
Introduction 

Several years ago, I (Emil) fell in love 
with sailing despite never having set 
foot on a yacht. I watched TV pro-

grams about sailing, I read books about 
sailing, and I dreamt about sailing. In the 
end, I joined the local yacht club. I clearly 
remember the first time a set foot on a 

boat. How it slightly moved under the 
weight of my body. From the first mo -
ment I loved sailing, but I also experien-
ced that it was not what I thought it 
would be. Parts of the original desire 
remained unfulfilled. I was longing for 
something more, something difficult to 
put into words. 
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It had never occurred to me that the 
above experience could be interpreted in 
theological terms until I read C.S. Lewis. 
According to Lewis, the original falling in 
love with sailing was not just the foo-
lishness of a young inexperienced man. 
Nor was it an expression of the sinful 
human heart worshipping the world rath -
er than God. As we shall see below, the 
experience was, according to Lewis, a 
pointer of our true home, a longing for 
God, awakened by the imaginative idea 
of sailing.   

In constructing a theological interpre-
tation of human desires, Lewis follows a 
path charted by earlier theologians.1 Au -
gustine famously prayed in Confessions: 
”Our hearts find no peace until they rest 
in you” (Augustine 1961, 21). Similarly, 
Blaise Pascal wrote in Pensées: 

What does this greed and helpless-
ness proclaim, except that there 
was once within us true happiness 
of which all that now remains is the 
outline and empty trace? Man tries 
unsuccessfully to fill this void with 
everything that surrounds him… 
This infinite abyss can be filled only 
with an infinite, immutable object, 
that is to say, God himself. (Pascal 
1995, 52) 

Lewis does neither draw explicitly on 
Augustine nor Pascal, but he develops a 
similar theology that sees a connection 
between human desires and God.  

In the academic literature Lewis’s the-
ology of unfilled desires2 has been discus-
sed mainly under the phrase ”the argu-
ment from desire” ever since philosopher 
John Beversluis coined the phrase in his 
1985 book C.S. Lewis and the Search for 
Rational Religion. The idea of a Lewisian 
argument from desire was soon picked up 
by Robert Hoyle in 1988 and popularized 
by Peter Kreeft in 1989 claiming that in 

his experience the argument was ”far 
more moving, arresting, and apologetical-
ly effective than any other argument for 
God or for Heaven” (Kreeft 1989, 249).  

The idea of a Lewisian argument from 
desire has been criticized by Arend Smilde 
who builds on the doctoral dissertation of 
the Norbert Feinendegen (Smilde 2014, 
34; Feinendegen 2008). Smilde claims 
that Lewis never intended to present an 
argument from desires for the existence of 
God. As we will argue below, Smilde is 
right in criticizing how Lewis’s ideas have 
been received in academic and popular 
literature. Still, we argue that Lewis does 
present an argument, but his focus is not 
on the argument but on drawing atten-
tion to and interpreting unfulfilled desires 
through a Christian lens. 

To allow a broader perspective on 
Lewis’s ideas on desires we have chosen 
to treat the subject under the headline of 
Lewis’s ”theology of unfulfilled desires” 
rather than the more limited perspective 
of his ”argument from desires”. This 
broadening of the perspective on Lewis’s 
ideas on desires is important to maintain 
the continued relevance of Lewis’s ideas 
for contemporary Christian apologetics. 
The central argument of this article is that 
the main contribution of Lewis’s theology 
of desire to contemporary apologetics lies 
beyond presenting an argument. Rather, 
Lewis’s theology offers an attractive inter-
pretation of desires, a vision of a Chris-
tian community open to a deep apprecia-
tion of culture and nature not least becau-
se they point beyond themselves. Further, 
it teaches the church to draw attention to 
the universal phenomenon of unfulfilled 
desires and interpret them from a 
Christian perspective. 

To sum up: In this article, we will pre-
sent Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires 
and evaluate its relevance for contempo-
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rary Christian apologetics. The article 
consists of five parts. First, we will explo-
re the role of unfulfilled desire in C.S. 
Lewis’s life and conversion. Second, we 
will reconstruct Lewis’s theology and the 
argument it contains. Third, we will 
explore Lewis’s thoughts about and use 
of the argument from desire. Fourth, we 
reconstruct Lewis’ idea of a lived ”argu-
ment.” That is, his emphasis on the lived 
and experienced aspect of unfulfilled desi-
re.  Last, we will discuss the relevance of 
Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires to 
contemporary Christian apologetics 
through a meta-apologetic framework 
that establishes four methods of apologe-
tics: arguments, imagination, community 
and experiences (cf. Nielsen 2025). 

