror; and sometimes, the terror
itself may very well be the form taken on by God. For MacDonald, people see what they
must. In defending various points of imagination concerning the readers of his fairytales,
MacDonald tells us that if one should “not be a true man, he will draw evil out of the best
[…]. If he be a true man, he will imagine true things” (“The Fantastic Imagination” 9). In
his fantasy, perception is the key to knowing good and evil. In At the Back of the North
Wind, North Wind takes Diamond on an outing in which she displays a rather wolfish
side of herself to frighten a drunken nurse who was abusing her charge. Whilst explaining
the form she took and the reason that the child was never frightened, she states, “She [the
innocent child] never saw me. The woman would not have seen me, either, if she had not
been wicked. […] Why should you see things […] that you wouldn’t understand or know
what to do with? Good people see good things; bad people, bad things”; and although
Diamond does not understand her fully, she states, “I had to make myself look like a bad
thing before she could see me. If I had put on any other shape than a wolf’s, she would
not have seen me, for that is what is growing to be her own shape inside of her” (37).
Another key point to consider in this scene is the hint concerning spiritual evolution,
which either shows the progression towards or the decline from the truth in the realm of
Faërie. This, according to MacDonald, may very well be this animal’s country that Judas
must enter. The animal’s country is a layer of progression in MacDonald’s work;
although, in his sermons, to be abandoned within the blackness of the soul’s dark self is
the most unimaginable state of being. In “The Consuming Fire,” MacDonald writes that
this extreme and outermost point is even still a plane of progression, a plane where “God
hath withdrawn himself, but not lost his hold. His face is turned away, but his hand is laid
upon him still. His heart ceased to beat into the man’s heart, but he keeps him alive by his
fire. And that fire will go searching and burning on in him, as in the highest saint who is
not yet pure as he is pure” (32).

Returning to the previous scene regarding Curdie obeying Princess Irene’s
grandmother, Queen Irene, Curdie was given an extraordinary gift to know if an
individual was growing into a beast or if he were a true man upon touching his hand.
Queen Irene explains to Curdie “that all men, if they do not take care, go down the hill to
the animal’s country; that many men are actually, all their lives, going to be beasts” (The
Princess and Curdie 97). And indeed, Curdie comes across a broad assortment of beastly
men and women throughout the fairy novel. But what is more special about MacDonald’s
point is the aspect of knowing the good in a person, which is his or her true self. In fact,
long before Curdie ever takes the hand of a “beast-ward” growing man, he takes the hand
of Lina, a very grotesque creation of MacDonald’s, and discovers the soft hand of a child,
whereupon Queen Irene tells him, “That paw in your hand now might almost teach you
the whole science of natural history – the heavenly sort” (103). And just as Lina evolves,
so must all of MacDonald’s characters; so must his readers. Just as the flaming roses
burned away all “independent self” from Curdie’s hands, so will the Fire of Love
consume the man and purify or restore him to his true, God-dependent self. MacDonald
explains this in several of his unspoken sermons, and it becomes the keystone to all of his
fantasy fiction, although it may be delivered in the subtlest of ways.
MacDonald writes to us, “When evil, which alone is consumable, shall have
passed away in his fire from the dwellers in the immovable kingdom, the nature of man
shall look the nature of God in the face, and his fear shall then be pure; for an eternal, that
is a holy fear, must spring from a knowledge of the nature, not from a sense of the
power” (“The Consuming Fire” 21). It is through this renewal, this restoration of the true
self, that one will see and join God; and it is through this “perilous” realm of Faërie that
his characters must enter and go through to discover their truth.
Allow me to close with the final words of Anodos who tells us: “Yet I know that
good is coming to me – that good is always coming; though few have at all times the
simplicity and the courage to believe it. What we call evil, is the only and best shape,
which, for the person and his condition at the time, could be assumed by the best good.
And so, Farewell” (Phantastes 320).
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Rags of Lordship: Tolkien, Lewis, and the Meaning of Myth
We begin with a riddle: what do unicorns, centaurs, pagan deities of corn and wine, and
Jesus Christ have in common? While those unfamiliar with the views of C.S. Lewis and J.R.R.
Tolkien regarding mythology may be scratching their heads, the answer isn‟t as elusive or as
blasphemous as it might seem. The most casual reader of these pipe-smoking Oxford academics
knows that Narnia and Middle-Earth are steeped in mythology. What isn‟t as well known is that
both men saw a clear connection between their Christian beliefs and the ancient pagan myths that
inspired their work.
Some have found these pagan elements disturbing and even cause for rage. One selfstyled critic has said that Lewis‟ allusions to pagan mythology are “sick beyond description”
(Nattan)! While the majority of critics are hardly so forceful, I believe it is well worth trying to
figure out why these two Christian men were so fascinated by these seemingly made-up stories,
some of which are graphic and, at least on the surface, are far from edifying to the believer. By
the time we are finished, I hope that my readers will understand where Lewis and Tolkien were
coming from, because I believe, as they did, that myths are not a hindrance to the Christian faith
when understood properly; they are, instead, what Tolkien once hailed as humanity‟s “rags of
lordship.”
Our first step will be a look at one of the defining moments in C.S. Lewis‟ spiritual life.
On the evening of September 19, 1931, Lewis—better known as “Jack” to his friends—took a
rambling stroll with Tolkien and Hugo Dyson, who was one of their regular friends from the
Inklings, the literary all-stars club that included Tolkien and Lewis. No doubt, in the course of
this conversation—which lasted well past their bedtime—the friends covered a variety of topics,
but what is most significant here is that Tolkien and Dyson, both devoted Christians at this point,
shared their views on the relationship between faith and mythology with Lewis, who by this time
had moved from atheism to theism. He believed that there was a God; he just wasn‟t quite ready
to believe that Christ was who the Christians said he was (Duriez, 53-55).
Shortly after their nighttime jaunt on the twenty-first of September, Lewis writes that “I
was driven to Whipsnade [Zoo]…When we set out I did not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son
of God, and when we reached the zoo I did” (Surprised by Joy, 237). Walter Hooper, one of
Lewis‟ most prolific biographers and historians, fixes the date of this apparent conversion as the
twenty-eighth of September, just nine days after the conversation with Tolkien and Dyson
(Hooper, 972). While there were certainly a number of other factors that led to his transition
from a mere theist into a mere Christian, it appears that this pivotal discussion with Dyson and
Gandalf—excuse me, Tolkien—may very well have pushed Lewis over the edge.
So what did these two men have to say to Lewis that was so compelling? To find out, we
need only turn to a letter Lewis wrote to his friend, Arthur Greeves, a few weeks later. Here is
what Lewis had to say:
Now what Dyson and Tolkien showed me was this: that if I met the idea of sacrifice in a
Pagan story I didn‟t mind it at all [that is, it didn‟t bother him the way a sermon on
Christianity might]; again, that if I met the idea of a god sacrificing himself…I liked it
very much and was mysteriously moved by it: again, that the idea of the dying and
reviving god (Balder, Adonis, Bacchus) similarly moved me provided I met it anywhere
except in the Gospels. The reason was that in Pagan stories I was prepared to feel the

myth as profound and suggestive of meanings beyond my grasp even tho‟ I could not say
in cold prose „what it meant‟.
Now 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: and one
must be content to accept it in the same way, remembering that it is God‟s myth where
the others are men‟s myths: i.e. the Pagan stories are God expressing Himself through the
minds of poets, using such images as He found there, while Christianity is God
expressing Himself through what we call „real things‟ [that is, real historical events].
(Hooper, 976-77)
So here is one of the most influential Christian apologists of the twentieth century stating,
in no uncertain terms, that the pagan stories are “God expressing Himself through the minds of
poets.” Of course, it‟s important that one understands what Lewis is and isn‟t saying about myth
in this letter. Clearly, a myth isn‟t something that is necessarily untrue, since he states that the
story of Christ is a “true myth.” Also, when we place Lewis‟ remarks in context with the rest of
his work, we will see that he would not have wanted his readers to idolize the stories of pagan
myth at the expense of the Christian narrative to which the earlier myths were, as he and his
friend Tolkien believed, subordinate.
But first, before we examine Lewis‟ work, let‟s see how closely his memory of that
fateful conversation with Dyson and Tolkien matched up with what Tolkien himself had to say
about it. While Lewis was writing his letter to Arthur Greeves, Tolkien was “composing a long
poem recording what he had said to Lewis” (Carpenter, 152). According to Tolkien biographer
Humphrey Carpenter, the poem, titled “Mythopoeia”—which means “the making of myths”—
“laid bare the centre of [Tolkien‟s] philosophy as a writer” expressing the “inherent truth of
mythology” (151). By scrutinizing one of the more important passages, we can summarize the
poem and, in effect, discover the spiritual core behind Middle-Earth and Narnia.
This is the passage in question:
The heart of man is not compound of lies,
but draws some wisdom from the only Wise,
and still recalls him. Though now long estranged,
man is not wholly lost nor wholly changed.
Dis-graced he may be, yet is not dethroned,
and keeps the rags of lordship once he owned,
his world-dominion by creative act. (qtd. in Jacobs, 145)
To those who suggest that a myth is merely a “compound of lies,” Tolkien rebuts with the
idea that man, fallen as he is through sin, still recalls the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, even
if he has never seen a Bible. No matter how godless or “pagan” some of them may appear on the
surface, man‟s stories—his attempts to make sense of the world around him—bear the imprint of
his Maker. In a very real sense, when he engages in the “creative act” of telling a story, man is
exercising the world-dominion of his Heavenly Father, only on a smaller scale and with limited
tools; to use Tolkien‟s phrase, man is a “Sub-creator” (Carpenter and Tolkien, 145).
So, now that we have established what Tolkien and C.S. Lewis believed about the
Christian‟s relationship to pagan myth, how did those beliefs transfer to the fictional worlds of
Narnia and Middle-Earth? Though most fans of Lewis have made the connection between the

figure of Christ and the figure of Aslan, one of the more interesting passages from the Narnia
books is, in my opinion, this one from Prince Caspian, book two (or book four, depending on
how you look at it). It‟s not discussed as often as the scene of Aslan‟s death on the Stone Table
in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, and it comes at the end of one of those scenes that a
learned critic might be tempted to call “sick beyond description”:
One saw sticky and stained fingers everywhere and, though mouths were full, the
laughter never ceased nor the yodeling cries of Euan, euan, eu-oi-oi-oi-oi, till all of a
sudden everyone felt at the same moment that the game (whatever it was), and the feast,
ought to be over, and everyone flopped down breathless on the ground and turned their
faces to Aslan to hear what he would say next.
At that moment the sun was just rising and Lucy remembered something and
whispered to Susan,
“I say, Su, I know who they are.”
“Who?”
“The boy with the wild face is Bacchus and the old one on the donkey is Silenus.
Don‟t you remember Mr. Tumnus telling us about them long ago?”
“Yes, of course. But I say, Lu—”
“What?”
“I wouldn‟t have felt safe with Bacchus and all his wild girls if we‟d met them
without Aslan.”
“I should think not,” said Lucy. (Prince Caspian, 159-60)
There are two points I would like to make about this passage. The first—and probably
the more crucial—is that Lewis seems to be issuing a warning. In a roundabout way, I believe he
is asking his readers to be careful. Just as they can be a road to Christian faith (as they were for
Lewis), the pagan myths—when separated from their links to Aslan or Christ—can also prove
dangerous. The second point, which is closely related to the first, is that in the presence of
Aslan, all the other figures of myth, including Bacchus, are given their proper place.
To the Romans, of course, the Bacchus mentioned in this passage was the god of wine,
known as Dionysus to the Greeks. The poet Ovid describes him as “a little fellow as pretty as a
girl, who seemed to stagger, heavy with sleep and wine” (Ovid, 76). No wonder Susan and Lucy
feel unsafe with this character! It is obvious in these short excerpts from Lewis and Ovid that
Bacchus is a partygoer; after all, the “sticky and stained fingers” Susan and Lucy observe around
them are a reminder that they and their fellow partygoers are wallowing in a sea of juicy grapes,
thanks to the effect Bacchus‟ presence is having on the soil.
So how does one go about “redeeming” such a figure? We might start by recounting
Christ‟s first recorded miracle in the Gospel of John. Jesus is at a wedding with his disciples,
and the wine runs out. Jesus commands the servants to fill some jars with water and take a
cupful of the new substance to the master of the feast. The master of the feast, tasting wine
instead of water, assumes that the bridegroom has been “hiding the good stuff” until his guests
have already had their fill of the lesser wine (ESV, John 2:1-11).
As usual, C.S. Lewis has insights that will help us see how this ties in with the question
of Bacchus. The first excerpt is from God in the Dock: “Every year, from Noah‟s time till ours,
God turns water into wine. That, men fail to see...but…the miracle [at the wedding] has only
half its effect if it only convinces us that Christ is God: it will have its full effect if whenever we

see a vineyard or drink a glass of wine we remember that here works He who sat at the wedding
party in Cana” (29).
Whereas it is easy to become so used to thinking of the agricultural cycle as a “natural
thing,” Lewis equates the growing of grapes and the fermenting of wine with the power of Christ
displayed at Cana. It is, in its own right, a miracle. It would seem, then, that Bacchus‟ ability to
form grapes out of the soil is also a miracle—not in the same historical sense that we see in the
Gospels, perhaps, but it is a miracle, nonetheless.
But there is an even deeper layer to this story. If Bacchus was, as mythologist James
Frazer suggested, the “personification of the vine” and also “a deity of agriculture and the corn,”
then he becomes, symbolically, more than just a god of drunkenness (Frazer). As one of Lewis‟
characters put it: “Was there any age in any land when men did not know that corn and wine
were the blood and body of a dying and yet living god” (Pilgrim’s Regress, 171)? Elsewhere,
we learn that Bacchus was “often persecuted by those who refused to accept his divinity” (Grant,
152). He was, after all, the son of Zeus, king of the gods, and Semele, a mortal woman (151).
Moreover, as Frazer informs us, he was “believed to have died a violent death, but to have been
brought to life again…his sufferings, death, and resurrection were enacted in his sacred rites”
(Frazer).
Interestingly, the followers of Bacchus or Dionysus had a taste for flesh—specifically,
the flesh of animals. They believed that “to devour part of an animal was to partake of the god
himself, a true sacramental meal” (Stapleton, 69). By now, all of this should sound familiar to
anyone acquainted with basic Christian doctrine. Granted, there are differences between the
figure of Christ and the figure of Bacchus that should not be ignored; for example, Bacchus was
not born of a virgin (Grant, 151), and it is not explicitly stated by any of the authors quoted
above that Bacchus‟ death was an atonement for sins. Still, this is a curious string of parallels,
one that would seem to justify Lewis‟ assertions about the connectedness between paganism and
Christianity.
But, now that we have dissected a scene from the Narnia books, what about Tolkien? We
already know that he shared Lewis‟ beliefs about pagan mythology, but how did he demonstrate
those beliefs in his own writing? It is worth pointing out: this is where the two friends parted
ways. Tolkien, apparently, hated allegory; and he believed that the Narnia books were “too
literally representative of Christian doctrine” (Duriez, 135).
However, those who have delved into Tolkien‟s universe know that it contains its share
of allusions to Christian faith and tradition, starting with the account of Middle-Earth‟s creation
in The Silmarillion. Ilúvatar, also known as “the One,” has created a race of beings known as the
Ainur. Look at these excerpts from the book:
And it came to pass that Ilúvatar called together all the Ainur and declared to them a
mighty theme, unfolding…things greater and more wonderful than he had yet
revealed…then Ilúvatar said to them: „Of the theme that I have declared to you, I will
now that ye make in harmony together a Great Music‟…then the voices of the
Ainur…began to fashion the theme of Ilúvatar to a great music…but now Ilúvatar sat and
hearkened, and for a great while it seemed good to him, for in the music there were no
flaws. But as the theme progressed, it came into the heart of Melkor to interweave
matters of his own imagining that were not in accord with the theme of Ilúvatar; for he
sought therein to increase the power and glory of the part assigned to himself. (Tolkien,
13-14)

