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The Case Against the Gods: 

C.S. Lewis’ Grief and Complaint 

 

“Would it not be better to be dead than to have this horrible fear that Aslan has 

come and is not like the Aslan we have believed in and longed for? It is as if the sun 

rose one day and were a black sun.” 

(C.S. Lewis, The Last Battle) 

 

I am old now and have not much to fear from the anger of gods. 

(C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces) 

 

I. 

Orual is an old woman, ugly and embittered. The gods have dealt harshly 

with her and, emboldened by age and the knowledge that little more can be 

done to hurt her, she makes her case against them. It is not clear, at first, 

what she hopes to achieve in doing so. After all, “there is no judge between 

gods and men, and the god of the mountain will not answer” her. Perhaps, 

then, it is sheer anger which speaks out of her, the outpouring of bitterest 

spleen. Or perhaps it is strategic: perhaps “a traveller from the Greeklands” 

will find her account and speak of what he has had read to his countrymen, 

“where there is great freedom of speech even about the gods themselves.” 

Perhaps. What is most clear is that she needs to speak. Her anger is too 

deep, too intense to be contained. 

 

And so she speaks, and her complaint forms much of what is almost 

certainly C.S. Lewis’ most accomplished work of fiction, the novel Till We 

Have Faces (1956), a complex retelling of the myth of Cupid and Psyche. The 

novel is his last (published in the same year as the last and arguably finest 
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Narnia novel, The Last Battle) and is certainly his most mature, both 

thematically and artistically. Where his earlier work was, at times, weighed 

down by the highly mannered idiom of that thoroughly Anglicised writer, 

Till We Have Faces has such a powerful and distinctive voice, one not in the 

least British or stuffy, quite far removed in fact from anything which at first 

resembles its creator. 

 

Yet much had happened in Lewis’ life by the time of writing this novel to 

make him have far more in common with Orual than we might initially 

think. And it was this development in him – this depth of character forged 

through hardship and loss – that made his voice, and the voice of Orual, so 

compelling to me the night I encountered Till We Have Faces for the first 

time. 

 

II. 

If it is possible to be old friends with a writer whom you have never met, 

C.S. Lewis, that bookish old man of twentieth-century literature, is a friend 

of mine. We have gone through all the stages of friendship: the first flush of 

excited acquaintance, the gradual development of greater knowledge, the 

fights, the fallings-out, then the point of acceptance, the realisation that, 

though dazzlingly imperfect, this is someone you love and will love for the 

long-haul. 

 

Like most, I first met Lewis through his Chronicles of Narnia. They were 

first read to me when I was too young to read them for myself, too young 

perhaps even to have them read to me – not for any inappropriateness in the 

content, rather the fact that their allegorical and thematic complexity was 

beyond me. But I sat on the bed with my older brother and sister and our 

father as he read them to us and I would occasionally tune in, mostly tune 

out, yet gradually came to know the names of Peter, Susan, Edmund and 
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Lucy as well as I knew Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, or the names of my 

own family. 

 

In the years straddling the beginning of high school, I became aware that 

Lewis had written other books besides the Narnia novels, yet I was aware, 

mostly from what my parents told me, that I was “too young” for them. The 

one my parents had on their shelf, called The Pilgrim’s Regress (1933), was the 

most baffling; I did not know what “regress” meant but knew that the name 

was startlingly similar to John Bunyan’s more famous novel which existed in 

various illustrated forms in our school library. The novel remains baffling 

now, although I remember enjoying it greatly when I was about seventeen 

years old. In particular, I recall being suitably and amusingly shocked by the 

statement early in the novel that John, the protagonist, “committed 

fornication…in the wood” with the “brown girl” who had “no clothes on”,1 

an event which went some way, at least, towards explaining why, at twelve 

years old, I had been “too young” for that novel. 

 

We grow through the things we read, as well as grow with them. Each time I 

re-read the Narnia books, I know I am not the same person who read them 

last, nor is my response to them the same. Little layers of meaning become 

clearer, or more obscure; details which I had never noticed before begin to 

pose immense interpretive obstacles (the uncomfortable resemblance, for 

instance, between the Calormenes and Muslims; the awkward gender roles; 

the apparent universalism of some passages in The Last Battle (1956); the 

presence of Bacchus and Silenus in Prince Caspian (1951)); other details, 

previously seeming irrelevant, become wondrously significant or comforting.  

 

Perhaps the most wonderful illustration, however, of how I have “grown up” 

with C.S. Lewis lies in the way that I have gradually discovered the full 

                                                
1 C.S. Lewis, The Pilgrim’s Regress, in Selected Books, London: HarperCollins, 1999, 



 4 

breadth of his work, with certain books grabbing hold of me in especially 

powerful ways at pertinent times in my life. Some have served their purpose 

and then dimmed in significance: The Pilgrim’s Regress, for instance, was 

especially powerful for me at seventeen but less so more than a decade later; 

The Four Loves (1960) and The Great Divorce (1945) compelled me greatly 

when I first read them, but do not remain especial favourites now. Some, 

however, remain with me. I will, for no apparent reason, re-read The 

Magician’s Nephew (1955) every couple of years (I have never called it “my 

favourite” of the Narnia books, yet it is always the one I most readily choose 

to revisit). And some, on first reading, assaulted me with such sheer force 

that I have not for a moment forgotten their power. Perelandra (1943) 

remains one of the most visceral reading experiences of my adult life so far; 

That Hideous Strength (1945) was one of Lewis’ weakest novels as a whole yet 

certainly one of his most memorable.  