The role of unfulfilled desires in 
C.S. Lewis’s faith journey 
C.S. Lewis converted to Christianity in 
1931 and later shared his conversion 
story in two autobiographical books.3 In 
the foreword to the third edition of The 
Pilgrims Regress from 1933 Lewis states 
that the experience of unfulfilled desires is 
a red thread through the allegory and his 
own faith journey (Lewis 1992, 202). In 
Surprised by Joy, childhood encounters 
with nature and story awakened long -
ings: the moss-covered ”miniature gar-
den” on a biscuit-tin lid (Lewis 2012, 5) 
and the ”Green Hills” that taught him 
Sehnsucht (Lewis 2012, 6). These experi-
ences were both pleasurable in themselves 
but also contained an unfulfilled longing. 
This longing he would later see as, initial-
ly, a longing for transcendence and finally 
for the Christian God.   

During his youth, Lewis experienced a 
tension between his love of poetry, fiction 
and music, and his materialist outlook. 
He sums it up in the phrase: ”nearly all 

that I loved I believed to be imaginary; 
near ly all that I believed to be real I 
thought to be grim and meaningless” 
(Lewis 2012, 197). An encounter with 
Phantastes by George MacDonald began 
to break down this dichotomy. Lewis 
describes: ”I saw the bright shadow 
coming out of the book into the real 
world and resting there, transforming all 
common things and yet itself unchanged” 
(Lewis 2012, 209). He sums it up stating 
”that night my imagination was, in a cer-
tain sense, baptised” (Lewis 2012, 209).  

Despite this experience, upon arriving 
in Oxford in 1917 he decides to assume 
an intellectual outlook he coins ”New 
Look”. This outlook was strictly materi-
alist and denigrated and discouraged the 
romantic fantasies of his youth. Lewis 
writes: ”New Look [included a] panic-
stricken flight, from all that sort of ro -
man ticism which had hitherto been the 
chief concern of my life” (Lewis 2012, 
234). In Surprised by Joy Lewis deals with 
his move from New Look materialism to 
idealism (belief in transcendence) in two 
separate chapters. Chapter 13 is more fo -
cused on his intellectual development. 
First, he realizes the ”chronological snob-
bery” inherent in his ”New Look” mate-
rialism (Lewis 2012, 240–41). Most posi-
tions abandoned by history are not aban-
doned because arguments showed them 
false but because they fell out of fashion. 
Second, Lewis formulates a cumulative 
epistemic-moral-aesthetic argument against 
materialism which moved him to idealism 
(Lewis 2012, 242).4 

In chapter 14, Lewis describes the 
same existential move but with more 
focus on emotions and unfulfilled desires. 
First, Lewis abandons the attempt to 
quell his imaginative desires that had 
been a part of his New Look (Lewis 
2012, 252–53). Second, he realizes that 
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desire arises when you attend to an 
object. If you attend to desire itself, it eva-
porates and all you find are mental ima-
ges and memories of physical sensations 
(not desire itself) (Lewis 2012, 253–55). 
Desire is not turned ”to itself but to its 
object” (Lewis 2012, 256). Consequently, 
”the form of the desired is in the desire” 
(Lewis 2012, 256). Lewis sums up how 
these ideas and experiences moved him: 

This brought me … into the region 
of awe, for I thus understood that 
in deepest solitude there is a road 
right out of the self, a commence 
with something which, by refusing 
to identify itself with any object of 
the senses, or anything whereof we 
have biological or social need, or 
anything imagined, or any state of 
our own minds, proclaims itself 
sheerly objective. Far more objecti-
ve than bodies, for it is not, like 
them, clothed in our sense; the nak -
ed Other, imageless (though our 
imagination salutes it with a hund-
red images), unknown, undefined, 
desired. (Lewis 2012, 257) 

What Lewis realizes is that if desire arise 
as a consequence of attention to a desi-
rable object, then it seems plausible to 
assume the existence of an ”object” un -
known and undefined that evokes long -
ings unfulfilled in this world because the 
object is not of this world. Lewis’s new 
idealism was thus able to connect what he 
loved with what he believed to be real. 
We ”have a root in the absolute” he con -
cluded, ”and that is why we experience 
Joy” (Lewis 2012, 258).  