Although passages of Scripture describing the fall of Satan or Lucifer are quite rare—
some would say nonexistent, depending on how such passages are interpreted—Tolkien‟s tale
does at least bear a resemblance to the traditional Christian “myth” of the fall of Satan. The
book of Isaiah says this: “How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! How you
are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low! You said in your heart, „I will ascend
to heaven; above the stars of God I will set my throne on high‟” (ESV, 4:12-13). Perhaps even
more than Scripture, Tolkien‟s account shares similarities with dramatized versions of the
Lucifer story, like Milton‟s Paradise Lost.
Elsewhere in Tolkien‟s invented mythology, we learn of the rebellion of the
Númenóreans, a name for the race of men from which the Lord of the Rings’ character Aragorn
is descended (Carpenter and Tolkien, 160). In this story, the Númenóreans are said to “dwell
within…sight of the easternmost „immortal‟ land, Eressëa” (154). However, although they‟re
allowed to dwell within sight of it, “they must not set foot on „immortal‟ lands, and so become
enamoured of an immortality…which their nature [cannot] in fact endure” (154-55).
But, like true sons of Adam and daughters of Eve, they eventually decide that they can‟t
live with such a restriction. “And since we have mastered all seas,” they say, “why should we
not go to [the realm forbidden us] and greet there our friends [the immortals]…why should we
not go…and taste there, were it but for a day, the bliss of the Powers” (Tolkien, 309)? Because
of this rebellion, the land of Númenor is overwhelmed by the sea, and men are no longer able to
dwell in that Eden-like land (Carpenter and Tolkien, 156).
Unfortunately, there are many other fascinating details to this story that we do not have
time to go into here. What we hope we have shown is that those who describe Tolkien‟s world
of orcs, elves, dwarves, and magic rings as an attempt to lead us astray with a “dazzling display
of the occult, witchcraft, and evil” (“Entertainment Media Analysis Report”) are missing the
incredible depth of Tolkien‟s writing—and hence, his very Christian worldview, which, as we
have already shown, attributed what is best in the myths of man to our longing for God.
Now, in order to sum up what I‟ve spent the last many pages trying to say, I‟d like to use
an image from The Last Battle. In the final pages of this final volume in Lewis‟ Chronicles of
Narnia, all the friends of the lion Aslan are streaming into the new Narnia, all their tears, sins,
and sorrows having passed away in the death of Old Narnia. Jewel the unicorn, yet another
representative of all those disgusting pagan myths, exclaims his joy with these words: “I have
come home at last! This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have been looking
for all my life, though I never knew it till now” (The Last Battle, 196). Everything that is true,
honorable, just, pure, lovely, commendable, and excellent (ESV, Philippians 4:8) in all the
history of myth finds its home at last in Aslan‟s country.
Though now long estranged,
man is not wholly lost nor wholly changed.
Dis-graced he may be, yet is not dethroned,
and keeps the rags of lordship one he owned… (qtd. in Jacobs, 145)
Instead of focusing on what is disgraceful about myth, let us focus on those stories and
those elements of myth that reflect Biblical truth. The more we do that, the more evidence we‟ll
see of how God can reveal Himself through even through the most bizarre stories imaginable,
and the more we‟ll see the truth of the Apostle Paul‟s words to the men of Athens:

And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the
earth…that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward him
and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us, for „in him we live and
move and have our being,‟ as even some of your own poets have said, „for we are indeed
his offspring.‟” (ESV, Acts 17:26-28, emphasis mine).
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George MacDonald and Oscar Wilde: Two Victorian Nonconformists
Although George MacDonald‟s name is not often linked to Oscar Wilde‟s, their lives
bear a remarkable similarity. They lived during the same era, strongly believed in a religion,
created autobiographical characters, rebelled against society, and finally became outcasts.
MacDonald was a deeply religious Scotsman who shunned his native Calvinism; Wilde was a
flamboyant playwright who became too involved in the homosexual underworld. The purpose of
this presentation will be to show that although George MacDonald and Oscar Wilde were both
outcasts from society, they dealt with the pain of exile in completely different ways. I believe
MacDonald‟s way was ultimately more effective than Wilde‟s.
George MacDonald was born in 1824, thirty years before Oscar Wilde, but he lived six
years longer. No one interested in his writings can ignore the important part his upbringing
played in the beliefs he would later form. Calvinism, the strict doctrine that John Knox brought
to Scotland, was a constant presence in MacDonald‟s childhood, creating a kind of resentment in
his heart and a yearning after a loving God that would follow him for the rest of his life. His
grandmother was one of the most dogmatic Calvinists one could ever wish to meet, but his father
was less rigid in his beliefs. Richard Reis asserts, “His father was a nonsectarian Christian of the
sort which values the Bible more than what anybody says about it” (20). Between MacDonald
and his father, there was always a strong bond which influenced him in how he began to think of
the Heavenly Father.
Later in life, MacDonald was pretty candid about his dissatisfaction with Calvinism:
I well remember feeling as a child that I did not want God to love me if he did not love
everybody. I had been taught that God chooses some but not others. My very being
recoiled from the hint of such a false idea. Even were I one of the few, the chosen, the
elect, I could not accept love from such a God. The kind of love I needed was essential to
my nature—the same love that all men needed, the love that belonged to them as the
children of the Father, a love he could not give me unless he gave it to all men. (Phillips,
125)
Oscar Wilde‟s background also gives us some important insight into the events that
occurred later in his life. His father, Dr. William Wilde, fathered three illegitimate children and
was accused of having an affair with one of his female patients. The scandal of this affair
resulted in a trial. William was forty-one years old, the same age his son would be when he was
put on trial. The character of Wilde‟s relationship with his mother and father was not noteworthy
for its spirituality, but rather for a common brilliancy and love of notoriety. His mother, Lady
Wilde, had been an accomplished poet in his native Ireland, and her revolutionary pieces for a
newspaper called The Nation contributed to the jailing of its founder. It seems the Wildes had no
trouble drawing attention to themselves.
Another key difference between both authors‟ backgrounds is that George MacDonald
grew up in rural Scotland, whereas Wilde grew up in fashionable Dublin. MacDonald‟s simple
though strict lifestyle as a farmer‟s son, eating oatcakes and learning the dialect, was altogether

different than the atmosphere Wilde was thrown into as a child. According to Merlin Holland,
Wilde‟s grandson, “through the Wildes‟ house came a procession of lawyers, artists, literary men
and academics from Trinity” (19). Wilde and his two siblings, brought up in an upper-middle
class home, were encouraged to sit at the dinner table and listen. It is easy to see how this early
experience at being in the spotlight could contribute to Wilde‟s public exhibitions of brilliance
and his penchant for living a double life.
Both authors followed a kind of religious system. George MacDonald seemed to have
been born with a thirst for spiritual truth. He maintained that only if a man walks with God and
obeys him can he live to the fullest. One of his deepest beliefs is found in the following quote:
“Where there is no ground to believe that God does a thing, except that men who would explain
God have believed and taught it, he is not a true man who accepts men against his own
conscience of God. I will accept no explanation of any way of God that involves what I should
scorn as false and unfair in a man” (Phillips, 249). MacDonald, always humble, was still very
strong in what he felt to be true and what he felt to be false. As a young man, he sensed the need
to preach the gospel; and although his first church did not work out well, he continued his search
for Christ throughout the rest of his life. His deep commitment was observed by many, including
C.S. Lewis, who said, “I know hardly any other writer who seems to be closer, or more
continually close, to the spirit of Christ Himself” (Lewis, 416).
Oscar Wilde‟s religion was not one in the traditional sense of the word, but his belief in
aestheticism could easily be compared to the following of a doctrine. Both MacDonald and
Wilde were drawn toward John Ruskin, whose theories on the moral significance of art appealed
to the “intellectual, the noble” and “the high minded” in Wilde, according to Merlin Holland
(43). Wilde himself said, “Aestheticism is a search after the signs of the beautiful…It is, to speak
more exactly, the search after the secret of life” (Keyes, 52). He obviously carried this belief into
his homosexual lifestyle, often calling his lovers “beautiful boys.” As for other religious
influences, Wilde was always fascinated by the Roman Catholic church, which he was converted
to on his deathbed. Of course, this fascination could easily be linked to his aestheticism, because
of the beauty of Catholic rituals.
It is also notable that both Wilde and MacDonald borrowed from other books to enhance
their own works. According to Ralph Keyes, “A woman once told Wilde that a key episode in
one of his plays reminded her of a scene in one written by Augustin-Eugene Scribe.” Wilde
replied, “Taken bodily from it, dear lady. Why not? Nobody reads nowadays” (30). In
MacDonald‟s case, his novel Salted with Fire seems to have combined elements from Tess of the
d’Urbervilles, which was published in 1891, and Silas Marner, published in 1861. In Salted with
Fire, a hypocritical minister who has acted improperly to a young woman sees her in his
congregation years later. A scene almost exactly the same appears in Tess of the d’Urbervilles,
when Alec d‟Urberville sees Tess, the woman he raped, in his crowd of listeners.
The similarities to Silas Marner are equally striking. The particular circumstance of a
young man hiding a sin, and an abandoned baby being raised partly by an old man who is
considered addled in the head happens in both novels. Also, the unusual name “Eppie,” which is

the child found in Silas Marner, appears in Salted with Fire as the name of an old woman. These
coincidences may seem minor, but they are not unreasonable since MacDonald could have easily
read and admired both works of his contemporaries Thomas Hardy and George Eliot.
The beginning of MacDonald‟s rebel against society occurred in 1851, when he took his
first and last pastorate at Arundel, in West Sussex, England. The honeymoon between himself
and his parishioners was cut short when he published his translations, “Twelve of the Spiritual
Songs of Novalis,” which brought on the fear that he was polluted with German ideas.
MacDonald‟s original thoughts were extremely unwelcome to the congregation, among them his
disbelief in infant damnation—that is, that unbaptized infants would go to hell. Also alarming
was his conviction that “the opportunity for the heathen to be saved did not end at their death”
(Hein, 12). The church responded to these heresies by severely cutting MacDonald‟s salary in the
hope that he would resign; and resign he did, in 1853.
His ideas would continue to be publicly rejected through the next several years, when he
published his first novel, David Elginbrod. One critic objected to the simplistic “religion
showing itself in the childish and the small…such as finds God in the sough of fir trees,” and
called the theology evident in the novel “lax heresies” (Wolff, 256). To a country bound in
tradition, his thoughts were shocking and even liberal. He would not back down from his true
self, though. Even in small matters such as dress, he was unusual and remarkably like the
flamboyant Oscar Wilde. Robert Wolff describes him as “tall, broad-shouldered, and athletic in
build,” having “a strong taste for finery, appearing on the streets of London…in full Highland
costume” (6). A Chicago newspaper noticed “his diamond pins, jeweled shirt-studs, massive
watch-chain, daintily-shod feet, and Christ-like countenance” (6). This was indeed a curious
man.
MacDonald‟s life seemed to be one hardship after the next. Never completely healthy, he
struggled with tuberculosis continually and watched it take the lives of four of his eleven
children. He was never really free from money problems and had to depend upon several patrons
to feed his family, such as Lady Byron. Through all this, though, his faith in God was not
shaken, and his list of literary admirers grew. Charles L. Dodgson, known as Lewis Carroll, was
perhaps the most intimate with the MacDonald family, and decided to publish Alice in
Wonderland because of the enthusiastic response it received from the MacDonald children.
It is interesting to note what a unique perspective MacDonald really had. It was
impossible to put his beliefs in a box. He started out a Calvinist, became a minister at a
Congregational church, and later converted to the Church of England. Finally, while he was
living at the family home in Italy, his wife played the organ at a Catholic church (The Victorian
Web). Rolland Hein asserts that “unlike most Evangelicals, he could find an enriching fellowship
with men of differing doctrinal persuasions” (17). Although MacDonald adhered to no one‟s
opinion but God, some of his ideas appeared to be influenced by others, such as Frederic
Denison Maurice, a leader of the Christian Socialist movement (Hein, 18). In addition,
MacDonald was unperturbed by the theory of evolution. When we take all these facts into
account, it is easy to see why he was considered liberal.

Oscar Wilde‟s nonconformist lifestyle first began to appear in his college days at Oxford.
His famous quote, “I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china” was
condemned by a minister at Oxford as “a form of heathenism” (Holland, 40). Wilde‟s strange
ideas of beauty also came out early in his preference for young men. Despite his marriage to a
beautiful girl named Constance Lloyd, his male lovers were many. His goal was to be either
famous or notorious, and he became both. The unnerving way in which he appeared publicly,
with long hair, fur coats, and purple flowers in his buttonhole, was ridiculed in British and
American newspapers such as Punch. Although his plays such as The Importance of Being
Earnest were widely celebrated, the public was beginning to become suspicious.
Wilde pretty much signed his death sentence when he published The Picture of Dorian
Gray in 1890. If he had planned on concealing the sins of Dorian Gray, it was a futile hope. The
newspapers certainly weren‟t fooled, declaring that his audience was a group of “perverted
telegraph boys” (Holland, 135). Besides the unusual communication between the men in the
novel, which could easily be interpreted as homoerotic, there was the real-life evidence of
Wilde‟s lover at the time, John Gray. Anyone with half a brain could see that Wilde had based
his novel on this young man: He had an absurdly youthful appearance, and his last name was
Gray. That was all the public needed to know. Wilde was treading on shaky ground.
It was Wilde‟s last chance to reform, but he refused. He met Lord Alfred Douglas, whom
he called “Bosie” in the summer of 1891. Bosie, sixteen years Wilde‟s junior, was considered to
be a very good-looking young man with blond hair and strange blue eyes. It did not take long for
them to become intimate, and they soon began appearing everywhere together. According to
Merlin Holland, Bosie introduced Wilde to the male prostitute, a most dangerous and fascinating
experience. Wilde said later, “It was like feasting with panthers. The danger was half the
excitement” (144).
This lifestyle of pleasure resulted in bankruptcy after Wilde and Bosie had spent more
than five thousand pounds in three years together. This was not the worst, though. Bosie‟s father,
the Marquis of Queensberry, was outraged about his son‟s public exhibitions with Wilde, and he
threatened several times to remove his allowance. This only served to make Wilde and Bosie
appear in public even more, which was very imprudent on their part. In 1895, Queensberry left a
note for Wilde accusing him of sodomy, and Wilde, apparently losing his head, sued the man.
The trial, which was one of the most famous ones in history, was not kind to Wilde. At the
beginning, his answers were flippant and witty, but after several days of questioning, he had been
crushed. Sentenced to two years‟ hard labor, his exile from society was complete.
It is now necessary to observe how each of these gifted men dealt with their exile. One
could say that MacDonald was not as much an outcast to society as Wilde became; but in many
respects, he was prevented from doing what he had set out to do. He could no longer pastor a
conservative church, and some of his writings were very badly received. Because of the
publication of David Elginbrod, he was unable to receive the Chair of Rhetoric and Belles
Lettres at Edinburgh University that he had applied for in 1865. Unfortunately, a false reputation

of heterodoxy continued to follow MacDonald like a grungy dog, and even today, very few
people realize his true worth.
MacDonald was a resilient fighter. Despite many setbacks, he continued to focus on
obeying God. After his disastrous experience at the church in Arundel, he began lecturing on
English literature and theology. He also obtained many preaching engagements, but his
preaching did not stop there. He wrote over fifty books, twenty-five of them novels—thirteen
Scottish and twelve English. For a man struggling with ill health and at least six family deaths,
he was amazingly energetic. His thirst to learn was a lifelong pursuit, and after his exile, his
theology was being constantly honed. The preaching that was infused in his novels and that his
audience often found hard to imbibe is what is most precious to many people today. In an age
where the truth is not shouted from the rooftops but painted up, feathered, and tarred, in an effort
to conceal it or make it look better, MacDonald‟s writings are like water in the desert.
His ideas are still fresh today:
Remember that the service he [God] requires is not done in any church. He will say to no
one, “You never went to church: depart from me, I do not know you.” But he will say,
“Inasmuch as you never helped one of my Father‟s children, you have done nothing for
me.”
Church is not the place for divine service. It is a place of prayer, a place of praise…as is
every place…But the world in which you move, the place of your living and loving and
labor, not the church you go to on your day off, is the place of divine service, the place
where God works righteousness into your being. (Phillips, 179)
The way in which Oscar Wilde coped with the pain of exile was something altogether
different. He confessed, “I must say…that I ruined myself: and that nobody, great or small, can
be ruined except by his own hand” (Keyes, 18). It was one of his rare serious quotes; and few
can help but pity him, in all his brilliance of mind, for what his life turned out to be. To the last,
he was unapologetic for his homosexuality, saying, “To have altered my life would have been to
have admitted that Uranian [or homosexual] love is ignoble. I hold it to be noble, more noble
than other forms” (Keyes, 18). Prison hardly kept him from having homosexual pursuits. In the
last two years of his life, he indulged in a kind of homosexual binge, resuming his relationship
with Bosie and also with other men. He drank huge amounts of alcohol, threw parties, spent
money, and couldn‟t stop talking. He lived like one who knew that his life was going to the dogs;
and he didn‟t care.
While MacDonald maintained “It is God to whom every hunger…is to be referred,”
(Phillips, 206) Wilde said, “Even a color-sense is more important, in the development of the
individual, than a sense of right and wrong” (Keyes, 52). Wilde‟s friend and lover, Robbie Ross,
tried to awaken Wilde‟s conscience (and his own) by suggesting he stay away from male
prostitutes and get married instead. Wilde told him he exemplified “the beauty and the
uselessness of Conscience” and made a joke of the marriage suggestion, saying, “I am quite sure
that you will want me to marry this time some sensible, practical, plain, middle-aged boy, and I