 

Then there is Lewis’ own favourite, and my own too: Till We Have Faces, the 

embittered memories of an old woman, ugly and broken by life. Re-reading 

this masterpiece reminds me of the sheer skill of its composition, the 

complexity and originality of thought that had to go into producing 

something of that weight and scope. Yet I have to go back to a lonely and 

sleepless night around five years ago to understand quite why I love it as I 

do. 

 

It was my first year of teaching. I had recently bought all of Lewis’ Cosmic 

Trilogy and was two thirds of the way through it. Out of the Silent Planet 

(1938) had drawn me in and Perelandra had practically made me swoon with 

the wonder of it all. I was taking a break before embarking on the Odyssean 

voyage of That Hideous Strength. I was also sleepless and angry. 

 

Why was I sleepless? It’s hard to say or remember. I have never been a 

steady or accomplished sleeper at the best of times, and my first year of 
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teaching was certainly not the best of times. Among the other difficulties I 

was experiencing, I was struggling with quite intense loneliness. In a way, 

the reasons for this were clear enough: my life was lonely, in the sense that, 

when not at work, I was living often without much regular companionship. I 

was still single, when I had expected by then to be married (a serious 

relationship had ended unexpectedly only the year before) and many of my 

friends were either busy or in relationships or both. Life had not turned out 

the way that, in my first couple of years of adulthood, I had expected or 

hoped. Singleness was harder than I had thought; teaching was far, far 

harder. And so, having been talking that night with a friend who felt much 

the same way, I came home not consoled or appeased but silently angry. 

And when sleep did not come, that anger, barely buried, rose quickly to the 

surface and was soon directed at God. 

 

What possessed me that night to pick up my weighty hardback tome of C.S. 

Lewis’ Selected Books? Why, in the midst of reading the Cosmic Trilogy, did I 

decide to turn to the only other Lewis novel I had not yet read and about 

which I knew next to nothing? All I know is that, from the moment I located 

the novel in that massive volume of collected works and read its shockingly 

brash and forthright opening sentence, I was spellbound in a way that 

suggested I was experiencing, in an unexpected way, that very same flush of 

recognition that Lewis said typified all discoveries of friendship – the 

moment of startled acknowledgement of common ground, the moment of 

declaring, “What? You too? I thought I was the only one.”2 I was hearing, in 

Orual’s cracked voice the tell-tale signs that Lewis, like me, knew what it 

was to be angry at God. Somehow hearing these words gave voice to my own 

complaint, and appeased me. I was hooked, and quelled. I fell asleep. 

 

 

                                                
2 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, in Selected Books, p. 43. 



 6 

III. 

For readers not familiar with the myth of Cupid and Psyche upon which his 

novel is based, Lewis gives an account of that story in a note before the 

novel begins. The story deals with the daughters of a king and queen, the 

youngest of whom – Psyche – was “so beautiful that men worshipped her as 

a goddess and neglected the worship of Venus for her sake”. Enraged with 

jealousy, as the Greek gods so often were, Venus sends her son Cupid to 

punish Psyche in a variety of twisted and sadistic ways. Cupid, however, falls 

in love with Psyche himself and carries her off to live with him in a palace 

which he prepares for her. Lewis writes that “here he visited her by night 

and enjoyed her love; but he forbade her to see his face”.  

 

The myth itself winds on through a variety of complex and confusing details 

which Lewis faithfully relays for his readers, concluding with Psyche being 

made a goddess, reconciling with Venus and everyone living “happily ever 

after”.3 However, it seems to be the detail about Psyche’s inability to see 

Cupid’s face with which Lewis is most concerned, reflected in the title he 

has given to his novel. The title has itself entered into popular culture in a 

variety of ways, a symbol ultimately of the face-to-face recognition of God 

and man prefigured in 1 Corinthians 13: “For now we see only a reflection as 

in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall 

know fully, even as I am fully known.” This is an idea with which Lewis is 

seemingly concerned in many of his writings. Indeed, it is arguably reflected 

in his concept of the “Shadowlands”, of the day-to-day world being but a 

shadow of the greatness of the world to come. Yet in Till We Have Faces it is 

linked not only with sight and knowledge but also with our own identity. It 

is not only God’s face which for a time is obscured; it is we ourselves who 

are faceless until we meet Him. 

 

                                                
3 C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces, in Selected Books, p. 843-4. 
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Shifting the focus from Psyche herself, Lewis tells the story of her older 

sister (halving the number of Psyche’s sisters from the original myth). Orual 

is ugly compared to Psyche, and is clearly resentful of the love which Psyche 

receives. Yet Orual does not view her emotions in these terms; instead she 

sees Psyche as deranged, deluded, caught up in a fantasy romance which 

can only prove false. This is illustrated in a moment which must rank 

alongside Lewis’ finest for allegorical impact, when Orual finds Psyche after 

she has been taken by the god and tries to reason with her. Describing her 

experience on seeing the god of the wind appear to her as a man, Psyche 

tells Orual that she felt “ashamed”. Orual immediately assumes that Psyche’s 

shame is sexual, but her sister disavows her of this: “No, no, Maia. Ashamed 

of looking like a mortal; ashamed of being a mortal.”4 What seems to Orual 

to be folly is in fact a moment of faith for Psyche: she realises what Orual 

does not, that mortals must be transformed, must be given their true faces, 

in order to live alongside divinity. Orual, however, cannot see this; nor can 

she see the palace in which Psyche insists she is living, on the stairs of 

which she tells Orual she is at present standing. Orual responds to Psyche’s 

faith with terror and fury: 

 

I found myself screaming (I am sure I had not meant to scream), 

“Stop it! Stop it at once! There’s nothing there.” 