The following move, first to deism, 
then theism and finally to Christian faith, 
was unrelated to desire according to how 
Lewis tells the story in Surprised by Joy. 
He even emphasizes the unemotional 
state of the last three existential moves 
(Lewis 2012, 268, 275). The theme of 

unfulfilled desire (Joy) thus drops out of 
the story until the last page, where Lewis 
comments on its disappearance. He states 
that since he became a Christian, he lost 
interest in the subject.  

The experience [of unfulfilled desi-
re] … was valuable only as a poin-
ter to something other and outer. 
While that other was in doubt, the 
pointer naturally loomed large in 
my thoughts. When we are lost in 
the woods the sight of a signpost is 
a great matter. He who first sees it 
cries ”Look!” The whole party 
gath ers round and stares. But when 
we have found the road and are 
passing signposts every few miles, 
we shall not stop and stare. (Lewis 
2012, 276–77) 

Lewis’s comment and the metaphor he 
uses suggests that the experience had 
some kind of evidential value for him that 
moved him to idealism. It did not, 
though, move him all the way to Chris -
tian faith, nor even to faith in God, but it 
seems to have challenged his materialist 
outlook. Still, Lewis found that Christian 
faith was able to interpret his experiences 
of unfulfilled desires as significant poin-
ters to God and consequently to be trea-
sured and promoted (Lewis 2002, 114).  

Lewis’s conversion to idealism was, as 
we have seen above, partly because of 
rational arguments (the arguments from 
reason, morals and aesthetics). Lewis also 
converted, though, because of an experi-
ence of transcendence. The experience of 
unfulfilled desires was not uncommon to 
him. He had these throughout his child-
hood and youth. But what seems to chan-
ge is the interpretative lens through which 
he sees them. He realizes that emotions 
(desires) are a reaction to an object. 
Consequently, there is plausibly some -
thing ”out there”. The rational argu-
ments made transcendence plausible, 
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maybe even probable. But it was unfulfil-
led desires that made him experience 
transcendence. As such it is a lived ”argu-
ment” in addition to rational arguments; 
a ”lived dialectic” in addition to the 
”merely argued [dialectic]” (Lewis 1992, 
205). Below, we will explore the topic of 
experience further, but first we will recon-
struct and discuss Lewis’s argument. 

Reconstructing Lewis’s concep-
tual argument 
Lewis’s argument of unfulfilled desire 
con tains two argumentative steps. First, 
showing that many or most of our deep 
desires contain an unfulfilled aspect even 
when we attain the object of our long -
ings. Second, showing that the existence 
of unfulfilled desires increases the proba-
bility of the existence of transcendence or 
God. The argument can be formulated in 
the following way:  

Premise 1: Humans experience un -
fulfilled longings that cannot be 
ful filled by anything in the material 
world. 

Premise 2: If the material world is 
all that exists, humans would pro-
bably not have these unfulfilled 
longings. 

Conclusion: Therefore, a non-
mate rial (transcendent) world pro-
bably exists that gives rise to these 
unfulfilled longings.5 

We use this syllogism as the framework 
for the reconstruction that follows below.  

The experience of unfulfilled desires 
Lewis describes the experience he has in 
mind as one of ”intense longing” (Lewis 
1992, 202). This specific longing is dis-
tinct from other longings. Lewis states 
that ”the sense of want is acute and even 
painful” yet ”the mere wanting is felt to 

be somehow a delight” (Lewis 1992, 
202). Lewis coins the experience ”Joy” 
(with capital ”J”). He distinguishes Joy 
from pleasure not merely on the basis of 
the intensity of Joy but also because it 
contains intense longing. He writes: ”Joy 
is distinct not only from pleasure in gene-
ral but even from aesthetic pleasure. It 
must have the stab, the pang, the incon-
solable longing” (Lewis 2012, 74). Lewis 
often conflates joy and desire, but they 
are still conceptually distinct (though not 
necessarily experientially). In a letter to 
Bede Griffiths from 1954 he writes: ”All 
joy (as distinct from mere pleasure, still 
more amusement) emphasises our pilgrim 
status: always reminds, beckons, awa-
kens desire. Our best havings are wan-
tings” (Lewis 2008, 250). Joy thus awa-
kens desire. Further, the joys awakening 
desires are not just any mere pleasure or 
amusement but certain intense experien-
ces of joy.6 