don‟t like the idea at all” (McKenna, 458). Both men lived out their principles, or lack of, rather,
and Wilde ended up a shattered man.
It is extremely helpful to look at the novels of these men when examining their lives.
Because Wilde published only one, we will look at The Picture of Dorian Gray. Dorian is a
naïve young man whom some might call “beautiful.” His artist friend, Basil Hallward, is painting
a portrait of him, and when Dorian sees it, he is both delighted and devastated, for he knows the
picture will always stay the same while he will grow old and ugly. He makes a fatal wish that the
situation would be reversed, that it is the painting that will grow old and that he will have
everlasting youth. Not long after, he causes a girl to commit suicide, and finds out that his wish
has come true. The blood that should be on his hand is now forever on his portrait. For twenty
years, he lives a live of perversity and takes a strange delight in watching his painting grow more
and more grotesque. Finally, he kills a man. Unable to bear the fear of discovery, he decides he is
going to murder his conscience, which is in the form of this portrait. As soon as he stabs the
canvass, though, a hideously ugly man drops to the floor and the portrait is restored to its original
beauty. In trying to kill his conscience, Dorian has killed himself.
The reading of this novel is significant in understanding Oscar Wilde himself. Why did
he choose to kill Dorian Gray instead of reforming him? Had he lost all faith in the power of
redemption himself? Why did he write this novel, baring his heart to the world and creating a
mix of characters that were so much like himself? He was the one people spoke of as doing
strange sins, like Dorian Gray. He was a worshipper of art, like the character Basil Hallward.
And he was the man who would spout off witticisms until he was cold in his grave, like Lord
Henry Wotton.
The spiritual content in Dorian Gray is interesting as it provides us a look into Wilde‟s
final beliefs. Dorian hears some scripture from a friend twice. The first time, he shows his good
friend Basil Hallward his now hideous portrait. Basil, sick with shock, urges Dorian to repent. “It
is never too late, Dorian,” he says. “Let us kneel down and try if we cannot remember a prayer.
Isn‟t there a verse somewhere, „Though your sins be as scarlet, yet I will make them as white as
snow‟? (193)” Dorian insists that it‟s too late for him and plunges a knife into the man‟s neck.
Months later, Lord Henry, the man who originally corrupted Dorian, quotes a scripture
mockingly: “What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose…his own soul” (258).
Dorian has a brief relapse of conscience near the end of the novel, a wish to reform, but it is a
hypocrite‟s wish. He is still seeking a sensation without undergoing the pain to make it a true
penitence. This illustrates Wilde‟s skepticism in the power of repentance and reform. He
certainly knew the scriptures—he even converted to Catholicism on his deathbed—but he had no
conviction in the power of redemption. This sad truth was played out in the way he died:
desperate but unwilling to change, much like Dorian Gray.
The novel we will look at for George MacDonald is Salted with Fire. It was his last
novel and his last testament of faith, written when he was seventy-one. James Blatherwick is a
young man studying to be a minister who commits an unforgivable sin. Weakened by his
attraction to a pretty servant, he submits to his lust in one moment of fate and afterwards

abandons the girl. She finds that she is expecting his child, and now penniless and heartbroken,
she falls into a rough lifestyle and accidentally leaves the child on a Scottish moor. He is found
and taken care of by another woman, and Isy, the young mother, recuperates from her illness by
ironically staying with the fallen minister‟s parents. James Blatherwick, weakened by the
struggle with his conscience, falls ill with a fever, and when it breaks, he has been sufficiently
“salted with fire” to repent of his sins. He marries Isy and humbly begins ministering to his
fellow man again.
Because this was MacDonald‟s last novel, it shows us the state of his heart during his last
few years. His convictions had not been changed; neither had his faith. He saw his life as having
a fulfilling ending, so he gave this novel one. It was the key message of redemption: “Some
people nothing but an earthquake will rouse from their dead sleep: I was one of such. God in His
mercy brought on the earthquake: it woke me and saved me from death” (324). This was
MacDonald‟s message. This was the one truth he wanted to communicate his whole life—that
God is love and He will save you from death. Although MacDonald died from a stroke eight
years later, in 1905, those who admire and love him know that he was saved from death.
Today, the name of Oscar Wilde is much more well-known than that of George
MacDonald. Wilde‟s plays are continually being updated for the screen; his works are still
assigned reading in some classrooms. Although MacDonald‟s fantasy At the Back of the North
Wind and others have received recognition, it is a rare person who even knows who George
MacDonald is, let alone what he believed in. But then, MacDonald never sought worldly fame.
Wilde did, and he received his reward in full. He declared, “Each of us has heaven and hell in
him” (Keyes, 82). MacDonald had more of heaven in him that many of us can hope to
have…because he desired it. Right now, the best thing we can do for MacDonald‟s legacy is to
read—read his words, and read the words of the One he loved above all else, Jesus Christ.
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A Journey of Self-Actualization:
A Psychological Perspective on Barfield’s This Ever Diverse Pair
This Ever Diverse Pair can certainly claim a unique position among the works of Owen
Barfield. One of a very small number of works published while he worked as a lawyer, This Ever
Diverse Pair was written largely in response to his professional experience. However, a richer
understanding of the work can be grasped if we regard it as more than merely an enjoyable
retelling of Barfield‟s adventures in the legal arena. Indeed, Barfield himself suggests a deeper
importance to the work with the urgency he relates through the voice of the narrator. The
intensely personal nature of the book almost begs a psychological examination of the characters
and events of the novel. Such an approach may be greatly productive in giving the reader insight
into the motives and struggles within Barfield that prompted his writing. I contend that Pair
reflects the psychological tendencies described by Maslow‟s theory of hierarchy of needs and the
human desire for self-actualization in particular.
The title of This Ever Diverse Pair refers to the business partnership of the characters
Burgeon and Burden in the legal services. Barfield provides ample evidence that the reader is to
consider these two to be different aspects of a single personality, evidently that of Barfield
himself. The shared experiences and conflicts of the pair provide most of the narrative substance
of this work. However, the fact that Burgeon is narrator as well as pseudonym suggests
Barfield‟s closer identification with Burgeon as a personal representative (Hunter 129). Barfield
tended to describe people by identifying contrasting aspects of personality (Glyer 202). How
natural, then, for him to use the same convention to depict his personal struggles in the tedious
environment of the legal profession.
According to Burgeon, the encroachment of Burden‟s exigencies upon Burgeon‟s
independence has forced the writing of the book: “I am doing it for my own salvation. Burden is
eating me up, my time, my wit, my memory, my „shaping spirit of imagination,‟ my whole me”
(Burgeon 19). The character of Burden is always associated with the drudgeries of the office. He
is practical, efficient, detached. The name itself refers to the encumbering necessities with which
Burden is constantly occupied. He is, as Burgeon refers to him, “that animated ragbag of doubts
and worries” (78). When attacked by Burgeon for being satisfied not in a desire for justice but in
convenience and acquisition, Burden protests, “There‟s no reason why I shouldn‟t enjoy getting
properly paid” (79). At times, Burden even appears to be rude and grasping, but he sustains a
narrow dedication to completing his work with excellence. As Burgeon comments, “He knows
the rules and keeps well within them, so he is safe” (102).
The character Burden could be described as motivated by what Maslow categorizes as the
deficiency needs of man, or those caused by basic physical and emotional human requirements.
These needs include instinctual physiological needs, needs for safety and security, social needs,
and needs to be valued and esteemed. Throughout the novel, Burden behaves as we would expect
one driven by these deficiency needs. The instinct for physical survival and personal security
impel his slavish dedication to toil in order to provide sustenance and shelter for himself. His
esteem needs are fulfilled through his dedication to quality and intense satisfaction in his
accomplishments in the legal field. His professional and social relations allow him to feel he
belongs in a community. Although only Burgeon is described as having family relationships, the
deficiency needs as a whole can be associated most accurately with the character Burden.

If, according to Maslow‟s theory, Burden‟s aims can be defined according to the
deficiency needs of man, then Burgeon‟s actions can be conversely identified with growth needs,
specifically the desire for self-actualization. One who self-actualizes is spontaneous, creative,
and ethical; he or she has a certain “freshness of appreciation” and awareness of beauty and
reality. This process is motivated by a desire to grow and expand one‟s perspective and, instead
of merely coping with the environment, understand and transcend it (Reber). Burgeon‟s name,
like Burden‟s, guides readers toward an understanding of his personality as being prompted by
desires to grow and create. Barfield confirms this apprehension of Burgeon‟s motivation in
several examples. While Burden goes to sleep in a crowded hall, Burgeon spends his moments in
philosophical speculation about the character and personality that would make an ideal solicitor
(Burgeon 90). When Burden is occupied with legal details with a young mother, Burgeon
admires the delicate beauty of her baby (75). Burgeon delights in writing poetry, is sensitive to
nature, and has a finely developed moral and religious sense. According to Maslow, all these are
evidentiary traits of a self-actualizing individual. The essence of self-actualizing is reaching
one‟s highest potential, and any steps toward this full personal development that occur in This
Ever Diverse Pair are taken almost exclusively by Burgeon.
The tension between Burden and Burgeon in the novel can be attributed to their
imbalance of needs. Burden, who was, as Burgeon calls it, “summoned” by Burgeon to aid his
legal work, has begun to demand more and more of Burgeon‟s attentions until Burgeon‟s very
existence is threatened (14). This scenario is consistent with the extension of Maslow‟s theory
that if one‟s deficiency needs are in jeopardy of being unmet, any higher-level needs will be
ignored if the energies expended pursuing those needs are required for survival. Burgeon, who is
merely meant to be a “sleeping partner” in this arrangement, occupied with higher matters while
Burden is concerned with routine labor, is forced to attend to every interruption and every
inconvenience Burden encounters (17). Burgeon continues to attempt to self-actualize but is
frustrated at nearly every opportunity.
His poetry, for example, is twisted into a clever coping mechanism as Burden asks for
poetry written about his trials at work. Burgeon laments, “That‟s the sort of thing he does – calls
on me to exert the very abilities he is destroying” (19). When Burgeon seizes a moment to walk
by the river and enjoy the beauty of the day, Burden is “fidgeting all the time to get back to the
Office” while Burgeon exclaims, “Look at the sunlight on the river! If you half-shut your eyes
and look at it, it looks as if the sky were raining stars. They keep breaking and forming up and
breaking again on the surface of the water” (36-37). However, Burgeon finds that these moments
of transcendence grow scarcer, as he says, with Burden‟s “expecting me to lend my vast creative
powers to the task of helping him run his horrid little squabbles” (84).
Furthermore, Burgeon‟s self-actualization through moral awareness is particularly
attacked and stunted by Burden‟s pragmatism. After a great amount of effort is wasted on a
certain case that is resolved amicably, Burgeon still feels “happy” and argues, “Let it suffice that
it was our duty, and we have done it. Results are irrelevant” (88). He pontificates about the glory
and eternal significance of doing one‟s duty until Burden interjects, “Anyway, thank goodness
there‟s a nice fat trust-fund behind us to get the costs from!” (88) Such slighting of Burgeon‟s
lofty idealism is quite common. When Burgeon objects to the casual attitude of society and
especially the court system toward divorce and adultery, Burden silences him. Later, Burgeon
discloses, “I . . . held my peace – as I always do” (34). Burgeon protests afterward in private,
only to be met with an exasperated outburst from Burden: “Just when things are going
comfortably for once . . . you must start muscling in and pulling this ethical stuff. Go on looking

at the river. Why don‟t you write a poem about it? That‟s your job. You would have done once –
or tried to” (38). Burgeon truthfully replies, “What you really want me to write is not about the
river at all, but doggerel about you and your troubles” (38). Burgeon‟s self-actualizing needs are
simply going unmet as Burden‟s deficiency needs stifle his efforts for personal growth.
Still, Burgeon heroically strives for a compromise between the pair in the poems he
writes by presenting the viewpoint of both partners. However, any unity they realize happens
only momentarily in the crucible of difficult shared experiences. This temporary bond does not
survive the increasing domination of Burgeon by Burden‟s demands, and the pair‟s relationship
reaches a crisis. After an earnest debate in which Burgeon accuses his partner of manipulation
through deceit (as Burden calls it, a “tactical ruse”), Burgeon sums up his frustration with
Burden‟s loyalty to the petty legal system and, by extension, to the relentless demands of his
deficiency needs: “God, what a way for a man that stands upright between earth and sky to use
the spirit that is in him!” (107-108).
Burgeon‟s ever-repressed need for self-actualization violently revolts, only to find that
Burden successfully controlled the effects of his outburst. Burden threatens to kill him, but “not
now, not violently. It will be gradual. I‟ve begun already, as you know very well” (112). The full
extent of the parasitical attack of Burden‟s deficiency needs on Burgeon is finally revealed. One
might argue that Burden could survive without Burgeon and even self-actualize to an extent in
the area of cognitive growth. The question, however, is not whether Burden could exist without
Burgeon but whether Barfield would. Both partners‟ need-fulfilling contributions are
indispensable in Barfield‟s development toward maximum potential. Thus, the elimination of
Burgeon would not remediate Barfield‟s personal crisis.
The occurrences of what Maslow defines as peak experiences, however, are always
potent catalysts in an individual‟s progress toward self-actualization. These episodes usually
involve a sense of well-being, an affirmation of the value of existence, and a sense of purpose,
unity, and integration; they also leave the individual changed for the better. A full reconciliation
of Burden and Burgeon would seem to require such a dynamic event, and the turning point of the
book, one of Burgeon‟s dreams, could easily be categorized as a peak experience. In this dream,
Burgeon finds himself and Burden on trial, not for a crime but for temperament and motives.
Burden is found to be overly materialistic and centered on security. He is sentenced to live with a
family, creating stories for the children and enjoying the arts and literature, devoted now to selfactualizing needs instead of deficiency needs. Burgeon is criticized for being lofty in mind and
inconstant in will; he is sentenced merely to continue in his legal profession. This reconciling
and purpose-giving peak experience drastically changes the relationship between Burden and
Burgeon.
After this dramatic judgment, both characters are able to understand one another and
collaborate constructively in their partnership. This beneficial relationship is not simply a
resolution of Barfield‟s personality; both characters remain unique, and Barfield, as is his wont,
continues to describe himself by both of them. The key to understanding this resolution is the
awareness that these two characters, while focused on fulfilling diverse needs, represent a single
man. As the pair‟s judge in the dream says, “Our task is to consider what is needed by the whole
man in order to make him truly whole” (136). The pair‟s newfound harmony, then, results from a
correct balance and prioritizing of needs that will enable Barfield‟s full self-actualization.
Burgeon becomes more than a sleeping partner and is able to self-actualize while accepting the
necessity of the constraints of the office, willingly contributing his services to assist Burden. On
the other hand, Burden no longer attempts to smother Burgeon‟s growth needs or bend them to

his own use. Burgeon is able to maximize his ability when his pursuit of higher needs is
reconciled to the deficiency needs of Burden; when the two partners are in balance, they can
achieve wholeness and fully self-actualize.
The tension of needs seen in these characters can helpfully be attributed to Barfield
himself as author. His identification with Burgeon shows his creative and moral interest that he,
no doubt, felt was being stifled by the demands of his occupation. However, this legal work was
necessary to meet his basic needs of survival and security, even though he evidently resented
those needs‟ impositions upon his imaginative life. Barfield‟s detestation of what he called a
“colorless” world of industry and business can be seen in poems such as “Bad Day,” written
during the same period in his life (qtd. in Tennyson xix). Like Burgeon, Barfield found that the
more he sought self-actualization, the more his creative and moral energies were consumed in
meeting deficiency needs. One can imagine this conflict causing Barfield to reach a point of
crisis similar to that related in the book. Perhaps he found his resolution, as Burgeon found his
“salvation,” in the self-actualizing act of writing This Ever Diverse Pair (Burgeon 19). This
cathartic self-examination, or perhaps some other peak experience, would have enabled him to
assess his attitudes and desires and to achieve a balance of needs allowing him to self-actualize
while continuing to work, as he would for nine years following the publication of This Ever
Diverse Pair, until Burden finally retired and Barfield was able to resume writing as a full-time
pursuit.
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"Flesh knows what Spirit knows":
Mystical Substitution in Charles Williams' Vision of Co-Inherence
Susan Wendling
Philadelphia, PA
Abstract
This paper follows prior presentations on Charles Williams done in 2006 at the
C.S. Lewis and Friends Colloquium. It focuses on the spiritual implications for
Williams's "doctrine of substituted love" and his understanding of "the way of exchange."
After detailing the principles of the Order formed by Williams in 1939, the three levels of
"the household of faith" seen in Williams' poem, "The Founding of the Company," are
discussed. The implications of incarnational theology for Williams' "theology of
romantic love" and the "Way of Exchange" are seen in the great "fusion" of "flesh
knowing what spirit knows" and Williams' belief that "it is in our bodies that the secrets
exist." Three types of Christian actions involved in the practice of substituted love are
detailed: forgiveness, sacrifice and the bearing of burdens. The paper concludes with an
investigation into exactly what Williams meant by the practice of "compact prayer"
whereby one person actually undertakes to carry another person's burden of fear, sorrow
or even physical pain. Literary examples are cited, and both the spiritual and practical
prerequisites for undertaking such compact prayer are delineated.
Introduction
Two years ago I presented two papers on Charles Williams. The first, "Charles
Williams: Prophet of Glory," focused on his life as an editor at the Oxford University
Press, his participation in the Inklings from 1939 to 1945, when the OUP was moved to
Oxford, and finally, the profound influence he had on his friends. Several, including
Dorothy L. Sayers, felt the spiritual import of what he had to say was in fact "prophetic."
My second paper, "Charles Williams: Priest of the Co-inherence," unpacked the basic
ideas found in C.W.'s writings, whether his thriller novels, his Arthurian poetry, his
poetic dramas, and his theological works. These ideas--of Substitution and Exchange, of
the Way of Affirmation and the Way of Negation, of Williams' Theology of Romantic
Love, all seen as interlocking in what he called "The Co-inherence"--cannot be spelled
out here in such detail. You are undoubtedly already familiar with these terms. In this
presentation I will focus more explicitly on the spiritual implications of his "doctrine of
substituted love." After explaining what Williams meant by "substituted love" and the
"way of exchange," I would like to explore how this impacts particularly on our
understanding of bearing one another's burdens in prayer.
Co-Inherence, Substitution and Exchange
In 1939, the year that Williams came up to Oxford, his biographer tells us that
"Charles began to agree to his friends' pressure to form an Order concerned with his ideas
of co-inherence, substitution and exchange--a step he had refused for three years." (1) He
wrote out a set of principles by which "The Companions of the Co-inherence" were to
order their lives. These principles put forth creedal Christianity and emphasize that those