Her face flushed. For once, and for the moment only, she too was 

angry. “Well, feel it, feel it, if you can’t see,” she cried. “Touch it. 

Slap it. Beat your head against it. Here – ” She made to grab my 

hands. I wrenched them free. 

“Stop it, stop it, I tell you! There’s no such thing. You’re pretending. 

You’re trying to make yourself believe it.” But I was lying. How did I 

                                                
4 C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces, in Selected Books, p. 910. 
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know whether she really saw invisible things or spoke in madness? 

Either way, something hateful and strange had begun.5 

 

Orual, ashamed of her ugliness in the very same way that Psyche, though 

beautiful, is ashamed of her mortality, cannot see that what has happened to 

Psyche should be a source of joy not of anger or dread. Convinced that she 

has been mistreated by the gods, Orual cannot see the goodness that is right 

before her eyes. 

 

IV. 

Lewis, perhaps most of all the successful Christian writers of the recent 

past, has suffered great attacks upon his reputation and integrity. Some have 

taken the form of character assassination, as though trying to undermine his 

arguments by exposing his own hypocrisies, while others present him as 

thoroughly orthodox and therefore judgmental and Puritanical. Alan Jacobs 

tells an amusing story from one of Tolkien’s letters illustrating the sheer 

inaccuracy of the latter approach to Lewis, referring to a time when Lewis 

was described by a writer in the Daily Telegraph as “ascetic Mr. Lewis”. 

Tolkien’s response to this was: “‘Ascetic Mr. Lewis’ – !!! I ask you! He put 

away three pints in a very short session we had this morning, and said he 

was ‘going short for Lent.’”6 The story makes the point beautifully: much 

that is said about Lewis is based on the conclusions people jump to rather 

than the man himself. 

 

Not that the man needs to be a paragon of Christian perfection, for that 

matter. Lewis’ evident humility suggests strongly that much of the criticism 

designed to expose him as a fraud would have met either with a particularly 

jolly laugh from a man quite fond of laughter or with the fairly disarming 

                                                
5 Ibid., p. 914. 
6 Alan Jacobs, The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C.S. Lewis, New York: 
HarperCollins, 2006, p. 190. 
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acknowledgement that, yes, he wasn’t a particularly good person. This 

humility has itself been a frustration to some of Lewis’ critics, including 

Robert Bender whose paper presented to the Melbourne Atheist Society on 

Lewis’ The Problem of Pain makes this fascinating comment: 

 

One unfortunate habit Lewis shares with many apologists: he often 

admits he cannot understand segments of Christian doctrine, but 

humbly attributes this to his own defects, and will never admit the 

possibility that the doctrine is just nonsense, and in error.7 

 

Now, this comment is particularly telling on a number of levels, not the least 

of which being the assumption that, if an idea or doctrine cannot be fully 

grasped by the intelligent mind, it is almost certainly sheer nonsense. Even 

if Lewis proved to be wrong, I think I’d rather exchange his humble 

inaccuracy for the proud “correctness” of Bender’s remarks. Yet I quote 

these words here not so much to refute them as to demonstrate that even 

Lewis’ humility confounds some, though for Bender it is not so much the 

humility that is frustrating as much as Lewis’ apparent wilfulness in belief. 

Perhaps he is unaware that Lewis was actually far more wilful as an atheist 

than he ever was as a Christian, and that a large aspect of his journey to faith 

was the process of humbling that was necessary for him to become, 

famously, the “most dejected and reluctant convert in all England”.8 

 

And so Lewis emerges, beaten on all sides for reasons which regularly 

contradict each other: he is too wilful, he is too humble; he is too 

Puritanical, too kinky. Yet even if all these criticisms were to prove true it is 

hard to know exactly what they would destroy. If we discarded everything 

ever said by a hypocrite or by a figure whose moral life did not advertise well 

the views they espoused, then we would surely disregard everything said by 

                                                
7 Robert Bender, C.S. Lewis and The Problem of Pain, self-published, 1999, p. 1. 
8 C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, in Selected Books, p. 1376. 
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most of the world’s preeminent philosophers and writers. Exposing C.S. 

Lewis as a fraud would do nothing to expose the inadequacies of a God who 

regularly rises above it all. 

 

In some respects, his awareness of this fundamental fact was one of Lewis’ 

greatest strengths. The same humility which infuriates Bender lay at the 

heart of one of his most moving and honest poems, “The Apologist’s 

Evening Prayer”: 

 

From all my lame defeats and oh! much more 

From all the victories that I seemed to score; 

From cleverness shot forth on Thy behalf 

At which, while angels weep, the audience laugh; 

From all my proofs of Thy divinity, 

Thou, who wouldst give no sign, deliver me. 