Lewis often uses examples to help his 
reader understand what kind of experien-
ce he has in mind and to help them locate 
it in their own lives. These examples can 
be separated into four categories: long -
ings for past, present, future and fictional 
objects. First, Lewis uses the term ”nos-
talgia” to refer to human longing for the 
past, especially one’s own childhood. In 
his sermon, ”The Weight of Glory”, 
Lewis claims that if were able to go back 
to these nostalgic childhood memories we 
would not find the experience we long for 
in nostalgia, but only a reminder of it  
(C.S. Lewis 2000, 98).7 

Second, several of Lewis’s examples 
refer to experiences of present objects. In 
”The Weight of Glory” Lewis points to 
the experience of beauty mediated by 
books, nature and music. To Lewis there 
is an unfulfilled desire in the experience of 
beauty. Consequently, he states: ”The 
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books or the music in which we thought 
the beauty was located will betray us if 
we trust to them; it was not in them, it 
only came through them, and what came 
through them was longing” (C.S. Lewis 
2000, 98). In another paragraph, he 
describes that the experience of beauty 
contains a painful experience of being left 
outside.  

We do not want merely to see beau-
ty, though, God knows, even that is 
bounty enough. We want some -
thing else which can hardly be put 
into words – to be united with the 
beauty we see, to pass into it, to re -
ceive it into ourselves, to bathe in 
it, to become part of it. … At pre-
sent we are on the outside of the 
world, the wrong side of the door. 
We discern the freshness and purity 
of morning, but they do not make 
us fresh and pure. we cannot ming-
le with the splendours we see.  
(C.S. Lewis 2000, 104) 

In this way, Lewis presents an interpreta-
tion of the longings inherent in experien-
ces of the beauty of nature as longings for 
transcendence.8  

Third, in Mere Christianity Lewis 
points to the experiences of longing asso-
ciated with future objects using marriage, 
travel and learning as examples. He sta-
tes: ”There was something we grasped at, 
in the first moments of longing, which 
just faded away in the reality” (Lewis 
2002, 113). We might long to visit exotic 
countries. But if we get there, we find that 
they disappoint the original longing, even 
though they might still be exciting and 
joyous experiences. In reality, we were 
longing for something more. 

Last, Lewis refers to the longing for 
fictional objects like a world inhabited by 
fairies, enchanted forests, and wood-
nymphs. That does not mean, though, 
that we long for the reality of, for examp-

le, real fairies. If we found out, Lewis stat -
es, that fairies were real, it ”would have 
chilled rather than satisfied the desire” 
(Lewis 1992, 204). Consequently, fairy 
tales raise a longing for a world beyond 
the tale. Experiences of Joy in reading 
lite rature played a central role in Lewis’s 
own faith journey. In a letter to his close 
friend Arthus Greeves from 1931 Lewis 
writes: 

If you ever feel inclined to relapse 
into the mundane point of view – to 
feel that your book and pipe and 
chair are enough for happiness – it 
only needs a page or two of Morris 
to sting you wide awake into 
uncontrollable longing and to 
make you feel that everything is 
worthless except the hope of find -
ing one of his countries. But if you 
read any of his romances through 
you will find the country dull befo-
re the end. All he has done is to 
rouse the desire: but so strongly 
that you must find the real satisfac-
tion. (Lewis 2008, 24) 

Through this experiential description and 
the use of examples, Lewis hopes to help 
his reader to identify and experience simi-
lar longings in his or her own life.  

Explaining unfulfilled desires 
If unfulfilled desires exist (as premise 1 
claims and Lewis argues) they require an 
explanation. Why are unfulfilled desires 
an ubiquitous human experience? While 
Lewis gives great attention to the pheno-
menon of unfulfilled desires (premise 1) 
and presents many different examples, 
premise 2 is covered only in a few lives 
and nowhere does he discuss the premise 
in depth.  