"members" who are "in union with" Christ and His Mystical Body must likewise live
lives of "substitution" and "exchange." This of necessity involves "bearing each other's
burdens," acknowledging that the foundation for this is "the Divine Substitution of
Messias . . . " (2)
Three Levels of Co-Inherence
Venturing deeper into this vision of "Co-inherence," let me share the progression
of the three levels Williams describes in his poem, "The Founding of the Company," in
his Arthurian cycle of poetry, The Region of the Summer Stars. Again, the new Company
grows "as a token of love" and lives "only by conceded recollection, having no decision,
no vote or admission." So, "at the first station, were those who lived by frankness of
honorable exchange, labour in the kingdom, devotion in the Church, the need each had of
other." Perhaps, since this is the most rudimentary level of existence and involves mere
necessary living, working, exchanging money and doing chores, yes, even in the church,
we may think of this level as being a "blah" life of rationalized reality. Be that as it may,
later in this poem Williams tells us that "The Company's second mode bore farther the
labour and fruition; it exchanged the proper self and wherever need was drew breath daily
in another's place, according to the grace of the Spirit 'dying each other's life, living each
other's death'. Terrible and lovely is the general substitution of souls . . . none of the
Company--in marriage, in the priesthood, in friendship, in all love--forgot in their own
degree the decree of substitution." (3)
This level seems to progress to the level of death to the "proper self" so that, to
quote St. Paul, "I live; yet not I but Christ liveth in me." According to Williams, this
description of the Kingdom of God within a person is a "state of being." It is "intensely
dangerous and yet easily neglected." It involves repentance and it involves faith.
Williams points out that in John Chapter 8 Christ "demands from His disciples a
statement, not of their repentance or righteousness or belief in the I AM, which is what
the old prophets clamored for, but of their belief in himself . . . They say "Thou art the
Christ." We know what "the Christ" means. It is "The Annointed One." But at the
moment, there, it is a kind of incantation, the invocation of a ritual, antique and magical
title." (4) Williams proceeds to lay out exactly what has to be in store for those who
claim Jesus as "the Christ:"
The Divine Thing approves the salutation. It proceeds to define its destiny. It
declares it is to suffer greatly, to be rejected by all the centers of jurisdiction, to be
seized and put to death, and after three days it is to rise again from the dead. . . .
In all three gospels this definition of its immediate future is followed by a
definition of its further nature and future: "the Son of Man" is to be seen in the
"glory of his Father and with the holy angels," that is, in the swift and geometrical
glory seen by Isaiah and Ezekial, the fire of the wheels and the flash of the living
creatures, the terrible crystal and the prism of the covenant above, the pattern of
heaven declared in heaven. The formula of the knowledge of this pattern on earth
is disclosed: it is the loss of life for the saving of life, "for my sake and the
gospel's." It is the denial of the self and the lifting of the cross. (5)

To return to the third level of "the Household of Faith": Williams says that living
with this large vision of verse, holding the image of perichoresis, "of separateness
without separation," "the Company throve by love, by increase of peace, by the shyness
of saving and being saved in others--the Christ-taunting and Christ-planting maxim
which throughout Logres [spiritual Britain] the excellent absurdity held." (6) In other
words, at this third level are "those few slaves and lords, priests and mechanics, who are
aware that the human interchanges are images of the reciprocal love among the Persons
of the Trinity." (7)
Exchange and Sacrifice
I venture to guess that most of us here today have not meditated very deeply on
how our ordinary, everyday "exchanges," whether in the intimacy of our marriage beds or
in the commerce of public exchange of money and other transactions, are "images" of the
reciprocal exchange of love among the Persons of what Anglo-Catholics call the Holy
and Undivided Trinity! This Trinitarian mystical vision of Love-in-God IS "the web of
the Glory," and Williams consistently pronounced it throughout his entire life as Fact.
By now you are probably realizing just how important it is for us to understand
that just as Jesus Christ suffered IN THE BODY, died for the salvation of mankind IN
THE BODY, and provided the elements of His BODY and BLOOD for us to be united
with God both spiritually and physically, so we, too, must be willing to sacrifice our
BODIES and the time that our bodies occupy for Christ's glory and for the mystical
substitution of our physical energies and love for others from whom we derive our very
life as well, in the Co-inherence and "under the Mercy." Mary McDermott Shideler puts
it thus: "When God took flesh and dwelt among us, . . . He demonstrated to all men that
the physical body--His and ours--is indeed the body of our salvation: not spirit
dissociated from matter, not some alien substance, but the full humanity of man." (8)
Williams actually goes so far as to make a rather theologically profound and even
mysterious declaration when he states, "It is in our bodies that the secrets exist" (9) and
the startlingly true statement in The Region of the Summer Stars, "Flesh knows what
spirit knows, but spirit knows it knows." (10)
"Flesh knows what Spirit knows"
If indeed "flesh knows what spirit knows," then the usual dualities of "body/mind"
and "passion/intellect" are what Shideler calls "cognate functions, categories of one
identity." (11) She continues: ". . . adoration requires a whole person. Neither passion
alone nor intellect alone enables the whole person to participate fully in the complexity
and delight of the co-inherence . . . However, the feeling intellect . . . must have
enrichment from the experiences of others . . . " (12) Just as human romantic love leads
to physical union, so the feeling intellect requires the balance of mutual and passionate
exchange intellectually. Thus knowledge, as well as being, depends upon exchange. By
submitting one's personal experiences and ideas to the authority of others, as we are
endeavoring to do here, a person is united with others in a web of what Williams calls
"reciprocal derivation" or, more simply perhaps, mutuality. Beyond such intellectual
assent to this web of mutual exchange lies not only the feeling intellect but also the life of
faith. Shideler tells us that "hard thinking is necessary, and disciplined imagination, and
rigorous translation of thought and imagery into action, before the feeling intellect can

mature into the life of faith." (13) Williams is quite adamant on this, as he states in one
of his biographies:
The intellect working in a world in which the Incarnation has happened is not
obviously in the same position as the intellect working in a world in which the
Incarnation has not happened. But it has to learn to operate on the new
premises." [my emphasis] (14)
Shideler unpacks what she distinguishes as three different aspects of Coinherence. The first involves seeing the body as an "index" to love, with the flesh
supporting all acts of love. The second aspect involves the submitting of what C.W. and
the poet Wordsworth call "the feeling intellect" to the mutual exchanges of other people's
thoughts and feelings so that all can mature into the life of faith. For the remainder of
this presentation I want to look at the third implication of Co-inherence, that of the actual
practices that these "new premises" of Incarnational life involve. How do we learn to
practice the exchanges of co-inherent love?
The Practice of Substituted Love
Well, there are three types of Christian actions involved in the practice of
substituted love. They all involve spiritual choices leading to some sort of sacrifice, and
can even entail a deeply mystical transaction, in a sort of concrete "compact" between
two people. The three practices are 1) the bearing of burdens; 2) sacrifice; and 3)
forgiveness.
1) Forgiveness
Let me take these in reverse order, if I may, and begin with the necessity of
forgiveness. We all of us pray The Lord's Prayer, in which the mutuality of the principle
of forgiveness is spelled out explicitly: "Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those
who trespass against us." Early in the treatise "The Forgiveness of Sins," Williams
reminds us that at His Incarnation, He became "Forgiveness in flesh; he lived the life of
Forgiveness. This undoubted fact serves as a reminder that Forgiveness is an ACT and
not a set of words. It is a thing to be DONE." [my emphasis] (15) Later, he develops the
principle that the active and passive modes of forgiveness were not to be separated; that
they were identical. "To forgive and to be forgiven were one thing." (16) This is a point
I won't belabor as all Christians agree on the necessity of forgiveness in the Christian life.
2) Sacrifice
The second practice in the life of substituted love, that of sacrifice, goes deeper
into the mutuality present in the Co-inherence. Such practices of "mystical substitution"
are encountered in rare places in literature. Indeed, Williams himself writes that, among
other examples of substitution in the church, the blessed Saint Seraphim of Sarov laid on
a certain nun "the ascetic discipline of death, that she should die instead of her sick
brother Michael, whose work was not yet done." (17) Sheldon Vanauken mentions the
possibility of "mystical substitution" in his book A Severe Mercy. This true love story
tells how his beloved wife Davy contracts a liver disease and dies very young. In the
chapter "The Barrier Breached," he writes thus:

And Davy one night, having contemplated holiness, said she was restless and
would sleep in the guestroom. But she did not sleep: she prayed. All night, like
the saints, she wrestled in prayer. Some say that prayer, even prayer for what God
desires, releases power by the operation of a deep spiritual law; and to offer us
what one loves may release still more. However that may be, Davy that night
offered up her life. For me--that my soul might be fulfilled. . . Now, . . . she
humbly proposed holy exchange. It was between her and the Incarnate One. I
was not to know then. (18)
3) Bearing Burdens
So great a business of exchange and substitution fills the phrase "bear ye one
another's burden" with a much fuller meaning. And so I will wrap up this exploration of
co-inherence by sharing some of the practical details of this fuller meaning of bearing
burdens. The usual meaning, of course, is that of being sympathetic to another's concern
and perhaps even doing exterior acts of kindness and love. Williams says that Christians
are not members of a club but rather members of the church, which is not a club. By
virtue of our being joined as limbs, members of a living, "Mystical Body," we are to turn
our general sympathy into something of immediate and practical use by what he calls a
"compact of substitution." Let's listen closely to Williams's instruction:
Compacts can be made for the taking over of the suffering of troubles, and
worries, and distresses, as simply and as effectually as an assent is given to the
carrying of a parcel. A man can cease to worry about X because his friend has
agreed to be worried by X. No doubt this is only a part of casting all our burdens
upon the Lord; the point is that it may well be a part of it. . . . one may practice a
virtue on behalf of another more easily than for oneself. The mere attention of the
mind to such a life of substitution will itself provide instances and opportunities.
What is needed is precisely that attention. (19)
Williams continues. Besides attention, common sense is required. "There are as
many dangers in that life as in any . . .We have not to promise anything we obviously
cannot do. But perhaps there is very little that could not be done." [my emphasis] (20)
Williams says that the practice could be begun in small things--sleeplessness or anxiety
or slight pains. He also says that the practice could be best begun between friends and
lovers. He reminds us that what he is talking about here is ordinary, common life. He
says to begin "by practising faith where it is easiest is better than to try and practice it
where it is hardest. There is always somewhere where it can be done." (21) Another
characteristic of burden-bearing, although it is more an effect than a cause, is that it
encourages a state of mind which may perhaps be called "humility," but not so much as a
virtue as a mere fact. If our lives are so carried by others and so depend upon others, it
becomes impossible to think very highly of them. We then "love from within", or as
C.W. explains: "one has a sense of loving precisely from the great web in which the
object and we are both combined . . . Such faint feelings may assist us to consider still
more intensely the great co-inherence of all life." (22)

I have been quoting from the essay He Came Down From Heaven, where
Williams states the principles of bearing burdens. In perhaps his most successful novel,
Descent Into Hell, he illustrates a variety of ways in which burdens can be borne, the
results of this activity, and the results of refusing to bear others' burdens. Pauline, the
central character, fears meeting her doppelganger, a ghost image of her very self, and she
knows that when she finally meets it, she will go mad or die. Peter Stanhope, her
poet/playwright friend, suggests that she is burdened more by the fear of meeting it than
the actual encounter. He proposes to release Pauline from her fear by taking it upon
himself. Pauline gives her fear to Stanhope, and he tells her that when she is alone, she is
to remember that he is being afraid instead of her. This is not merely a mental exercise of
"mind over matter"; Pauline's fear continues to exist; she recognizes that it continues to
be fear and her own fear, only Stanhope has taken it over. In a piece of wonderfully
imaginative writing, Williams goes on in great detail to describe Stanhope, an Adept who
is far along the way of sanctity in the co-inherence of God, imagining Pauline in her fear:
. . . . Deliberately he opened himself to that fear, laying aside for awhile every
thought of why he was doing it . . . absorbing only the strangeness and the terror
of that separate spiritual identity . . . it was necessary first intensely to receive all
her spirit's conflict . . .The body of his flesh received her alien terror, his mind
carried the burden of her world . . . (23)
The technique, Williams explains (in He Came Down From Heaven) needs
practice and intelligence. Any such agreement has three points: (i) to know the burden;
(ii) to give up the burden; and (iii) to take up the burden. Williams assures us that it is in
the exchange of burdens that they become light. Further, he instructs that "the one who
gives has to remember that he has parted with his burden, that it is being carried by
another, and that his part is to believe that and be at peace . . .The one who takes has to
set himself--mind and emotion and sensation--to the burden, to know it, imagine it,
receive it--and sometimes not to be taken aback by the swiftness of the divine grace and
the lightness of the burden. (24)
Williams also has some warnings concerning this practice of bearing burdens. He
says that it is necessary to exercise a proper intelligence about what one contracts to
undertake. It is necessary (a) not to take burdens too recklessly; and (b) to consider
exactly how far any burden, accepted to the full, is likely to conflict with other duties.
Further, he does admit that it is difficult to carry out a burden in the physical world and
that "no such exchange is possible where any grudge--of pride, greed or jealousy--exists,
nor any hate; so far all sins must have been 'forgiven' between men . . . " (25)
One last and rather intriguing--perhaps even controversial thing: Williams really
believed that such acts of substitution and burden bearing are independent of time and
place. In the living web of acts that make up the Glory of God, in the infinite
contemporaneity of all things, Williams maintains that mystical acts of exchange are
possible beyond the usual categories of linear sequential time and space. In the last play
Williams wrote, The House of the Octopus, which takes place on a remote island in the
Pacific, a native girl has denied the Faith and been killed by the evil emissaries of P'o-l'u,
Williams's geographical name for Hell. A faithful servant of the Christian Church on that
island says: "She died, even if she lied; she is still a witness. Might not, sir, her first

baptismal vow have swallowed her fault, instead of her faith her vow? If God is outside
time, is it so certain that we know which moments of time count with Him and how?"[my
emphasis] (26) In the last novel he wrote, All Hallows Eve, the abused character, Betty,
the daughter of the evil black magician Simon the Clerk, is clearly protected from his evil
designs on her in some very concrete way from the waters of her Baptism: "And this
then was what that strange Rite called Baptism was--a state of being of which water was
the material identity, a life rippling and translucent with joy." (27)
Williams certainly laid out his belief in the practical efficacy of this Sacrament of
Baptism actually having concrete protective "power to save, to bear the burden of
oppressive evil, out of time and place but in God." However, I agree with Shideler that
we in fact know very little about bearing burdens and still less what could happen. Yet
C.S. Lewis has written, with regard to the doctrine of bearing burdens, that "this Williams
most seriously maintained, and I have reason to believe that he spoke from experimental
knowledge." (28) If Lewis believed that Charles Williams was speaking with utter truth,
should we not also believe and follow as Companions of the Christian Way?
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The Riddle of Gollum: Was Tolkien Inspired by Old Norse Gold, the Jewish Golem,
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Abstract
Tolkien's sources for Gollum were most likely the same as his sources for ents-his love of word origins (philology), literature (poetry and prose), and life (personal
experience). Gollum's precursor in Tolkien's writings was a creature named Glip, from a
poem written around 1928. Gollum got his name from the sound he made when he spoke,
"the horrible swallowing sound in his throat." The hypothesis of Douglas Anderson, who
annotated The Annotated Hobbit, is that Tolkien got the name Gollum from gull or goll,
the Old Norse word for gold. One inflected form would be gollum (gold, treasure,
something precious). Another hypothesis is that Tolkien got the name Gollum from the
Jewish Golem. The word golem occurs once in the Bible (Psalm 139:16) and is the origin
of the Golem in Jewish folklore. Gustav Meyrink's classic fantastic fiction masterpiece,
The Golem, had been published in English in 1928. The Gospel entered the story when
Tolkien revised The Hobbit in 1951; Gollum becomes a fallen hobbit in need of pity and
mercy.
Introduction
We each have our favorite characters in J.R.R. Tolkien's The Hobbit and The Lord
of the Rings. Many identify with Tolkien's heroes, such as Gandalf, Bilbo, Frodo, Sam,
Aragorn, or the shield-maiden Eowyn. You might be surprised at my own favorite
character, or at least the one I most identify with in my Christian walk. That character is
the villain, Gollum. I see Gollum as a fallen hobbit in need of pity and mercy. I see my
own need for God's mercy. I see Gollum in myself, as a sinner in need of God's grace.
I would like to speculate on Tolkien's sources for Gollum. As a start, it is likely
that Tolkien's conscious sources for Gollum were the same as his sources for ents.
Tolkien wrote that "...Ents are composed of philology, literature, and life."1 Tolkien
accordingly cites three sources -- his love of word origins or linguistics (philology),
literature (poetry and prose), and life (personal experience).
The Precursor to Gollum: Glip
The precursor to Gollum in Tolkien's writings was a creature named "Glip." Glip
is one of a series of poems called Tales and Songs of Bimble Bay.2 The poem is undated,
but was probably written around 1928. Keep in mind that Tolkien first wrote the
sentence, "In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit," late in 1929.3 Here is an excerpt
from Tolkien's poem:4
Under the cliffs of Bimble Bay
Is a little cave of stone
With wet walls of shining grey;
And on the floor a bone,
A white bone that is gnawed quite clean
With sharp white teeth.