 

Thoughts are but coins. Let me not trust, instead 

Of Thee, their thin-worn image of Thy head. 

From all my thoughts, even from my thoughts of Thee, 

O thou fair Silence, fall, and set me free. 

Lord of the narrow gate and the needle's eye, 

Take from me all my trumpery lest I die.9 

 

In this age of the so-called New Atheism it is refreshing to hear such a 

confession of inadequacy combined with a reverence for the great God who 

is utterly capable of defending Himself. I wonder if we will ever hear 

Richard Dawkins or companions expressing the same humble reverence for 

the great scientific truths they attempt to defend. 

 

                                                
9 C.S. Lewis, Poems, ed. Walter Hooper, London: Geoffrey Bles, 1964, p. 129. 
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I suspect that many are both confounded by Lewis himself, a man who 

typically could not be categorised as simply as many wished, and by the 

richness of the faith that he espoused. Take, for instance, this gloriously 

simplistic summary of Lewis’ worldview famously delivered by his greatest 

critic and most loyal anti-acolyte, fantasy writer Philip Pullman: 

 

Death is better than life; boys are better than girls; light-coloured 

people are better than dark-coloured people; and so on. There is no 

shortage of such nauseating drivel in Narnia, if you can face it.10 

 

If Pullman has indeed faced it, he can hardly have done more than that. 

Certainly there are, at times, dualities in Lewis’ work which are awkward for 

us: the Noble North vs. Decadent South polarity, for instance, in The Horse 

and His Boy, which resembles a little too much the Wagnerian mentality that 

Lewis loved and Hitler made highly problematic. Yet to suggest that his 

entire worldview can be reduced exclusively to a set of these childlike 

dichotomies is a fairly difficult proposition to swallow. How, for instance, 

can any reader consider the “boys are better than girls” mentality to hold, in 

any sense, when we compare Lucy and Jill with either Edmund or Eustace 

prior to their “conversion” experiences? How can Digory’s regular 

insensitivity to Polly in The Magician’s Nephew make him in any clear-cut 

sense “better” than her? It is one thing to say that there are problems with 

Lewis’ female characters; it is another altogether to say that, in his work, 

women are distinctively inferior to men. Nor, for that matter, does Pullman’s 

claim that “death is better than life” have any discernible meaning for 

someone even remotely familiar with orthodox Christian thinking on life 

after death. We will need a more rigorous set of propositions if we are to 

come anywhere near understanding either Lewis or the stuff of which his 

faith was made. 

                                                
10 Alan Jacobs, The Narnian, 306. 
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Perhaps one issue that perpetuates the problem is that many of Lewis’ fans 

like to simplify him in a similar manner to that of his critics. As with most 

significant Christian writers, it would be easier to suggest that Lewis was 

always orthodox, always jolly, always clear-cut. He wasn’t. Yet digging more 

deeply into his work does not necessarily need to be as much like opening 

Bluebeard’s attic as many fans fear and many critics gleefully claim it to be. 

Indeed, if we look closely enough, we can see, in his later work especially, a 

willingness on Lewis’ part to open up that very attic for all to see, and in this 

lies what has been, for me, one of the greatest comforts of his work. 

 

V. 

Certainly there were extended periods of Lewis’ life in which he was, 

inexplicably, closed. His long-term relationship with Janie Moore, for 

instance, is problematic to anyone, critic or fan alike, to define or 

understand. There are other issues too which emerge for biographers: 

significant silences in Lewis’ records of his own life, either in diaries or 

letters; strange omissions, odd self-justifications. Michael White comments 

on the issues that arise, for instance, from Lewis’ short, ultimately abortive 

stint as a diarist: 

 

[Lewis’] assertion that writing a diary was futile was, in his case, 

indeed quite correct. Part of the reason is that Lewis could not really 

openly express his own feelings and deepest concerns because the 

diary was open to Janie [Moore]. He either read her extracts on 

request or felt compelled to leave the diary on show for his partner to 

read at her leisure. As a result, what could have been revealing, 

intimate and honest became merely an act.11 

 

                                                
11 Michael White, C.S. Lewis: The Boy Who Chronicled Narnia, London: Abacus, 
2007, p. 108. 



 13 

In spite of these kinds of difficult realities of what we might term Lewis’ 

self-disclosure, it would be unfair to say that Lewis was any more guarded 

than most other British men of his generation. If he was, at times, naïve or 

deluded about daily realities in his life, this should not, any more than any 

of his other failings, discredit him altogether as a writer, thinker or man. 

 

Nevertheless, there was something of a decisive shift in Lewis’ emotional 

openness after the death of his wife, Joy, in July 1960. White expresses the 

shift well: 

 

Joy’s death brought about a massive change in Lewis’s outward 

persona. Throughout his life he had been unable to let his emotions 

show and had bottled everything up. This completely altered after his 

wife’s death. Suddenly he could not help displaying his emotional 

side. He was distraught and he did not care any more if his friends 

saw it. On many occasions he broke down in tears while in the 

company of the other Inklings or after having a few glasses of wine 

at a friend’s house.12 

 

White’s statement that, prior to Joy’s death, Lewis “bottled everything up”, 

has the ring of over-simplicity about it. Yet it does seem likely that Lewis 

was, as a rule, not demonstrative of his more complex emotions. 