In the foreword to The Pilgrim’s Re -
gress (third edition) Lewis states that 
unfulfilled desire is like a ”chair in which 
only one could sit.” Using this metaphor, 
Lewis argues, ”if nature makes nothing in 
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vain, the One who can sit in this chair 
must exist” (Lewis 1992, 205). Smilde 
has argued that the phrase ”nature makes 
nothing in vain” means something akin 
to Occam’s Razor: the simplest explana-
tion is the most probable (Smilde 2014, 
37). The argument is thus that it is simp-
ler to assume the existence of a transcen-
dent object of our unfulfilled longings 
than postulating that we have these by 
accident in a materialist universe. Conse -
quently, idealism, deism, theism and Chris -
tianity are more probable than materia-
lism all else being equal. 

In the chapter ”Hope” in Mere Chris -
tianity Lewis argues from analogy: 
”Creat ures are not born with desires 
unless satisfaction for those desires 
exists” (Lewis 2002, 114). Hunger im -
plies the existence of food. The duckling’s 
impulse to swim implies the existence of 
water. Sexual desire implies the existence 
of sex. He continues: ”If I find in myself 
a desire which no experience in this world 
can satisfy, the most probable explana-
tion is that I was made for another 
world” (Lewis 2002, 114). Lewis uses the 
same analogical argument in his sermon 
”The Weight of Glory”: ”A man’s physi-
cal hunger does not prove that that man 
will get any bread… but surely a man’s 
hunger does prove that he comes of a race 
which repairs its body by eating and inha-
bits a world where eatable substances 
exist.”  Similarly, ”my desire for Paradise 
…. [is] a pretty good indication that such 
a thing exists…” (C.S. Lewis 2000, 99). If 
all our desires, apart from our unfulfilled 
desires for ”heaven”, has an object that 
fulfills them, then it seems probable to 
Lewis that our desire for transcendence 
also has an object of fulfillment although 
not obtainable in this world. 

Lewis does not treat any counterargu-
ments to premise 2. We know Lewis was 

familiar with evolutionary theory and 
Freud’s concept of wish fulfillment. Either 
of these constitute a potential counter-
argument. Still, Lewis omits discussing 
these. This supports Smilde’s thesis that 
Lewis was not primarily interested in 
unfulfilled desires as part of an argument. 
Rather, he was mainly interested in the 
experience of transcendence inherent in 
unfulfilled desires, as we will argue 
below. 

Transcendence, theism, trinity or 
Heaven? 
What can be concluded if both premises 1 
and 2 are sound? In the following, we will 
present four possible conclusions to the 
argument: transcendence, a generic perso-
nal God, the Christian God or Heaven. 

The first thing to be said about the 
object of unfulfilled desires is the subtle-
ness of its nature. Even though Lewis 
maintains that ”the form of the desired is 
in the desire” (Lewis 2012, 256) that does 
not entail the object is clearly known. 
Rather, it is ”imageless …, unknown, 
undefined” (Lewis 2012, 257). It is 
”indescribable” (C.S. Lewis 2000, 103); a 
”vague something” (Lewis 1966, 144). 
Consequently, the experience of desire is 
quite limited as a means of natural theol-
ogy. To understand what the object of 
unfulfilled desire is revelation and scrip-
ture is needed (C.S. Lewis 2000, 100, 
102).  

Lewis’s own faith journey above gives 
the clearest clue as to what he conceived 
as the conclusion of the argument, name-
ly the existence of the Absolute (transcen-
dence). Unfulfilled desires thus imply that 
”a transtemporal, transfinite good is our 
real destiny” (C.S. Lewis 2000, 98). That 
does not rule out God though. Lewis 
believed the experience of unfulfilled desi-
re gave rise to ”the first and most rudi-
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mentary forms of the idea of God ” 
among the pagans (Lewis 1966, 144). 
The object that unfulfilled desires point to 
is thus open to different interpretations. 
What led Lewis from idealism to Chris -
tian faith was not unfulfilled desires but 
other reasons. Still, the phenomenon 
could be interpreted from a Christian 
perspective. 

In both ”The Weight of Glory” and 
”Hope” Lewis describes unfulfilled desi-
res as a longing for ”heaven” or ”paradi-
se” (C.S. Lewis 2000, 98–99; Lewis 
2002, 112–14). This does not mean, 
though, that unfulfilled desires are to be 
understood as an argument for heaven as 
unrelated to the existence of God. In the 
”The Weight of Glory” Lewis points out, 
that all the different elements that make 
up the biblical concept of heaven can be 
reduced to one: community with Christ. 
”He who has God and everything else has 
no more than he who has God only” 
(C.S. Lewis 2000, 100). Further, in Sur -
prised by Joy Lewis state that the con-
cepts of Heaven and Hell have no ”sub-
stantial meaning apart from the presence 
or absence of God” (Lewis 2012, 219). It 
is thus misleading to phrase it as an argu-
ment for Heaven. When Lewis’s states 
that it is an argument for Heaven he 
clear ly uses ”Heaven” as a metaphor for 
God or transcendence. 