But inside nobody can be seen -He lives far underneath,
Under the floor, down a long hole
Where the sea gurgles and sighs.
Glip is his name...
And Glip listens, and quietly slips
And lies in shadow by.
It is there that Glip steals his bones.
He is a slimy little thing
Sneaking and crawling under fishy stones,
And slinking home to sing
A gurgling sound in his damp hole;
But after the last light
There are darker and wickeder things that prowl
On Bimble rocks at night.
Many aspects of Gollum's persona, as seen in The Hobbit, are already established
in the character of Glip:
● Where he lives -- in "a little cave of stone," "far underneath, down a
long hole where the sea gurgles," "his damp hole"
● His invisibility -- "inside nobody can be seen." He "quietly slips and lies
in shadow by."
● What he looks like when seen -- "a slimy little thing sneaking and
crawling," "slinking"
● What he sounds like -- singing "a gurgling sound"
In the first edition of The Hobbit Tolkien wrote that he got the name "Gollum"
(1937) from this "gurgling sound." In Tolkien's words, "Gollum" describes "the horrible
swallowing noise in his throat", that Gollum makes when he speaks.5 Indeed, "That is
how he [Gollum] got his name, though he always called himself 'my precious'."
Old Norse Gold
The hypothesis of Douglas Anderson, who annotated The Annotated Hobbit, is
that Tolkien got the name "Gollum" from Old Norse "Gold."6 The Old Norse word gull
means "gold." In the oldest manuscripts it is spelled goll. One inflected form would be
gollum, "gold, treasure, something precious." It can also mean "ring," as is found in the
compound word fingr-gull, "finger-ring." These are points that may have occurred to
Tolkien.
Old Norse mythology was certainly one of Tolkien's many sources for the riddle
contest between Bilbo and Gollum. Word combats with deadly outcomes are common in
Old Norse literature.7 A riddle contest with Odin is prominent in The Saga of King
Heidrik the Wise.8 Old English literature is another source for the riddle contest. The
largest manuscript of Anglo-Saxon poetry, The Exeter Book, contains 95 riddles. Bilbo's
second riddle, "sun on the daisies," is a play on the word daisy, which was originally
"day's eye" (dæges éage) in Old English.9

Riddles are common in many literary traditions. Bilbo's third riddle, describing an
egg, is a condensation of a verse Tolkien credited to American nursery books.10 Bilbo's
fourth riddle, "no-legs", is a variation on the riddle of the Sphinx in Greek mythology:
What animal walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening?
The answer, as given by Oedipus, is man.11 Riddles are even found in the Bible,
involving Moses (Numbers 12:8), Samson (Judges 14), the psalmist (Psalm 49:1),
Solomon (Proverbs 1:6), and the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10:1, 2 Chronicles 9:1).
The Jewish Golem
An alternative hypothesis is that Tolkien got the name "Gollum" from the Jewish
"Golem." Golem comes from a Hebrew word that occurs once in the Old Testament
(Psalm 139:16): "Your eyes saw my unformed substance," the word root for substance
being the consonants GLM in the Hebrew.12 The Douay-Rheims Catholic Bible translates
the Hebrew word as "my imperfect being." Tolkien did have an interest in the Hebrew
language. He reported being "immersed in Hebrew," but in 1957, after The Hobbit and
The Lord of the Rings.13 Tolkien did translate the book of Jonah in The Jerusalem Bible
(published in 1966), but "Not from the Hebrew direct!"14
Was Tolkien aware of the Jewish legend of the Golem? The Golem was a creature
of clay constructed to represent a human being and endowed with life, but without a soul.
The legendary Golem protected the Jews in the Ghetto.15
Was Tolkien influenced by Gustav Meyrink's The Golem, a famous fictional
treatment of the Golem first published in English in 1928?16 The Golem, a masterpiece of
fantastic fiction, is a supernatural novel (probably more to Charles Williams' taste!).
Tolkien read little contemporary fiction, but he did read fantasy and science fiction.17
Tolkien did not refer to Gustav Meyrink or the Golem in his writings (to the best of my
knowledge); however, the Oxford Christian writers could be secretive about their
sources. Michael Ward's Planet Narnia is a case in point.18
Gollum and the Golem have quite a few similarities, besides names that sound the
same. They are both creatures of the earth. They are both imperfect beings. They both can
become invisible; invisibility was a property of the Golem in some stories. Their magical
power can be inactivated. Finally, both are "humanoid but of unknown species."19
The Christian Gospel
In considering Gollum, Tolkien's Christian faith must also be taken into account.
Tolkien was "a Christian (which can be deduced from my stories), and in fact a Roman
Catholic."20 Tolkien said of The Lord of the Rings, that it "is of course a fundamentally
religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision."21
In the original edition of The Hobbit (1937), Gollum is clearly not a hobbit: "I don't know
where he came from or what he was."22 Only when Tolkien came to write the sequel, The
Lord of the Rings, did he have the inspiration to make Gollum a hobbit.23
Tolkien extensively revised the Gollum narrative in the second (1951) edition of
The Hobbit, so as to emphasize the wretchedness of Gollum and the pity of Bilbo.24 In
The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien gave Gollum a back history. Gollum had been a hobbit.
He had killed his own brother to get the ring. Gollum was a fallen hobbit (an everyman,
or an "everyhobbit") in need of pity and mercy, just as we are all sinners in need of God's
pity and mercy (Psalm 51, Luke 18:13,38-39).

Pity and mercy become major themes of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. In
The Hobbit Bilbo has the chance to kill Gollum, but out of pity he is merciful toward
Gollum and spares him. "A pity mixed with horror" stays his hand. In The Lord of the
Rings Frodo follows Gandalf's advice, shows pity and mercy toward Gollum, and again
spares him. Frodo is enabled to complete his quest on Mount Doom, but only because he
repeatedly spared Gollum beforehand.
Other Sources for Tolkien's Inspiration
Three other possible sources for Tolkien's conception of Gollum are Mary
Shelley's Frankenstein, Richard Wagner's The Ring of The Niblung, and the Inklings (in
particular C.S. Lewis).
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus (1818) is recognized as
the first fully achieved science fiction novel.25 Literary scholarship is divided as to
whether Mary Shelley was aware of the Golem legend or not.26,27 Surprisingly there are
many echoes of Frankenstein in Tolkien's description of Gollum. Tolkien uses the same
words to describe Gollum, "miserable" and "wretched", that Mary Shelley uses again and
again to describe both Frankenstein and his monster. The monster begs Frankenstein to
have pity. As an aside, Saruman's creation of the Uruk-hai is eerily reminiscent of
Frankenstein's creation of his monster.
Richard Wagner's operatic ring cycle, The Ring of the Niblung, could also have
inspired Tolkien. Arthur Rackham's illustrated editions, which so influenced C.S. Lewis,
were published in 1910 and 1911.28,29 Gollum is akin to the dwarf Alberich. They both
are aquatic creatures that dwell underground. Both Gollum and Alberich are obsessed
with rings or objects of power that confer invisibility.
Other Inklings, in particular C.S. Lewis, certainly must have inspired Tolkien.
Tolkien acknowledged his "unpayable debt" to C.S. Lewis: ""The unpayable debt that I
owe to him was not 'influence' as it is ordinarily understood, but sheer encouragement.
He was for long my only audience. Only from him did I ever get the idea that my 'stuff'
could be more than a private hobby. But for his interest and unceasing eagerness for more
I should never have brought The L. of the R. to a conclusion..."30,31
Tolkien most certainly inspired C.S. Lewis, too. It is well known that the marshwiggle Puddle-glum, a major character in C.S. Lewis' The Silver Chair, was modeled on
Lewis' gardener at the Kilns, Fred W. Paxford.32 Lewis got the name Puddle-glum from
an old translation of Euripides' Hippolytus, which included the phrase "Stygian puddle
glum"; Lewis reproduced the phrase in his Oxford History of English Literature
volume.33,34 Donald E. Glover has noted that Puddle-glum was also modeled on
Gollum.35 The similarity in their names is obvious. Both are aquatic, lean, frog-like, and
cold-blooded. Of course, Puddle-glum is the hero of The Silver Chair, while Gollum is
the villain of The Lord of the Rings.
Conclusion
We have speculated on Tolkien's sources for the character Gollum. Tolkien's
conscious sources for Gollum were most likely the same as his sources for ents--his love
of word origins (philology), literature (poetry and prose), and life (personal experience).
Regarding the riddle of Gollum, it can be argued that three of Tolkien's primary sources
for Gollum were Old Norse gold, the Jewish Golem, and the Christian Gospel.
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―‗You Will Have No More Dreams; Have Children Instead:‘
Or, What‘s a Nice Egalitarian Girl Like You Doing in a Book Like This?‖
Jennifer L. Woodruff Tait, Asbury Theological Seminary
―Supposing one were a thing after all—a thing designed and invented for qualities
quite different than what one had decided to regard as one‘s true self? Supposing all those
people who, from the bachelor uncles down to Mark and Mother Dimble,
had infuriatingly found her sweet and fresh when she wanted them to find her also
interesting and important, had all along been simply right and perceived the sort
of thing she was? Suppose Maledil on this subject agreed with them and not with her?
For one moment she had a ridiculous and scorching vision of a world in which
God Himself would never understand, never take her at her full seriousness.
Then, at one particular corner of the gooseberry patch, the change came.‖
—C. S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength, 318
My name is Jennifer, and I‘m an egalitarian.
My parents brought me up to believe that no pursuit was closed to me by virtue of
gender, and that I should choose a profession based on whether it would fulfill me and help
others, not on whether it would tide me over until I found a husband. (I didn‘t find one until I
was 31, and I didn‘t promise to obey him.) My husband and I took each other‘s names and
believe in dividing chores on the basis of interest and aptitude and taking equal parts in childrearing. I postponed childbearing until after I finished my Ph.D., and now that I have a daughter,
I make sure to buy her gender-neutral toys, encourage her budding interest in trains, and remind
her frequently that she could be President if she wanted. (Since she holds British citizenship she
could also be Prime Minister if she wanted, but that‘s another story.) I believe in women‘s
ordination on both practical and theological grounds. I entered two professions—the ministry
and teaching religion—that have traditionally been largely the domain of males (and that would
both drive St. Paul nuts.) I wear my hair short, I wear pants to church, and my husband cooks.
(Really well, too.)
And I love That Hideous Strength.
Let me repeat that. From the moment I first read it as a college student, I have loved That
Hideous Strength. When I encountered it, I knew little about Lewis and nothing about the
mythologies from Charles Williams and J. R. R. Tolkien out of which he constructs much of his
symbolic resonance. I simply read it because it was the last volume of his space trilogy and I
liked the first two, and I was hooked.
I was hooked on a novel written by an Oxford don who was, at least theoretically, a
mostly lifelong bachelor; who frequently mentioned in his letters how much he disliked having
to make conversation with women; who defended the doctrine of male headship in Mere
Christianity (see also Letters, Vol. 2 392-397); and once wrote, in only a half-joking mode (and
in mock-Chaucerian English) to fellow fantasy author E. R. Eddison that he had discovered
Eddison‘s works through reading a research thesis by ―some poor silly wench that seeketh a
B.Litt. or a D.Phil. when God knows she had better bestowed her time making sport for some
goodman in his bed and bearing children for the establishment of this realm or else to be at her
beads in a religious house‖ (Lewis, Letters, Vol. 2 535, 11/16/1942; spelling modernized).
Furthermore, That Hideous Strength itself seems on first glance to be largely the story of a

woman who learns to save her marriage by abandoning her doctoral dissertation in order to obey
her husband and bear his children. Shades of I Timothy 2:15! (―But women will be saved through
childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety‖ [NIV].)
So why in the world do I like this book?
Well, I hope to explain why a nice egalitarian girl like me might like a book like this.
And, as a matter of fact, what Jane Studdock (who starts out, at least, as a nice egalitarian girl as
well) is doing in a book like this. But first, some words about what I am, and am not, trying to
do. I am not trying to defend Lewis across the board (even though I like him.) That is, I am not
going to try to argue that he didn’t believe in male headship (at least until he got married
himself!) or that he didn‘t claim difficulty in dealing with women as intellectual conversation
partners. I‘m also not claiming that That Hideous Strength is free from these influences. Lewis
explicitly wrote the novel as a fictional working-out of the ideas he expressed in The Abolition of
Man, and they were published almost simultaneously. One of those ideas—seen also in Mere
Christianity—is the idea that there are objective standards in the universe, not only of right and
wrong but of beauty and ugliness: ―the belief that certain attitudes are really true, and others
really false, to the kind of thing the universe is and the kinds of things we are‖ (Lewis, Abolition
of Man 29; see Jacobs 174-180). And from these objective standards come an objective
hierarchy, which is both implicitly and explicitly commanded in That Hideous Strength.
What I am going to argue is that one can interpret Lewis‘ argument in ways that don‘t
require doing violence either to the book or to feminist sensibilities. In a way, I‘m going to treat
Lewis the way he did Milton—where he maintains in A Preface to Paradise Lost that, though
Milton‘s other writings show him to be an Arian, Paradise Lost itself can be interpreted in a
completely orthodox manner (Lewis, Preface 81-91). So, whether or not Lewis himself could be
a sexist writer, I am going to defend the unpopular thesis that That Hideous Strength, while
deeply imbued with the idea that hierarchy is at the root of the universe, is not a sexist book.
Two Views of Lewis and Gender Hierarchy
Why is this an unpopular thesis? Well, there are two other positions it‘s easier to take
about Lewis‘ views on gender in general, and in That Hideous Strength in particular. Both of
them involve recognizing an inherent sexism in Lewis‘s defense of gender hierarchy. One
perspective celebrates that defense as part of a general conservative program against all the
modern tendencies Lewis‘s works deplore— progressive education detached from reference to
tradition and objective value, the irresponsible use of science as the answer to human problems,
the democratic approach to public life which builds on the principle ―I‘m as good as you,‖ and
the general abandonment of Christian orthodoxy and the Tao.
A strong version of this thesis was recently argued by Adam Barkman in the Christian
Scholar’s Review colloquium issue on ―C. S. Lewis and Gender.‖1 In Barkman‘s view, Lewis
supports the position that men and women are both intellectually and spiritually unequal.
(Barkman considers this to be the Biblical position as well). Citing an essay Lewis wrote for the
World Council of Churches, where Lewis indicated that women‘s emancipation was having the
negative effect of a ―lowering of metaphysical energy,‖ which is the ―proper glory of the
masculine mind,‖ Barkman argues, ―The implication seems to be clear. Men, not wholly
because of education, but by their very essence, are more suited for metaphysical, theological,
and theoretical tasks than women, whereas women are more suited for practical and concrete
ones. This, of course, need not entail value in terms of cognitive faculties, but given Lewis‘
earlier comments about the value of each sex, my suspicion is that Lewis implied this‖ (432-33).