Interestingly, his father was, by all reports, far more emotionally open than 

either of the Lewis boys. Writing of the aftermath of Flora Lewis’ death, 

Jacobs notes that, “as a ‘sentimental, passionate and rhetorical’ man”, Albert 

Lewis “was not well equipped to calm his sons’ fears and ease their 

anxieties. Rather, in his grief he seems to have continually disrupted 

                                                
12 Ibid., p. 201. 
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whatever emotional equilibrium his sons – especially his younger son [Jack] 

– managed to retain.”13  

 

It would be clutching at too many straws to make from this any significant 

comment on how the young Lewis learnt to deal with grief and hardship. An 

introvert, he may simply have not been as outwardly expressive as his father 

was. Yet Jacobs seems to suggest that at least portions of Lewis’ grief made 

their way into some of his more moving characterisations, perhaps most 

significantly in young Digory Kirke, a boy who, when we first meet him, is 

“so miserable that he doesn’t care who knows it”.14 And what is the source of 

Digory’s unhappiness? The seemingly imminent death of his mother. 

Having begun the novel crying over his mother’s illness, Digory later finds 

both rebuke and hope in the fact that Aslan, the great lion who has only just 

punished him for bringing evil into the world of Narnia, can himself cry over 

Digory’s mother. 

 

They were such big, bright tears compared with Digory’s own that 

for a moment he felt as though the lion must really be sorrier about 

his Mother than he was himself.15 

 

Jacobs writes that “it is the memory of Aslan’s tears that convinces Digory 

that he has done the right thing in rejecting the Witch’s advice”, that advice 

being to steal some of the forbidden fruit to take back to his world for his 

mother to eat.16 Aslan’s unfathomable wisdom is in this sense proven by his 

deep compassion. The fact that Aslan can grieve for a woman he has 

seemingly never met proves to Digory that the lion can know things that are 

beyond his child’s comprehension. 

                                                
13 Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 11. 
14 Ibid., p. 6. 
15 C.S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew. 
16 Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 8. 
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VI. 

In the minds of some, Lewis only wrote the Narnia novels. For others, he is 

most famous as a Christian apologist and academic. For many, he is stuffy 

and ignorant of the world of the emotions. 

 

Richard Attenborough’s 1993 film Shadowlands should, for all its qualities as 

a film, share some of the blame for this public perception of Lewis. The film 

sets up what is, for many, an axiom in how we think about Lewis’ work: that 

he did much of his writing and teaching about pain well before he had 

experienced any, and consequently his early thoughts on the topic were, 

however well-expressed, the theoretical musings of a man inexperienced in 

matters of the heart. There is simply little or no evidence for this. If we can 

read, for example, in the tears of Digory and Aslan the slow, deep 

processing of pain that would characterise much of Lewis’ strongest work, 

then it seems erroneous to conclude from the absence of overt, outward 

expression of pain in Lewis’ earlier life that he was utterly ignorant or 

repressed in such matters. Jacobs’ wonderful biography The Narnian makes 

a strong case for a Lewis who, from early childhood, was forced to grapple 

with pain in very real ways, even if we cannot always discern precisely how 

this was done. A boy who lost his mother before his tenth birthday, and who 

suffered bullying at school, the full extent of which we can only guess, was 

surely one who knew what pain meant. 

 

What has probably led to this mythologising of a pre-Joy, emotionally 

ignorant Lewis, among other things, might be the fact that his most famous 

work on the subject of pain, The Problem of Pain is, for many, 

problematically clinical; and this is certainly a criticism that can be made of 

quite a few of his more theoretical works. Yet it would be wrong to assume 

that, because Lewis was able to write about pain in a detached manner, he 

had not known it himself. His clinical detachment from the subject was 

perhaps merely a matter of professionalism rather than heartlessness. He 
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was, after all, an academic by trade, and could talk with just as much 

objective clarity about the literature which, surely, stirred him with deep 

emotion too. 

 

The other problem – pun unavoidable – with The Problem of Pain is simply a 

theological one, and not because of any clear fault in Lewis’ theology on the 

subject as much as because his theology was, in this case at least, a little too 

orthodox. For critics like Bender, it is simply offensive that Lewis would 

speak of pain in terms which justify the idea of a righteous and loving God 

permitting pain, so much so that Bender concludes his paper on the subject 

with the fairly odd claim that, because Lewis can “justify the ways of God to 

men”, to borrow from Milton, he must surely speak in favour of the very 

existence of pain. To establish his argument, Bender compares Lewis with 

Albert Schweitzer, the humanitarian, doctor, musician and liberal 

theologian whose attitude to pain Bender infinitely prefers. For Bender, 

Schweitzer saw pain as an evil which was to be overcome or relieved, unlike 

Lewis who, in an apparently “inhumane” fashion, seemed to accept pain as 

part of “his god’s plan”.17 Here Bender erroneously conflates two separate, 

and not necessarily linked, propositions: that pain can be allowed by a 

loving God, and that pain is therefore a good thing. Philip Yancey has more 

recently, and quite revolutionarily, suggested that pain can be a good thing; 

Lewis does not go down that line of argument at all. If he had have done, 

Bender might have been, perhaps, more justified in lodging his attack. 