We thus conclude that Lewis’s argu-
ment from desires should be seen as an 
argument for transcendence (or against 
materialism). This transcendent ”object” 
is open to multiple interpretations like 
idealism (in Lewis’s terms ”absolutism”), 
deism, theism, and Christianity. 

Lewis’s evaluation of the con-
ceptual argument 
As argued above, the argument from desi-
re and the experience of desire played a 

central role in Lewis’s own life and con-
version. How strong did he believe the 
argument was? And how did he use it in 
his public, apologetic engagements? 
Lewis gives us some clues to his evalua-
tion of the argument in ”Hope” by pre-
senting three existential approaches to 
unfulfilled desires: the fool, the sensible 
disillusioned person and the Christian.  

When ”the fool” experiences his desi-
res unfulfilled he puts the blame on the 
things themselves according to Lewis. 
The fool believes that his desire is unful-
filled because he has not yet found the 
right object to fulfil them. Desire thus dri-
ves him from one woman to the next, 
from one hobby to the next, from one tra-
vel to the next (Lewis 2002, 113). In the 
foreword to The Pilgrim’s Regress Lewis 
names this group of people ”inexperien-
ced” because they mistakenly believe they 
know what they are desiring (Lewis 
1992, 203). Lewis admits that as a young 
man he chased his desires but through the 
perpetual pursuit he ”proved them all to 
be wrong” (Lewis 1992, 203). In descri-
bing the ”fool’s way” he is thus descri-
bing his own past. Based on his own 
experience Lewis formulates a ”meth od” 
for acquiring knowledge of the foo-
lishness of the fool’s way: 

It appeared to me therefore that if a 
man diligently followed this 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 – nay, cannot even be imagi-
ned as given – in our present mode 
of subjective and spatio-temporal 
experience. (Lewis 1992, 204–5) 

This process of following one’s desires to 
their frustration Lewis’s names ”the dia-
lectic of desires”. He states that if the  
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dialectic of desire is ”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 1992, 205). 
Despite his reference to the ontological 
argument (see below), the ”dialectic of 
desire” primarily concerns premise 1. 
When he states that the dialectic can 
”head you off from all false paths” this is 
not a reference to atheism or other reli-
gions but (as can be seen a few sentences 
above) to a person whose ”longing 
accepts false objects” (i.e. the fools way) 
(Lewis 1992, 205). The fool is thus one 
who rejects premise 1. The fool is a fool 
because Lewis has great confidence that 
life experience (the dialectic of desire) will 
reveal the truth of premise 1. Despite this 
confidence, Lewis does concede that per-
suading people of the truth of premise 1 
is not as easy as he once supposed. He 
writes: ”I still believe that the experience 
[of unfulfilled desire] is common, com-
monly misunderstood, and of immense 
im portance … [but] to bring it into the 
forefront of consciousness is not so easy 
as I once supposed” (Lewis 1992, 202). 

The second approach Lewis presents is 
”The Way of the Disillusioned Sensible 
Man ” (Lewis 2002, 113). This person 
accepts that his unfulfilled desires must 
remain unfulfilled; ”the whole things was 
moonshine” (Lewis 2002, 113). He thus 
concludes that his unfulfilled desires can 
never be fulfilled. Consequently, he 
”represses the part of himself” that awa-
kens these longings. It seems plausible to 
connect this approach to Lewis’s New 
Look period, where he held exactly this 
outlook. In ”Hope” Lewis does not claim 
that the Christian interpretation is intel-
lectual superior to the position of the 
disillusioned person. Rather, he undersco-
res its intellectual legitimacy in two ways. 