Barkman also thinks Lewis contends that, when women are put in charge—i.e. the female Head
of Experiment House in The Silver Chair—other modern problems naturally follow, such as ―the
lack of training in retributive justice, children not learning about Adam and Eve and the Bible,
and girls not learning to curtsey‖ (430; also a problem that afflicts Jane Studdock).
Furthermore, he views That Hideous Strength as an explicit working out of I Timothy 2:15
(429).2
On the other side of the argument from Barkman are those who also recognize in Lewis a
defender of gender hierarchy and, for that reason, write him off. This writing-off can occur on
different levels. The mildest level is what I call ―Yes, Lewis was a sexist, but he grew out of it.‖
This position is taken, for example, by Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen in an essay in the same
colloquium as Barkman‘s. She argues that Lewis‘s writings from the 1940s and 1950s, including
That Hideous Strength as well as Mere Christianity (1952) and his 1948 essay against women‘s
ordination,3 display a commitment to ―an essentialist and hierarchical reading of gender that was
rooted as much in pagan mythology as it was in a Biblical anthropology‖ (396). Van Leeuwen
attributes this, not only to Lewis‘s intellectual training as a scholar of the classics and medieval
literature, but to a combination of personal factors—including the early loss of his mother, the
all-male atmosphere of his schooling and of life as an Oxford don, and his complicated
relationship with Janie King Moore. But she argues that his marriage to an intelligent and
egalitarian woman caused him to move towards a more non-hierarchical view, seen in his later
works—Till We Have Faces (1956), The Discarded Image (1964), and A Grief Observed (1961).
So, on this view, it is only the early Lewis which needs to be written off (including That Hideous
Strength.)
A stronger dismissal comes from A. N. Wilson (whose famous biography‘s warts-and-all
approach was widely decried by many Lewis fans who thought Wilson spent too much time on
the warts).4 Wilson argues, among other attempts to correct sanctified/sanitized myths of Lewis,
that he was not ―saved by Joy‖ from sexism and that she was neither as intellectual, nor as good
for his writing, as many Lewis fans claim. Instead, in Wilson‘s narrative she remains to the end
a pushy and obnoxious New York divorcée whom Lewis, after a lifetime of complaining about
having to talk to his friends‘ wives, repeatedly foisted conversationally on those same unwilling
friends. While he admits that Lewis‘ love for Joy changed him psychologically, Wilson
describes the chilling effect she must have had on Lewis‘ conversations with the Inklings: ―She
knew nothing of medieval literature, was ‗no high-brow,‘ and in disputation seemed quite unable
to distinguish between vigor and rudeness, strength of expression and obscenity or profanity‖
(273).
Wilson also points out, and rightly so, that our conventional image of Lewis as a
confirmed bachelor startled into romantic life by Joy is erroneous. From the time he was in his
early twenties (1921), he had been on close terms with Janie King Moore. She was the mother of
his friend Paddy, who died in World War I, and was 26 years his senior. There was only a brief
period between her death in 1951 and the beginning of his friendship with Joy. He was also a
faithful and involved letter-writer for many years to a number of intelligent women, including
Dorothy L. Sayers, Daphne Harwood, Ruth Pitter, his student Mary Neylan, and Sister Penelope
(Wilson 275; the second and third volumes of the Collected Letters bear out this assertion
throughout).
When Lewis wrote both That Hideous Strength and the talks which became Mere
Christianity he and Mrs. Moore had been living together for over twenty years. Whether or not
they had a sexual relationship, it is an undeniable fact, from the evidence both of his letters and

the small portion of his diary which we have extant (published some years ago as All My Road
Before Me), that they spent a great deal of time in conversation about the practical running of the
household and that he did an immense amount of housework—even as he was writing in That
Hideous Strength that the men and women at St. Anne‘s do the housework on separate days
because otherwise they would quarrel (That Hideous Strength 167).
While I agree that Lewis‘ personal relationships, especially with Mrs. Moore and Joy,
cast long shadows over his writing, I want to reject both of these approaches (see on this point
Glyer 482). I freely admit Lewis was a defender of traditional hierarchies, including those of
gender. And I also admit that he puts some obnoxious comments into the mouths of characters
in That Hideous Strength. But I neither want to agree with him on all aspects of his gender
theory, nor write him off as a sexist dinosaur. I want instead to look more closely at what Jane
Studdock‘s conversion to Christianity actually entails in That Hideous Strength, what part
obedience and hierarchy play in that conversion, and see what we all can learn from Lewis‘ ideas
about obedience and humility—even self-avowed professing egalitarians.
The Complicated Nature of Obedience
When we first meet Jane, she has been married for six months and is bitterly reciting the
phrase out of the Book of Common Prayer marriage ceremony that says, ―Matrimony was
ordained, thirdly, for the for the mutual society, help, and comfort that the one ought to have of
the other‖ (That Hideous Strength 13). But neither she nor Mark have been getting much
mutual society, help, and comfort out of each other—Jane because Mark is busy trying to climb
the academic ladder of power as a sociology fellow at Bracton College, and Mark because Jane‘s
great desire to maintain her own independence within marriage has made her defensive and
unwilling to give fully of herself. This is seen most clearly in the scene (44-46) where Mark
comes home to find Jane sobbing and frightened from her visions. Mark senses in her at that
moment humility and a lack of defensiveness that he finds appealing, and regrets that he sees in
her less and less often. But in the morning Jane‘s fear of being ―what she most detested—the
fluttering, tearful ‗little woman‘ of sentimental fiction running for comfort to male arms‖ (46)
makes her angry that she has let her vulnerability show, and she retreats (and, to give her her
due, Mark is not trying to meet her halfway.)
Jane and Mark‘s conversions are both deeply entwined with the healing of their marriage.
In fact, their conversions are partially predicated on correcting their views of marriage and
gender relations (though this is more obvious in Jane‘s case than Mark‘s; see Sammons 103).
Clearly, gender relations and gender differences are, for Lewis, one important key to the proper
order of the universe (see Kreeft 173-179, Meilaender 155-156). We have already seen this at
the end of Perelandra, where Ransom senses, when he meets the Oyérsu of Malacandra and
Perelandra, that one is masculine and the other is feminine, though they are not male and female
in any human sense (Lewis, Perelandra 199). But That Hideous Strength goes beyond
Perelandra with a portrayal of God as ultimately masculine, overpowering a universe which is
ultimately feminine in its act of submission.
This formed part of Lewis‘s disagreement with Eddison, whom Lewis believed conceived
of God in feminine terms. He thus accused him of being a ―very stinking heretic in philosophy,
as if forsooth because the First Fair [God] produceth an infinite beauty and hath self-sufficiency
it must needs be feminine, when it is a thing openly manifest to all but disards and very
goosecaps that femininity is to itself an imperfection, being placed by the Pythagoreans in the
sinister column with matter and mortality‖—which he further proved by the example that men

want to withdraw into the society of other men, whereas women would rather spend time with
men than with other women (Letters, Vol. 2 543; 12/29/1942). He has Ransom say as much
when he explains to Jane, after she encounters the pagan Venus in the lodge, that the only proper
gendered response to God‘s demand on her soul is to be either a vowed virgin or a ―Christian
wife:‖
There is no escape. If it were a virginal rejection of the male, he would allow it. Such
souls can bypass the male and go on to meet something far more masculine, higher up, to
which they must make a yet deeper surrender. But your trouble has been what old poets
call Daungier. We call it Pride. You are offended by the masculine itself: the loud,
irruptive, possessive thing –the gold lion, the bearded bull—which breaks through hedges
and scatters the little kingdom of your primness….The male you could have escaped, for
it exists only on the biological level. But the masculine none of us can escape. What is
above and beyond all things is so masculine that we are all feminine in relation to it. You
had better agree with your adversary quickly (That Hideous Strength 316).
Lewis emphasizes repeatedly the need for Jane to learn obedience both to Mark and to
God—and Jane is repeatedly and explicitly told that these obediences are related. Lewis
criticizes here the overwhelming modern desire for equality as the prime right of autonomous
individuals, which he attacks at more length in the essay ―Membership‖ (published in 1945,
shortly before That Hideous Strength): ―I do not believe that God created an egalitarian world. I
believe the authority of parent over child, husband over wife, learned over simple to have been as
much a part of the original plan as the authority of man over beast. I believe that if we had not
fallen…patriarchal monarchy would be the sole lawful form of government‖ (―Membership‖ 19).
Since we have fallen, Lewis says, those higher up in the hierarchy must be prevented from
abusing their power by the ―legal fiction‖ of equality. But in the spiritual realm, ―equality is a
quantitative term and therefore love often knows nothing of it. Authority exercised with
humility and obedience accepted with delight are the very lines along which our spirits move‖
(21).
When Jane argues to Ransom at their first meeting that she thinks love means ―equality
and companionship,‖ Ransom replies, in language explicitly echoing ―Membership,‖ ―We must
all be guarded by equal rights from one another‘s greed, because we are fallen. Just as we must
all wear clothes for the same reason. But the naked body should always be there underneath the
clothes, ripening for the day when we shall need them no longer. Equality is not the deepest
thing, you know.‖ Jane makes the thoroughly modern point that people are equal in their souls,
but Ransom says, ―That is the last place where they are equal. Equality before the law, equality
of incomes—that is very well. Equality guards life—it does not make it. It is medicine, not food
[a direct quote from ―Membership‖]. You might as well try to warm yourself with a blue-book‖
(That Hideous Strength 148).5
Furthermore, Ransom explicitly rejects equality in marriage, saying ―Courtship knows
nothing of it; neither does fruition. What has free companionship to do with that?‖ He blames
Jane‘s progressive modern education for never having taught her that ―obedience—humility—is
an erotic necessity‖(148)—just as, the narrator makes clear, it has never taught Mark the proper
responses he should be making to Jane as well as to the N.I.C.E. When Jane admits she is no
longer in love with Mark, Ransom advises her that ―you do not fail in obedience through lack of
love, but have lost love because you never attempted obedience‖ (147). As Jane journeys home
from this meeting on the train she begins to think both (for the first time) of how she has
wronged Mark, as well as how she can picture placing herself in obedience to Ransom and

therefore ultimately to Mark: ―Her beauty belonged to the Director. It belonged to him so
completely that he could even decide not to keep it for himself but to order that it be given to
another, by an act of obedience lower, and therefore higher, more unconditional and therefore
more delighting, than if he had tried to keep it for himself‖ (153).
Yet all along, there are a number of complicating factors to this commanded obedience.
The first is the short but significant comment Ransom makes regarding the mice who eat up his
crumbs from the floor at the end of his conversation with Jane: ―You see that obedience and rule
are more like a dance than a drill—specially between man and woman where the rules are always
changing‖ (149). As Gilbert Meilaender has commented in his study of Lewis as an ethicist, this
sentence in itself does not cancel out all of Lewis‘ statements in favor of hierarchical marriage,
but it certainly adds a degree of ambiguity to what that hierarchy means (Meilaender 151, 158).
The second factor is the rules of Ransom‘s own household at St. Anne‘s, which Jane
herself seizes on as being quite ―democratic‖ in practice (That Hideous Strength 168); no
servants, alternating days of housework and garden-work for women and men, and all the
inhabitants—including Ivy Maggs, Jane‘s former housekeeper—interacting with each other on
an equal basis of friendship and accountability. For all her theoretical commitment to equality,
Jane finds actually being placed on an equal footing with Ivy disconcerting, and attempts to put
Ivy ―in her place‖ several times before Mother Dimble corrects her, commenting ―you were
never goose enough to think yourself spiritually superior to Ivy‖ (168). Even then, Jane still
finds the comparison insulting between Mark‘s situation at the N. I. C. E., which she feels as a
horror but one ―that carries a certain grandeur and mystery,‖ and Ivy‘s husband‘s imprisonment
for petty theft (183).
One small clue to the philosophical basis for Ransom‘s household is the remark made
early in the story by Curry (one of the ―Progressive Element‖ at Bracton) that Arthur Denniston,
once Mark‘s chief competitor for his sociology fellowship, now seems ―to have gone off the rails
since then with all his Distributivism and what not‖ (19). Distributivism was a social and
economic program advanced in the early 20th century by G K Chesterton and other Catholic
writers, arguing that property should be decentralized into small, self-sufficient units, not
concentrated in the hands of either the government or large corporations. This certainly seems to
describe St. Anne‘s, held up as a small and local foil to the institutional, conglomerate N.I.C.E.
(see Lobdell 117-121). It also implies that Arthur—unlike Mark—is putting his sociological
training to proper use, helping facilitate the St. Anne‘s community, rather than propping up an
illegitimate institution with lies and generalizations (see Jacobs 170). The third factor is the
Dennistons‘ marriage itself, which exemplifies a kind of courtly egalitarianism—seen
particularly in their conversation when they picnic with Jane before she comes to St. Anne‘s
(That Hideous Strength 113-117)—and is also held up as a model of a properly fruitful marriage
relationship (both in the ―mutual help, society, and comfort‖ which the Dennistons obviously
have of each other, and the implication that Camilla is pregnant with their child).
And the final complicating factor (see Meilaender 152-153, 158) is that Mark also learns
obedience and humility by what he suffers—principally, a proper humility towards Jane. His
converted attitude to Jane takes the form, not of realizing that Jane ought to submit to him, but
realizing all the ways in which she is his spiritual and emotional superior—a fact to which he
learns his proper response should be a courtly deference, rather than a peevish selfishness. Even
as he is being sucked further into the Inner Ring at Belbury, he realizes that Jane represents
something antithetical to its power: ―Her mere presence would have made the laughter of the
Inner Ring sound metallic, unreal…Jane in the middle of Belbury would turn the whole of

Belbury into a vast vulgarity, flashy and yet furtive‖ (171). He begins to move towards
conversion after his arrest for Hingest‘s murder chiefly by considering the sort of reality which
Jane, as well as his sister Myrtle and old friends such as Denniston, represented to him: they
were ―the four biggest invasions of his life by something from beyond the dry and choking
places‖ (247). He suddenly sees how he had meant to manipulate Jane into becoming a great
hostess who would enable his rise to power, rather than letting her flourish as her own person
and in her own way, with ―deep wells and knee-deep meadows of happiness, rivers of freshness,
gardens of leisure‖ within her which ―he could not have entered but could have spoiled‖ (247).
After Mark‘s conversion, while traveling from Belbury to St. Anne‘s, he continues to
realize how badly he has both objectified Jane for his own pleasure and tried to possess her for
his own motives. He decides—in perhaps the most unselfish thought he has had about her so
far—that he must ―give her her freedom.‖ And, he realizes anew that he lacks something which
she possesses, and that furthermore, he cannot possess or command her: ―When she first crossed
the dry and dusty world which his mind inhabited she had been like a spring shower: in opening
himself to it he had not been mistaken. He had gone wrong only in assuming that marriage, by
itself, gave him either power or title to appropriate that freshness. As he now saw, one might as
well have thought one could buy a sunset by buying the field from which one had seen it‖ (360).
The narrator comments that the ―same laboratory outlook upon love which had
forestalled in Jane the humility of a wife, had equally forestalled in him, during what passed for
courtship, the humility of a lover. Or if there had ever arisen in him at some wiser moment the
sense of ‗Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear,‘ he had put it away‖ (380). As he arrives at
St. Anne‘s this last defense crumbles, and he realizes how much the ―lout and clown and clodhopper in him‖ has taken advantage of Jane‘s vulnerability, trampling on her personality, using
rather than enjoying her, and behaving as if he was ―native to that fenced garden [of her
personality] and its rightful possessor.‖ He feels ashamed to present himself at St. Anne‘s before
her ―friends and equals‖ (381), and it is in this humble mood that he is ushered into the lodge by
Venus to await his wife. (If this is male headship, please sign Edwin up.)
The Sin of Autonomy
Furthermore, despite the fact that Jane‘s salvation is partially predicated on her being
willing to enter into the obedience—and children—which her marriage demands, her deepest sin
is not simply having the audacity to finish her doctoral dissertation. It is true, as numerous letters
attest, that Lewis generally thought female scholars at Oxford inferior to male ones—despite his
lengthy, intelligent, and courteous correspondence with former pupil Mary Neylan, whom he
obviously respected, and gently encouraged towards her conversion. But in fairness to Lewis, he
intensely disliked research degrees in general, and thought it was a consummation devoutly to be
wished that no one should finish their dissertations. (This is part, though not all, of what lurks
behind his comment to Eddison; see also Letters, Vol. 3 1235.) He makes his views on Jane
explicit in a letter to his friends Daphne and Cecil Harwood, who had accused Lewis of just this
prejudice: ―Re: Jane, she wasn‘t meant to illustrate the problem of the married woman and her
own career in general: rather the problem of everyone who follows an imagined vocation at the
expense of a real one. Perhaps I should have emphasized more the fact that her thesis on Donne
was all derivative bilge. If I‘d been tackling the problem which Cecil thinks I had in mind, of
course I‘d have taken a woman capable of making a real contribution to literature‖ (Letters, Vol. 2
669-70; 9/11/1945).6