Lewis calmly approaches his topic because, it seems, calmness is better for 

the purposes of argument than emotionalism. This surely does not mean 

that he was in any way lacking in humanity. Remember, after all, the tears of 

Aslan. It would still be a full decade after writing The Problem of Pain before 

Lewis would give the world this enduring image of a compassionate God, yet 

it was surely not so far from his mind when he carefully, strategically 

                                                
17 Bender, C.S. Lewis and The Problem of Pain, pp. 40-41. 
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addressed the age-old question of how such a God could allow His children 

to suffer. 

 

VII. 

Many of our over-simplifications of Christian faith, made both within and 

outside of the church, fall down when we look at the sheer breadth of 

thought that the Bible encompasses. Those, for instance, inclined to 

oversimplify the Christian view of joy and happiness would do well to read 

the countless songs and prayers of lament that fill the Old Testament. (They 

would also do well to read Paul’s Second Letter to the Corinthians, or much 

of the book of Revelation, for that matter.) Similarly, those who are inclined 

to reduce Lewis’ Christian worldview to something overly systematic or cold 

would do well to read his work more broadly. It would be hard to do so and 

still hold to a simplistic view of how he thought and dealt with his thinking. 

 

Any critique, for instance, of The Problem of Pain should surely be tempered 

by a reading of his later, more personal work on the subject, A Grief 

Observed. This is, undoubtedly, Lewis’ most personal work altogether, 

written after the death of Joy and initially published under the pseudonym 

of N.W. Clerk. Given the number of misconceptions about Lewis’ handling 

of grief and pain, it is important to present a couple of words of caution 

before discussing this particularly powerful book. First of all, it would be 

wrong to assume that Lewis published the book pseudonymously through 

any squeamishness on his own part towards being open about his grief. 

White’s description of how open Lewis was forced to be after Joy’s death 

should already do something towards dispensing with that kind of 

assumption. Walter Hooper has also noted that Lewis published A Grief 

Observed under a pseudonym because he “did not want to embarrass or 
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upset his friends”.18 Secondly, we need to avoid the conclusion that Lewis, 

in being so open about his grief, was necessarily breaking with orthodox 

Christianity. While it may have been a substantial shift in Lewis’ own public 

expression – which it seems to have been – he was, either knowingly or 

unknowingly, simply expressing his grief and pain in precisely the same way 

that Job, Jeremiah, King David and many others before him had done. 

 

There is a Yiddish word that is sometimes erroneously used to talk about the 

kind of practice that Lewis engages with in A Grief Observed: chutzpah. The 

word derives from the Hebrew huspāh, meaning something like “audacity”, 

and, although often used positively today, it does not seem to have been a 

positive thing historically speaking. The practice of talking back to God, of 

challenging the justice of God, is a highly problematic one, and is not 

endorsed Biblically speaking. There are, in fact, some fairly decisive words 

against this practice. Paul asks in Romans 9:20, “Who are you, O man, to 

talk back to God?” The rhetorical question which follows this – “Shall what 

is formed say to him who formed it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’” – 

echoes two verses from Isaiah, 29:16 and 45:9, both of which use the image 

of God as potter who shapes the clay in the way He sees fit and is not to be 

questioned by the clay itself. In this respect, there is little doubt that the 

practice of chutzpah, of audaciously talking back to God, is resoundingly 

condemned in the Bible. 

 

There is another practice, however, for which there is not the same clear-cut 

name, yet we see it regularly in the Psalms and the Book of Job in which 

God’s people, while suffering great hardship, turn to God and ask Him why 

He has caused them such pain. In a similar vein, the Book of Lamentations 

is full of open and detailed expressions of pain, in a manner which can 

shock the average Christian reader today. It would be dangerous to conflate 

                                                
18 Walter Hooper, C.S. Lewis: Companion and Guide, New York: HarperCollins, 
1996, p. 194. 
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this practice too much with Lewis’ expressions of grief, at least in the case of 

Lamentations: in that case, God was punishing His people for their sins, 

sins which are both objectively recorded in Old Testament history and reach 

their climax in 2 Kings prior to the destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of 

the Babylonians. Those sins are openly and humbly attested to by the writer 

of the Lamentations:  

 

“The LORD is in the right, 

For I have rebelled against his word[.]”19 

 

In this way, Lewis’ grief is quite unlike that which is found in Lamentations: 

it does not have the same association with judgment, punishment or 

contrition. Nor should we regard the practice found in a book like 

Lamentations as a form of chutzpah. While there is clear questioning of 

God’s practices in the Psalms and in Job, the writer of Lamentations often 

asserts God’s justice in what He has done. Although expressing his pain and 

suffering in often shockingly unvarnished terms, there are repeated 

affirmations of God’s justice in what He has done, even if these assertions 

are punctuated by extended outpourings of grief. 

 

Where these statements of grief become helpful in the case of Lewis is in 

demonstrating that there is a place in the Christian life for open declarations 

of grief and for giving voice to the difficult questions of the Christian 

experience. While theologians may be divided over whether or not Job, for 

instance, was right to speak of God in the way he did, it is indisputable that 

his words still made it into Scripture, a fact which is in itself quite telling. 

Graeme Goldsworthy, in his survey of Biblical Wisdom literature, notes: 

 

                                                
19 Lamentations 1:18, English Standard Version. 
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[T]he Book of Job is not interested in a doctrine which reduces the 

suffering of the righteous to testing of their faith. Nor does it suggest 

that suffering is something that we accept without questioning. We 

cannot suppose that the entire middle section of the book containing 

Job’s search for understanding is put there so that it can be ruled out 

of order. Here is a piece of true wisdom in which the search for an 

understanding of God’s ways refuses all trite answers which suggest 

either that we know it all or that we can know nothing.20 

 

This, then, seems to suggest a sanctified practice of not talking back to God, 

but openly and humbly expressing the thorny questions which grief brings 

to mind. The Bible repeatedly affirms the justice and goodness of God 

through all pain and suffering. Yet there are, in books like Job and the 

Psalms, comforting acknowledgments that sometimes this goodness is hard 

to discern in the pain that life brings up. If the Bible were interested only in 

trite and simple reassertions of God’s goodness, it would surely not give so 

much space for the complexity of pain, grief and despair to be expressed. 

Nevertheless, all expressions of these things must return to the truth which 

is the only true anchor in pain: that God, for all the complexity of life, 

remains utterly good. In this way, books like Job function, for Goldsworthy, 

as “theodicy”,21 the practice which Milton called “justify[ing] the ways of God 

to man”. A trite justification arrived at with no cost to those engaged in it is 

of only limited value; a justification arrived at through pain and deep 

questioning is, it seems, of far greater value. Such questioning needs to be 

offered humbly, with an awareness that God is greater than us and that we 

cannot challenge His justice without running the risk of that very same 

justice falling upon us. Yet Scripture is full of questions, asked in order to 

arrive at a deeper understanding of who God is. 

                                                
20 Graeme Goldsworthy, Gospel and Wisdom, in The Goldsworthy Trilogy, Milton 
Keynes: Paternoster, 2000, p. 432. 
21 Ibid., 432. 
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Unexpectedly, it is this question of the nature of God with which The Last 

Battle, Lewis’ last Narnia novel, published in the same year as Till We Have 

Faces, concerns itself. Understandably, The Last Battle is often thought of as 

the “Revelation” of Narnia’s Biblical narrative, just as The Magician’s Nephew 

is typically seen as the “Genesis” and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe 

(1950) as the “Gospel”. It is certainly tempting to position at least these three 

novels in that way, and in many ways the categories fit well (though the 

other four novels awkwardly defy such categorisation). As well as looking 

ahead to end of time in Narnia and on earth, presenting also a very helpful 

and uplifting view of what Heaven will be like, The Last Battle covers a time 

in Narnia’s history in which the “false christs” predicted in Revelation are 

portrayed through the schemes of Shift, the ape. In a deft reworking of 

Aesop’s fable of the donkey in the lion’s skin, Lewis has Shift find a lion’s 

skin with which he dresses up his “friend”, the harmless but naïve donkey 

Puzzle, as a kind of “puppet Aslan” whom he uses to manipulate the people 

of Narnia, make an alliance with their enemies the Calormenes and declare a 

doctrine highly reminiscent of religious syncretism, in which the Calormene 

god “Tash” is presented as ultimately being the same as Aslan in spite of all 

their patently obvious differences. In his representation of the turmoil 

arising from this deception and political scheming, Lewis is working clearly 

within the apocalyptic genre. The tone of this novel is therefore surprisingly 

different to the rest of the Narnia novels (save, perhaps, The Horse and His 

Boy (1954)). It is darker, more brooding, and it takes several chapters before 

we encounter any characters with whom the previous novels have been 

concerned. Like The Magician’s Nephew, it is the novel of a writer at the 

height of his maturity, complex and subtle. Though it carries the hallmarks 

of the Narnia series, it takes a long time before these assume familiar or 

vaguely comforting forms. 

 

Part of the acute discomfort of the novel’s opening chapters comes from the 

altogether detestable behaviour of Shift, and Puzzle’s helplessness before 



 22 

his scheming. Yet it also comes from the introduction of the “last king of 

Narnia” – an early indication that this is a novel of Narnia’s end-times. King 

Tirian is first presented to us joyfully contemplating with his unicorn friend 

Jewel the news that Aslan has returned (after an extended absence that has 

made many begin to state that he does not visit Narnia any more). Their joy 

quickly turns to despair as they approach the place where Aslan is said to be 

found, a journey that seems the reversal of the Pevensie children’s 

increasingly hopeful pilgrimage to the Stone Table with Mr and Mrs Beaver 

in the first novel. Observing horrors such as living trees being cut down to 

give to the Calormenes and talking beasts being taken as slaves, Tirian and 

Jewel begin to contemplate what this might mean. If Aslan has indeed 

returned and is ordering all these evils to take place, then he is certainly 

nothing like the Aslan they have believed in until this moment. 

 

Tirian expresses this fear to Jewel moments before he is arrested and 

brought before Shift, saying that he no longer fears being sentenced to 

death:  

 

“Would it not be better to be dead than to have this horrible fear that 

Aslan has come and is not like the Aslan we have believed in and 

longer for? It is as if the sun rose one day and were a black sun.” 