Jane‘s desire to finish her dissertation is not really predicated on contributing to
scholarship, which would be the sign that she had a vocation in this direction, but on having
something to do which will enable her to feel independent. Throughout That Hideous Strength it
is her independence, her desire to not to be interfered with, which comes in for the most
criticism, and in the face of which her submission is commanded. This is seen early on in her
struggle against her true vocation, which for most of the book is to be a seer and visionary.
When Grace Ironwood explains the nature and importance of Jane‘s dreams to her, her first
response is, ―I want to lead an ordinary life. I want to do my own work. It‘s unbearable! Why
should I be selected for this horrible thing?‖ (66). She resists any idea of joining the company at
St. Anne‘s for this reason, thinking as she leaves, ―She would not get ‗mixed up in it,‘ would not
be drawn in. One had to live one‘s own life,‖ at which point the narrator adds, ―To avoid
entanglements and interferences had long been one of her first principles. Even when she
discovered that she was going to marry Mark if he asked her, the thought, ‗But I must still keep
up my own life,‘ had arisen at once and had never for more than a few minutes at a stretch been
absent from her mind‖ (72).
It turns out that this ―fear of being invaded and entangled‖ is ―the deepest ground of her
determination not to have a child‖ (73). Having a child will also become her rightful vocation.
In fact, her avoidance of that vocation up to this point has meant that, according to Merlin, a
―child by whom the enemies should have been put out of Logres for a thousand years,‖ possibly
a future Pendragon, will not be born (278; see Sammons 65). In effect, in opening herself to the
possibility of children, she is being commanded to live out the ―triumphant vindication of the
body,‖ not simply study it intellectually. Just like seeing visions, having children is an act that is
deeply engaged, communal, and invasive. As ethicist Amy Laura Hall once wrote, ―[Children]
make interminable demands on our reserves of unconditional love and test our ability simply to
remain present‖ (Hall 31).
Jane‘s desire not to be entangled also affects her attitude towards men, whom she
suspects as always out to trap her into such entanglements and then dispose of her. She even
thinks this about poor Arthur Denniston, probably the least sexist character in the novel, when he
comments that Ransom (known as Mr. Fisher-King at this point) would make her get Mark‘s
permission to join with the company at St. Anne‘s: ―For a moment she looked on Mr. Denniston
with real dislike. She saw him, and Mark, and the Fisher-King man…simply as Men—
complacent, patriarchal figures making arrangements for women as if women were children or
bartering them like cattle…She was very angry‖ (117).
Her journey towards becoming entangled begins when—partially because of her
infatuation with him—she allows Ransom to command her, placing herself in obedience to him
as a stand-in for obedience to Maledil before she journeys with Dimble and Denniston to meet
Merlin. Yet the non-coercive nature of this command is also emphasized: ―She had long ceased
to feel any resentment at the Director‘s tendency, as it were, to dispose of her—to give her, at
one time and in one sense, to Mark, and in another to Maledil—never, in any sense, to keep her
for himself‖ (233). By learning love and obedience together in relation to Ransom, she is able to
apply the lesson first to Maledil, and finally to Mark, as she comes to realize that her
defensiveness in general—and against men in particular—has caused her to misunderstand the
nature of reality ―all the way up.‖ As she ponders her experience with the pagan Venus and
Ransom‘s words about cosmic gender differences, she realizes that she had been conceiving of
the spiritual world in

the negative sense—as some neutral, or democratic vacuum where differences
disappeared…Now the suspicion dawned on her that there might be differences and
contrasts all the way up, richer, sharper, even fiercer, at every rung of the ascent. How if
this invasion of her own being in marriage from which she had recoiled, often in the very
teeth of instinct, were not, as she had supposed, merely a relic of animal life or
patriarchal barbarism, but rather the lowest, the first, and the easiest form of some
shocking contact with reality which would have to be repeated—but in ever larger and
more disturbing modes—on the highest levels of all? (315).
(―Triumphant vindication of the body,‖ indeed.)
At first Jane resents this connection of the love she owes Mark to the love she owes God,
thinking that ―‗Religion‘ ought to mean a realm in which her haunting female fear of being
treated as a thing, an object of barter and desire and possession, would be set permanently at rest
and what she called her ‗true self‘ would soar upwards and expand‖ (318). Yet her conversion
comes as she understands that God desires to possess her and entangle her fully and yet, in that
very possession, to set her free. She realizes that she is both ―a person (not the person she had
thought), yet also a thing, a made thing, made to please Another and in Him to please all others,
a thing being made at this very moment, without its choice, in a shape she had never dreamed of.
And the making went on amidst a kind of splendor or sorrow or both, whereof she could not tell
whether it was in the moulding hands or in the kneaded clay‖ (319).
What she is given is not a possessive God who barters her like a camel, but a God who
gives her the opportunity to embrace both her true vocations—as visionary and as wife and
mother—and who restores to her a chastened husband who now wishes to enjoy, not control, her.
Some have commented (see Jacobs 258) that unlike Mark, Jane is asked to give up her career in
order to exercise her vocation, but that ignores the fact that at the end of the book, Mark‘s career
is also in shambles (despite Curry‘s ambitions to re-found Bracton). We don‘t know what his
vocation will turn out to be; perhaps he will put his sociological training in service to the
community at St. Anne‘s, as Denniston has done.
Lewis and Conversion
What Lewis pictures in Jane‘s submission is, in the end, a model, not just for female
Christians, but for all Christians. Mark has learned the same lesson, from a different angle, in his
own journey. In a sense, we are all Jane at the crucial moment; we all have to learn that only in
humility will we find freedom, that only in Maledil‘s will can we find perfect peace, and that it is
impossible as members of the Christian community to call ourselves our own. (Which is
Biblical). Ironic, in the end, that the sexist Oxford don described the conversion of the
egalitarian feminist scholar in almost the same words and images as he described his own:
I had always wanted, above all things, not to be interfered with. I had wanted — mad
wish — to call my soul my own. I had been far more anxious to avoid suffering than to
achieve delight. …You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after
night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady,
unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I
greatly feared had at last come upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and
admitted that God was God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most dejected
and reluctant convert in all England. I did not see then what is now the most shining and
obvious thing: the Divine humility will accept a convert even on such terms. The
Prodigal Son at least walked on his own feet. But who can duly adore that Love which

will open the high gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, resentful, and
darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape? The words compelle intrare,
compel them to come in, have been so abused by wicked men that we shudder at them;
but, properly understood, they plumb the depth of the Divine mercy. The hardness of God
is kinder than the softness of men, and His compulsion is our liberation (Surprised by Joy
228-229; see also Letters Vol. 2 180).
1

Less extreme versions of Barkman‘s thesis are put forth by Sammons and Kreeft. Sammons concludes that Jane
―has to learn that true freedom is found in subjection to her husband and to the will of God‖ (103; see also 56).
Kreeft equates the two subjections more fully, noting that once Jane finally understands that ―gender goes all the
way down to positive and negative electrical charges, and all the way up into the angels, and perhaps even the
Trinity‖ she ―is converted, accepting God as her spiritual husband‖ (177).
2

See one of Lewis‘s later (4/7/1944) letters to Eddison: ―We and your Honor in the like fashion do together so hate
the androgynous and petrol-nourished monsters of this Age‖ that there was no sense in pursuing the issues where
they disagreed spiritually until ―that said monster be put down‖ (Lewis, Letters, Vol. 2 612).
3

The essay on women‘s ordination is now known by the unfortunate title ―Priestesses in the Church,‖ although that
title was actually given to it by Walter Hooper, instead of Lewis‘s originally more innocuous ―Notes on the Way‖
(see Jacobs 254).
4

See also Henthorne, as well as Holbrook‘s Freudian study arguing that the Narnia tales exemplify Lewis‘
misogyny and sado-masochism and thus are violent and harmful to children. For more evenhanded treatments of
sexism in Lewis see Myers (especially 457) as well as Jacobs 252-262.
5

For a dissenting opinion on the value of equality to Lewis, see Deschene, who argues that while finding monarchy
and hierarchy satisfying on the level of myth and literary archetype, Lewis thought them unworkable on the practical
level, and believed that hierarchy would always resolve itself into domination and totalitarianism because of the
Fall. Thus Deschene claims him as a democrat and egalitarian in practice if not in theory.
6

In an unpublished paper delivered to the New York C. S. Lewis Society, John Granger comments that Lewis
thought the metaphysical poets were over-studied in general, and that Jane‘s choice of Donne for a thesis topic
marks her out from the beginning as a dilettante, not a serious scholar. Alan Jacobs points out, however, that the
fact Jane is a student of seventeenth-century literature, while her husband is a social scientist, may have something
to do with why each of them chooses the sides they do (178).
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David Elginbrod As a Prototype of the Wingfold Trilogy
in Connection with Coleridge and Joan Drake Case and
Its Influence upon Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes Stories
Miho Yamaguchi

In my former study, I showed how MacDonald takes up Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner and the case of a certain Joan Drake (d.1625) in the Wingfold trilogy (Thomas Wingfold,
Curate; Paul Faber, Surgeon; and There and Back) to illuminate the meaning of trials,
repentance, salvation, and love. In the present discussion, I argue that the poem and the Joan
Drake case are also taken up in his earlier work, David Elginbrod, making it a prototype of the
trilogy. I also examine MacDonald’s belief that God is always in each person’s life, constantly
loving him or her, and that He has already forgiven each one before they come to repent. This
belief is further analyzed in connection with MacDonald’s unique theology of the Atonement. I
will also refer to the influence of David Elginbrod on Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the
Baskervilles.

Summary of David Elginbrod
Firstly I will summarize David Elginbrod. The story consists of two parts; the first part develops
in Scotland, and the second in Surrey and in London. In the first part, the protagonist, Hugh
Sutherland, a university student and a tutor of a laird’s boy, becomes friends with a cottar, David
Elginbrod, and his family. Hugh teaches David and his daughter Margaret mathematics,
literature and so on, and he comes to respect them because they have deep insight into God’s
truth and live up to their belief. Their influence on Hugh is like a seed which eventually
germinates.
In the second part, Hugh becomes a tutor at a huge manor house in Surrey, where Mr. Arnold
lives with his son, Harry, his niece, Miss Euphrasia Cameron, and servants. Hugh takes good
care of Harry and becomes like a big brother to him, but then he gets infatuated with Euphrasia,
and eventually neglects Harry. Hugh also neglects writing to David, sometimes totally forgetting
about him and Margaret, and then David dies without Hugh’s knowledge.
Sometime later, Margaret moves into the house, but she hides from Hugh, and secretly
watches him with unconditional love. When Margaret learns that Hugh is in love with
Euphrasia, Margaret loves her too just because Hugh loves her, and she takes good care of her.

The manor is said to be haunted with the ghost of Lady Euphrasia, who is Miss Euphrasia
Cameron’s ancestor. Funkelstein, who later turns out to be Euphrasia’s former lover, becomes a
frequent visitor at the manor, and he performs psychic experiments of making a plate move to
indicate words. The episode appears to reflect the budding vogue of hypnotic or psychic
experiments. The plate writes ―David Elginbrod‖ (David Elginbrod, hereafter DE, 219), and
then Hugh sees only the face of Margaret flashed up in the dark room (DE 220).
Mr. Arnold has the ring that was drawn in Lady Euphrasia’s portrait, and he lends it to Hugh.
Then the ring gets stolen along with Hugh’s own ring, making Mr. Arnold suspicious that Hugh
is the thief. It is disclosed later that the thief was Funkelstein. He hypnotized Euphrasia
Cameron to walk in her sleep and take Mr. Arnold’s ring. However, as for Hugh’s ring, it
appears that Euphrasia subconsciously refused to steal it, and that Funkelstein seems to have
taken it himself.
Hugh gets dismissed and starts tutoring in London. He tries to find Funkelstein in order to defy
him and free Euphrasia from his influence, and also to get back Mr. Arnold’s ring. In London,
Hugh meets a detective, Robert Falconer. Listening to Hugh’s story, Falconer clears up many
mysteries by deduction. Euphrasia also moves to London. Learning it, Funkelstein tries to lure
out Euphrasia by some sort of supernatural power. Euphrasia resists the attraction with the help
of Margaret who had come to serve her. Then Euphrasia, in her dream, sees Funkelstein and his
residence, which enables Hugh and Falconer to locate him and catch him, and also to get back
the ring. Though Euphrasia eventually succeeds in her defiance of Funkelstein, she becomes
very exhausted, and she dies after being bedridden for some time. The story ends with the
engagement of Hugh and Margaret.

God is with Us Always and So is the Deceased
MacDonald’s belief about how we can be connected with the deceased is suggested through
Falconer’s words concerning supernatural phenomena. Admitting that ―perhaps a hundred
years‖ later some supernatural phenomena may prove to be real, he asserts that ―it is altogether
different from giving ourselves up to the pursuit of such things‖ (DE 434). As for the
experiments with the moving plate, in which the name of David Elginbrod was spelled out,
Falconer thinks that such a respectable man as David cannot be ―laughing with the devil and his
angels‖ and writing ―a copy at the order of‖ Funkelstein (DE 360). MacDonald seems to think
that psychic experiments are not the way to communicate with the dead. Regarding an
alternative way, MacDonald gives an answer in Paul Faber, Surgeon. In answer to his niece
who asks if he comes to see her if he dies first, Polwarth says:

"[S]uch visions do not appear when people are looking for them. You must not go
staring into the dark trying to see me. Do your work, pray your prayers, and be sure
I love you: if I am to come, I will come. . . . [I]t may be with no sight and no sound,
yet a knowledge of presence; or I may be watching you, helping you perhaps and
you never know it until I come to fetch you at the last,--if I may.‖ (Paul Faber 378)

Polwarth’s words suggest that a beloved one might be watching us with or without sight, and
also with or without our knowledge. This belief seems to be illustrated in David Elginbrod, in
which Hugh is watched over by Margaret, without even knowing that she lives in the same
house. For a time, Hugh completely forgets her, and sometime later he feels her spirit close, and
then he catches the glimpses of her as if seeing a ghost.
When Hugh catches a glimpse of Margaret’s face during the plate experiment, he thinks that it is
a ghost created by his imagination, but he feels that ―Margaret’s face, come whence it might, was
a living reproof to him1; for he was losing his life in passion [for Euphrasia]‖ (DE 227). When
Hugh sees the figures of Euphrasia and Margaret at night, he takes them to be ghosts. But when
he finally gets to meet Margaret, he thinks, ―Ghost or none, she brought no fear with her, only
awe‖ (DE 424). This episode appears to mean that the deceased and beloved ones are close to
you, regardless of their physical presence, and also regardless of our knowledge of their
presence. Further, this episode illustrates MacDonald’s belief that God is with us even when we
cannot feel Him close, and that even when we fear that we are not forgiven, God loves us. This
belief is also suggested in David’s prayer: ―An' as thou hauds the stars burnin' a' the nicht, whan
there's no man to see, so haud thou the licht burnin' in our souls, whan we see neither thee nor it,
but are buried in the grave o' sleep an' forgetfu'ness‖ (DE 20).
MacDonald’s above idea agrees with his interpretations of Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner and also the Joan Drake case. MacDonald thinks that a person like the Mariner or
Drake is never deserted by God, no matter how they feel about themselves or God.

The Coleridge Connection
In the early part of the novel, David and Margaret interpret Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner. They think that the awful Living-Death is not the endless punishment but the chance
offered to the mariner to ―rue‖ (DE 22) and repent. Their interpretation agrees with character
Barbara’s reading in There and Back (see Yamaguchi’s George MacDonald’s Challenging
Theology of the Atonement, Suffering, and Death, chapter II-ii-b). Also, Barbara’s interpretation
of the Living-Death, or ―the Nightmare Life-in-Death‖ (There and Back 126), seems to
correspond to the expression ―two lives, waking and sleeping‖ that the narrator in David
Elginbrod uses in the following episode.
Towards the end of David Elginbrod, Euphrasia gets free from the influence of Funkelstein, and
the narrator says that Euphrasia ―would no more lead two lives, the waking and the sleeping‖
(DE 418). The spiritual state of ―two lives‖ appears to be explained in the conversation between
Euphrasia and Margaret, who agree that it was not Euphrasia’s true self that was acting
according to Funkelstein’s will (DE 419). Their idea seems to reflect MacDonald’s belief that;
when you sin, ―[y]ou acted out of the mere surface of your nature‖ ―for the deepest in us is God‖
(George MacDonald in the Pulpit, hereafter GMP, 120); ―You are not made bad‖ ―for God made
us‖; ―The lines of our being are laid [. . .] in His heart‖; ―There is no freedom but in living out of
the deeps of our nature—not out of the surface‖ (GMP 120). So, Euphrasia became free when
she started to act out of her true nature.

Concerning how to act out of one’s nature or to awake from two lives, the narrator in David
Elginbrod goes on to say that a person can awake fully when the ―Ideal‖ becomes the ―Real‖ in
the ―individual life‖ (DE 419). By ―The Ideal‖ becoming ―the Real,‖ MacDonald may mean that
Christ, the Ideal of God, becoming alive in man. In other words, it means that a person who had
only knowledge about Christ coming to share God’s will. Wingfold’s words in Thomas
Wingfold, Curate appear to refer to such a man whose ―Ideal‖ became ―Real‖:

[W]hat unspeakable bliss of heart [ . . . ] and sense remains for him who [ . . . ] lives
no more from his own self, but is inspired and informed and possessed with the same
faith towards the Father in which Jesus lived and wrought the will of the Father!
(Thomas Wingfold 499)

Reflecting the above idea of ―the Ideal‖ becoming ―the Real‖ or God’s will becoming one’s
will, the story shows that Hugh learns ―the everlasting realities of God‖ (DE 452) through David.
God becomes alive in Hugh as well as David becomes alive in Hugh.