“I know,” said Jewel. “Or as if you drank water and it were dry 

water…”22 

 

It is surely no coincidence that Lewis wrote two novels questioning the 

character of God in the same year, less than a year before his formal 

marriage to Joy Gresham. Though the full extent of his grief over Joy’s 

sickness and subsequent death would still be years away, her sickness would 

already have been apparent by the time of his writing these two novels. 

                                                
22 Lewis, The Last Battle, in Tales of Narnia, London: HarperCollins, 1991, p. 223.  
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Perhaps it was this which prompted him to address these questions, or 

perhaps it was the other hardships he had encountered which had brought 

them to mind. Certainly, the nature of these questions takes on a stronger 

and more frightening tone when he asks them, four years later, in A Grief 

Observed. Yet they still recall the grief of Tirian and the anger of Orual in a 

manner which suggests more continuity in Lewis’ thought on the subject 

than might otherwise be expected. Whatever the nature of the despairs he 

had endured by 1956, Lewis knew that retaining faith sometimes required 

holding on in the face of circumstances and fears which told you that God 

might be altogether different to what you had previously thought Him to be. 

 

VIII. 

One of the challenges of examining Lewis’ later life is the fact that his faith, 

though continuing to the end, was nevertheless affected by his experience of 

grief. Biographers differ in how they view the impact that his brush with 

despair had upon his faith, Michael White contending that Lewis’ faith was 

never quite the same, while Alan Jacobs takes a more moderate view: 

 

He never “lost his faith”. Faith, in the sense of a basic belief in God, 

is actually quite hard to lose when one has been seriously cultivating 

it for several decades…Though he did, as we have seen, seriously 

question the character of the God in whom he had to believe, that 

questioning of God would yield to a deeper self-questioning and a 

significant growth in self-knowledge.23 

 

It is worth noting, however, that, only four years before Joy died, Lewis had 

already wrestled with similar questions to those that would besiege him after 

her death, and in both cases had arrived at a hopeful answer. In The Last 

Battle, that answer comes with the revelation that, for all his silence, Aslan 

                                                
23 Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 292. 



 24 

remains good, and remains sovereign, and ultimately turns the sorrows of 

the dying age into an age which proves to be “only the beginning of the real 

story…Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on earth has read: 

which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than the one 

before”.24 In Till We Have Faces, the resolution is perhaps more dramatic: it 

takes the form of Orual realising, years after writing the first half of the 

novel, that she had been altogether deceived about every perceived “wrong” 

done against her by the gods, a moment that coincides with her recognising 

that her true beauty is in fact bestowed upon her by the love of the one true 

God. 

 

Curiously, the break between the two parts of Till We Have Faces, 

representing the time in which Orual turns from anger to faith, prefigures 

one of the most famous transitions found in A Grief Observed. After one of 

many moments of questioning what it means for God to be good when He 

allows intense suffering, Lewis evidently leaves his journal for a time and 

returns to it the following day, noting, “I wrote that last night. It was a yell 

rather than a thought”.25 The question which made him yell is not answered, 

yet he is able to address it again more calmly.26 

 

Similarly, Orual recognises the folly of her brash and faithless words: 

 

I ended my first book with the words No answer. I know now, Lord, 

why you utter no answer. You are yourself the answer. Before your 

face questions die away. What other answer would suffice?27 

 

                                                
24 Lewis, The Last Battle, in Tales of Narnia, p. 366. 
25 Lewis, A Grief Observed, London: Faber, 1961, p. 27. 
26 Tellingly, Alan Jacobs notes of this point in A Grief Observed that “for a while 
[Lewis] had become Orual” (The Narnian, p. 291). 
27 Lewis, Till We Have Faces, in Selected Books, p. 1020. 
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It is impossible to say if having written this passage sustained Lewis during 

the darkest times of his grief. Yet it is a testament to the comforting power 

of words that a man who encountered such pain could also write words of 

such faith: faith of a depth which, arguably, could only have been arrived at 

because of the intensity of pain and doubt that he had come to know. 

 

Later, when Orual’s questions became much more intimately his own, Lewis 

managed still to arrive at a point of hope, one which subtly echoes the 

conclusion of The Last Battle with its evocation of the great Catholic poet 

Dante.28 Reflecting at the end of A Grief Observed on his often-repeated wish 

to bring Joy back to life, he recognises the folly of this: 

 

How wicked it would be, if we could, to call the dead back! She said 

not to me but to the chaplain, “I am at peace with God.” She smiled, 

but not at me. Poi si tornò all’ eterna fontana.29 

 

That closing line is from Dante, meaning, “Then she turned unto the eternal 

fountain”, a line of exquisite beauty which must in and of itself have been of 

great comfort to Lewis. Yet this line, and its poignantly brief accompanying 

anecdote, tell us that Lewis, like Orual, had learnt to surrender his earthly 

loves to a higher glory. “She smiled”, he notes, “but not at me”, a line 

which, for its brevity, echoes with a truth which he had perhaps only faintly 

begun to learn: that the glory to which Joy had been called was so great that 

all earthly loves and joys were only a shadow of what was to come. 

 

                                                
28 Jacobs notes that Dante, like Lewis, “ends his vision of Paradise with the image of 
a great Book”, just as The Last Battle does (The Narnian, p. 301). 
29 Lewis, A Grief Observed, p. 64. 