The Joan Drake Connection
MacDonald takes up Joan Drake case in David Elginbrod as he does in the Wingfold trilogy.
The following is a brief summary of Joan Drake case. Joan Drake lived in seventeenth century
Surrey, England. She suffered from depression and was obsessed with the idea that she had
committed the ―unpardonable sinne against the holy Ghost‖ (Hart 41), and that she was a
reprobate to whom salvation was totally denied. She thought that it was ―fruitlesse and in vaine
for her to heare the word, read, pray and the like [ . . . ]‖ (Hart 41-42). Joan Drake’s feelings
fluctuated; she was repeatedly falling into depression and getting well again. She shut herself
indoors, quaked with fear, and was bedridden from time to time. People tried to comfort her but
the situation did not change. However, shortly before her death, she finally received faith and
peace from heaven, testifying that God had revealed His Son to her at last.
Drake case appears to be reflected in the episodes of Euphrasia Cameron, Harry, and Lady
Emily. Similar to Drake, Euphrasia and Harry dwell in a manor in Surrey. Harry suffers
fluctuation of feelings because of hypochondria. As for Euphrasia, she suffers mentally and
physically under the influence of Funkelstein as referred to earlier, and just like Drake case, her
moods fluctuate; she ―would confine herself to her room for hours‖ in ―seasons of the deepest
dejection‖ (DE 345). Similar to Drake, Euphrasia says that she cannot even make herself listen
to the Bible that Margaret offers to read to her.2 Margaret reassures Euphrasia that even though
she fails, she can have another chance, and that she must keep on trying. Concerning the
fluctuation of feelings, Margaret tells Euphrasia not to measure God’s mind by her own.
In the same way as Drake, Lady Emily feels that she has no right to trust in God because she
does not feel any faith in him. Margaret replies to Lady Emily as she does to Euphrasia: ―That is
to make God as changeable as we are‖ (DE 233). Then she prays for Emily, putting herself in
her shoes: ―I do not love thee. I love nobody. I am not even sorry for it. Thou seest how much I

need thee to come close to me, to put thy arm round me, to say to me, my child. . . .‖ (DE 233).
This prayer is the answer for people like Drake who insists--just as Emily does--that nothing can
help her because ―shee was quite destitute of all naturall affection unto Husband, Father, Mother,
Children, and every bodyelse, having in briefe no love either to God or man . . .‖ (Hart 24).
Euphrasia’s end seems similar to Drake’s, which is described as the following. [O]n her death
bed of sickness, she suddenly gave out a cry of ―uncouth language (in shew a rapture of another
world)‖ (Hart 139) and said that the Angels were there for her and that her friends’ prayers for
her were fruitful (Hart 140-41). Afterwards she explained that God heard her prayer and that He
―revealed Christ unto [her]‖ (Hart 146).
While Drake said she was saved when she saw the vision of Christ revealed to her, the narrator
in David Elginbrod says that ―the one central cure for evil, spiritual and material‖ is ―the truth of
the Son of Man, the vision of the perfect Friend and Helper, with the revelation of the promised
liberty of obedience‖ (DE 409). As for Euphrasia, she realizes that it is God that she needs, and
then she tries to correspond with David Elginbrod, wishing that he would save her ―[f]rom no
God‖ (DE 303-04). At that time, David is already dead, so Margaret tries to show her how
David loved and trusted God. Eventually, Margaret’s description of David’s faith becomes that
of her own. Through Margaret, Euphrasia sees David’s heart, and through David, she meets the
heart of God. Then Euphrasia fights against the luring power of Funkelstein, and finally she
says, ―It is over, Margaret, all over at last. . . . God has helped me‖ (DE 418). Just like Drake,
Euphrasia gets very exhausted and becomes bedridden. She cannot recover physically, but she
dies peacefully as a free woman.
Euphrasia is peaceful in her death bed because God is with her. God’s togetherness in suffering
and death is hinted in the early part of the story, where David anticipates trials for Margaret, and
recalls the Bible passage which asserts that a sparrow never falls without God. David thinks that
―the sparrow must fall‖; and that ―sorrow and suffering must come to Margaret, ere she could be
fashioned into the perfection of a child of the kingdom‖ (DE 93). The passage about the sparrow
is not just about Margaret, but also about Euphrasia and David. God helps Euphrasia through
trials, and when she dies, she has already started living in God’s heart. Indeed, a sparrow falls
with God. As for David, although the novel does not elaborate on how David dies, the readers
are reassured that David keeps on living, becoming even more alive in God and in the hearts of
Margaret, Hugh, and eventually, Euphrasia.

God Alive in Man and the Meaning of Love
In the early part of the story, David talks about his deceased father who truly loved God, and
prays that God may abide in us and we in Him. Then he feels that the spirit of his father
―walk[s] beside him‖ (DE 53). The story develops to show that as David’s father lives in David,
David himself, after passing away, keeps on living in others.
Hugh notices that the seed of David is growing in him when he improvises a story of two seeds
for Harry. The story implies that to grow is to become what God intends one to be, and Hugh
feels ―as if he were listening to David, instead of talking himself‖ (DE 123). Christ lives in

David, and likewise, David lives in Hugh. This episode corresponds with Polwarth’s words in
Thomas Wingfold, that Christianity is ―God in Christ, and Christ in man‖ (Thomas Wingfold 78).
The novel further implies that to live in another being and also to let another being live in you
is the meaning of love, and that it is totally different from patronizing the person. In the episode
about Margaret’s love for flowers, the narrator says: ―Perhaps she would not have had many
thoughts about the flowers. Rather she would have thought the very flowers themselves; would
have been at home with them, in a delighted oneness with their life and expression‖ (DE 131).
The narrator goes on to say that she ―would not have petted or patronised nature by saying pretty
things about her children. Their life would have entered into her, and she would have hardly
known it from her own‖ (DE 131). Life entering into another life is also hinted at in Harry’s
thoughts about the story of the two seeds: ―[N]ow I feel just as if I were a seed . . . waiting – oh,
so thirsty! – for some kind drop to find me out, and give me itself to drink‖ (DE 121). This
passage conjures the image of Christ who gives Himself to enter into a person and grow. Christ
is the ―Ideal‖ and the ―Reality‖ of God, and when God gave Christ to us, God gave Himself to
us, and His purpose is to live and grow in oneness with each person; this is the Atonement that
MacDonald believes.
Since God’s love is to give Himself to us, His purpose is altogether different from patronizing us.
This idea is explained further in the later part of the story. Margaret tells Euphrasia that the
reason God cares about having Euphrasia do His will is ―not for the sake of being obeyed‖ ―but
for the sake of serving you and making you blessed with his blessedness. He does not think
about himself, but about you" (DE 409). This belief appears to be illustrated in the negative
example of Funkelstein and Euphrasia’s relationship. Falconer analyzes Funkelstein’s influence
over Euphrasia and says that Funkelstein’s will became Euphrasia’s law. He continues:

―I cannot avoid just touching upon a higher analogy. The kingdom of heaven is not
come, even when God's will is our law: it is come when God's will is our will. While
God's will is our law, we are but a kind of noble slaves; when his will is our will, we
are free children.‖ (DE 374)

God alive in a person, and the person’s sharing God’s will as his own—this is MacDonald’s
belief of God’s intention and the meaning of the Atonement, or in MacDonald’s words ―at-onement‖ (Unspoken Sermons 536).

God’s Forgiveness
MacDonald’s theology of God’s forgiveness is also embodied in the novel. In the later part of
the story, Hugh feels bitterly sorry for forsaking David, and he wishes he could go to David like
the prodigal son and say, ―Father, I have sinned against heaven[,] and [before] thee‖ (Luke 15:18
in DE 453). Then Hugh ―knew David forgave him, whether he confessed or not; and that, if he
were alive, David would seek his confession only as the casting away of the separation from his
heart, as the banishment of the worldly spirit, and as the natural sign by which he might know

that Hugh was one with him yet‖ (DE 453). This passage seems to suggest that God makes no
condition in loving men, and that when a man repents, he realizes that he has already been
forgiven. To paraphrase MacDonald’s belief in my words: Repentance is not a ticket to be
God’s adopted child; repentance takes away the barrier that the man has made between God and
himself; for God’s part, there has been no barrier from the beginning. This idea underlines
MacDonald’s belief suggested in his Wingfold trilogy and What’s Mine’s Mine that it is man that
needs to be reconciled; Christ’s purpose was to reconcile men to God, not God to men; eternal
life is oneness with God, and that we are to be saved from our sins, not from punishment (see
Yamaguchi’s George MacDonald’s Challenging Theology of the Atonement, Suffering, and
Death). Polwarth’s prayer in Thomas Wingfold also suggests that faith is not a condition which
God attaches to salvation; and that God ensures that everyone will eventually repent and be
united with Him:

―Ah Lord! we know thou leavest us not, only in our weakness we would comfort our
hearts with the music of the words of faith. Thou canst not do other than care for us,
Lord Christ, for whether we be glad or sorry, slow of heart or full of faith, all the
same are we the children of thy Father. He sent us here, and never asked us if we
would; therefore thou must be with us, and give us repentance and humility and love
and faith, that we may indeed be the children of thy Father who is in heaven. Amen.‖
(Thomas Wingfold 463)

David Elginbrod’’s Influence on Conan Doyle (1859-1930)
Lastly, I will discuss the influence of David Elginbrod’ (1863) on Conan Doyle’s Sherlock
Holmes stories, especially The Hound of the Baskervilles (hereafter Baskervilles) (1902).
Similar to Holmes and Watson, Falconer sends Hugh to keep watch over the victim, and to report
to him constantly. As Holmes often asks Watson and his clients to lay everything before him,
Falconer tells Hugh to ―be as diffuse as [Hugh] please[s]‖ so that he should ―understand the thing
the better‖ (DE 357).
In both Elginbrod and Baskervilles, a scary legend haunts a manor to underline the mystery. In
Elginbrod, a legend of a ghost of Lady Euphrasia haunts the house of Arnstead, and in
Baskervilles, that of a spectral dog haunts the manor. In both houses, there is a portrait of the
family’s ancestor which resembles to a certain character in the story. In Baskervilles, Holmes
reveals how the portrait of Hugo Baskerville resembles Stapleton, by covering up the hat and the
ringlets of hair in the portrait. Holmes says, ―My eyes have been trained to examine faces and
not their trimmings‖ (Baskervilles 377). In Elginbrod, Euphrasia Camelon shows Hugh a
portrait of her ancestor, Euphrasia Halkar. Cameron very much resembles this portrait, though
she has dark eyes and dark hair, while Halkar is fair. The narrator goes: ―Had Hugh possessed a
yet keener perception of resemblance, he would have‖ seen the resemblance, but ―the mere
difference of complexion was sufficient to throw him out, -- insignificant difference as that is,
beside the correspondence of features and their relations‖ (DE 146-47).

In both stories, the criminal’s influence over a woman/women is analyzed. In Baskervilles,
Stapleton controls his wife. His power is limited in doing so, however, and he cannot make her
help him with a murder plot. Holmes says in his retrospection, ―There can be no doubt that
Stapleton exercised an influence over her which may have been love or may have been fear, or
very possibly both, since they are by no means incompatible emotions. . .‖ (Baskervilles 404).
Holmes continues, ―At his command she consented to pass as his sister, though he found the
limits of his power over her when he endeavoured to make her the direct accessory to murder. .
.‖ (Baskervilles 404). There is another woman who is under the control of Stapleton: Mrs. Laura
Lyons. Toward the end of the story, each woman’s soul breaks free from Stapleton because they
realize that he does not love them at all, and then they cooperate with Holmes. Similarly, in
Elginbrod, Funkelstein ―exercise[s] an unlawful influence over Euphra[sia]‖ (DE 374). She
obeys him because she loves him (or she thinks she loves him) at first, and later, because she
fears him. It turns out that Funkelstein’s control over her is not a perfect one, for, though he
succeeds in making her steal the ring that belongs to her family, he fails in making her steal
another ring that belongs to Hugh. Eventually, Euphrasia becomes determined to defy
Funkelstein, and finally breaks free from his control, and she cooperates with Hugh and Falconer
to catch Funkelstein.
Moreover, both Stapleton and Funkelstein get furiously angry with jealousy when each sees his
woman getting close to another man, though it is convenient for him to make her bewitch the
man in order to carry out the crime. When Funkelstein finds Euphrasia and Hugh getting close
with each other, he gets intensely jealous and treats Euphrasia even more harshly, though he
pretends to be a gentleman in the eyes of others. Likewise, Stapleton gets madly jealous as
Holmes explains: ―Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of jealousy, and when he saw
the baronet paying court to the lady, even though it was part of his own plan, still he could not
help interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul which his selfcontained manner so cleverly concealed‖ (Baskerville 404).
Furthermore, Holmes as well as Hugh boards with an elderly lady who is blunt in her speech but
kind at heart, and who wills to take good care of the boarder. (Holmes boards with Mrs. Hudson,
and Hugh with Miss Talbot.)
Another similarity3 may be that both in David Elginbrod and in one of the Sherlock Holmes
stories, The Speckled Band, the crime scene is laid in a manor house in Surrey, England.
Thus I conclude that Doyle read MacDonald’s David Elginbrod, and reflected it in his writing of
the Sherlock Holmes stories, especially The Hound of the Baskervilles.

Conclusion
MacDonald shows his theology of love, trials, repentance, and the Atonement in David
Elginbrod. He takes up Joan Drake case and also The Rime of the Ancient Mariner to shed light
on the theological ideas, just as he does in his Wingfold trilogy. David Elginbrod implies that
God is with us always, however we believe -- or disbelieve -- in Him, and that repentance is not
a condition for God to forgive us, but that through repentance, we come to see that God has
already forgiven us. The implications that repentance breaks the barrier which people made

themselves, not God, accords with his belief shown in his Wingfold trilogy (as well as What’s
Mine’s Mine and his sermons) that Christ reconciled men to God, not God to men.
David Elginbrod also indicates that to love is to enter into another being, and that God gave
Himself to us to enter into us and to grow in oneness with us; this is the Atonement. God is alive
in men, and men can be alive only in God, and also, each man could live in the hearts of the
beloved. These beliefs form a basis for what MacDonald suggests in his Wingfold trilogy: God
provides that we all grow, and He will not stop working on us until we come to share His will,
which is the meaning of salvation; and therefore, we are to be saved from our sins, not from
punishment; and the eternal life is oneness with God.
The theological ideas in David Elginbrod and the Wingfold trilogy complement and correspond
with each other, and the perusal of them illuminates MacDonald’s unique theology of the
Atonement.
I also pointed out that David Elginbrod influenced Doyle’s writing of his Sherlock Holmes
stories.

Excursus (Edgar Allan Poe and David Elginbrod)
I also find some resemblance between Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49)’s first Dupin story, The
Murders in the Rue Morgue (hereafter Rue Morgue) (1841) and David Elginbrod. Firstly, both
stories present a mystery of a closed window or door. In Rue Morgue, Dupin examines a
window which seems to be nailed down, and he finds out that the nail is broken in the middle,
and that it is only a spring that holds the window closed (Rue Morgue 158-9). In Elginbrod,
Hugh sees Euphrasia pass through a locked door without unlocking it, and he believes her figure
to be a ghost. Later on, Falconer, having listened to Hugh’s story, tells him that the door ―may
have been set in another, larger by half the frame or so, and opening with a spring and concealed
hinges‖ (DE 378).
Secondly, in Rue Morgue, Dupin tries to lure out a suspect by putting an advertisement in a
paper (Rue Morgue 163). Likewise in Elginbrod, Falconer tells Hugh to make Euphrasia ―as
public as possible‖ and ―get as much into the papers as possible‖ (Elginbrod 379) in order to lure
out Funkelstein, though he withdrew the idea right away by saying, ―It was only an invention, to
deceive myself with the fancy that I was doing something‖ (Elginbrod 379). The passage
interrupts the flow of the story, and seems unnecessary. It gives me the impression that
MacDonald may have wanted to reflect Rue Morgue’s newspaper episode in David Elginbrod.

Notes

1 Hugh’s misunderstanding of Margaret’s reproof seems analogous to the wandering Jew’s
misconception about Jesus described in Thomas Wingfold. When the wandering Jew does not
recognize Jesus and takes Him to be Death, he says that he is not afraid of him because he

―fear[s] nothing in the universe but that which [he] love[s] the best,‖ adding that he ―spake of the
eyes of the Lord Jesus‖ (Thomas Wingfold 392). This appears to imply that when a man
misunderstands God, he feels that God is condemning him.
2 Concerning such avoidance of listening to the Words or some good advice, Thomas Hooker
suggests in his book on Joan Drake case that one must seize the opportunity of hearing advice
while one can so that one will not have to ―weep to consider the times they once had‖ (Hooker
77); and MacDonald seems to reflect this suggestion in Thomas Wingfold’s episode, in which
Leopold repeatedly misses meeting Wingfold when he comes to visit him, and then becomes
unable to meet Wingfold when he wants to see him (See George MacDonald’s Challenging
Theology of the Atonement, Suffering, and Death [III-ii-b footnote-2]). MacDonald may be
taking up Hooker’s suggestion also in David Elginbrod, where Hugh ―repeated his visit to
Falconer. He was not at home. He went again and again, but still failed in finding him,‖ and
later he says, "I ought to have taken the opportunity when I had it" (DE 357). This passage as
well as the episode in Thomas Wingfold appears somewhat abrupt, and seems to be inserted for
the sake of taking up Hooker’s suggestion.
3 Other Elginbrod episodes that may resemble Holmes stories are as follows.
While a criminal in one of the Holmes stories, The Dying Detective, plots to kill Holmes by
sending him a box in which ―a sharp spring‖ with deadly poison is set (The Dying Detective
1014-15), Funkelstein in David Elginbrod fights back Falconer, taking up ―the chimney-piece‖
whose tip is ―poisoned‖ (DE 434-5).
Hugh finds that Euphrasia ―was pale as death, and dark under the eyes; and had evidently been
weeping‖ (DE 273). However, she would not tell him the reason and it adds to the mystery.
Likewise in Baskervilles, seeing that Barrymore’s wife’s ―eyes were red‖ and her eyelids were
―swollen,‖ Watson feels sure that ―it was she . . . who wept in the night‖ (Baskervilles 300).
However, Barrymore and his wife deny it, and Watson wonders why her husband hides it and
why she wept ―so bitterly‖ (Baskervilles 300).
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