First, he describes the person as ”sen-
sible” and the stifling of these faculties as 
”common sense.” Second, the chapter 
con tinues to the Christian position not 
through argument but on assumption: 
”suppo sing infinite happiness really is 
there” (Lewis 2002, 113; italic added). 
The point he wants to argue in ”Hope” is 
not that God exists but if these desires 
really perceive the transcendent God, 
then it is a ”pity” that ”we [Christians] 
had stifled in ourselves the faculty of 
enjoying it” (Lewis 2002, 113). Materia -
list disillusionment does not entail a rejec-
tion of premise 2. Rather, it begins with 
rejecting the existence of transcendence 
and ignores premise 2. On this materialist 
assumption it follows that that unfulfilled 
desire must remain unfulfilled. Conse -
quently, Lewis does not move from disil-
lusionment to Christianity through argu-
ment but on assumption. That means, 
that Lewis was not primarily interested in 
presenting an argument for God but in 
interpreting unfulfilled desires from a 
Christian perspective.  

The third approach is ”The Christian 
Way.” In this paragraph, Lewis presents 
the reader with a Christian interpretation 
of unfulfilled desires. His main point is, 
that Christians should value ”earthly 
pleasures” without mistaking them for 
the ”real thing” (Lewis 2002, 114). Con -
se quently, the Christian must ”keep ali -
ve… the desire for [her] true country” 
(Lewis 2002, 114). Despite primarily  
seeking to provide an interpretation rath -
er than an argument, Lewis also adds a 
few lines that argue for the spiritual signi-
ficance of unfulfilled desires. We argue, 
though, that he added those lines to make 
the interpretation more probable to the 
Christian reader and not to persuade the 
disillusioned materialist (even though 
such an argument can be constructed 
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from his ideas). If Lewis intended an 
argument for the Christian God he would 
also have to discuss and reject the posi-
tions of idealism, deism and theism as 
they are also compatible with unfulfilled 
longings pointing to transcendence. The 
fact that he omits this reveals that he is 
not primarily presenting an argument for 
Christianity but an argument in a Chris -
tian framework. Overall, Lewis merely 
wants to persuade Christian readers, that 
their unfulfilled desires are a bridge to the 
transcendent (God). 

If we turn our attention to how Lewis 
used the argument in his public engage-
ment, it becomes clear that his use of the 
argument from desire is different from his 
use of arguments from moral and reason. 
First, we have already seen that Lewis 
makes a significant effort in presenting, 
ana lyzing, exemplifying, and defending 
pre mise 1 and it is a theme that often 
comes up in his letters, essays, articles and 
novels. Both of Lewis’s spiritual autobio-
graphies were written mainly to help 
people recognize unfulfilled longings in 
their life (premise 1) and present the 
Chris tian interpretation of them. Still, this 
is obviously not the same as defending the 
entire argument. 

Second, if Lewis attempted a full blow 
argument for transcendence or God from 
unfulfilled desires, he would have to treat 
premise 2 and alternative explanations in 
depth. That fact that he treats premise 2 
only in a few scattered lines suggests that 
he was not attempting to construct a 
public, persuasive argument. This sugges-
tion is confirmed by the fact that he gave 
unfulfilled desires a minor role in his pub -
lic speeches on BBC in 1942 later publish -
ed as Mere Christianity in 1953. The first 
book of Mere Christianity presents ”right 
and wrong as a clue to the meaning of the 
universe” (Lewis 2002, 3) whereas unful-

filled desires are not presented until the 
third book in a short chapter titled 
”Hope” as a longing for ”Heaven” 
(Lewis 2002, 112–14). 

To conclude: It seems to be the case 
that Lewis did not see unfulfilled desires 
as the basis for a public, persuasive argu-
ment for transcendence, God or Christi a -
nity. Still, it was important for him to 
point to the phenomenon of unfulfilled 
desires and how Christianity interpreted 
these. Does this mean that there is no per-
suasive potential in unfulfilled desires? 
Not quite, as we shall see below. 

Reconstructing Lewis’s lived 
”argument” 
If Lewis was not primarily interested in 
presenting and defending an argument, 
what was he then trying to achieve? Seve -
ral scholars writing on the argument from 
desire has brought attention to the expe-
riential side of the argument.9 Peter 
Kreeft, who more than anyone has for-
med the academic discussion of Lewis’s 
theology of desires as a discussion of an 
argument, writes: ”It is far more than an 
argument. Like Anselm’s argument, it is 
also a meditation, an illumination, an ex -
perience, an invitation to experiment with 
yourself, a pilgrimage” (Kreeft 1989, 
249). Unfortunately, the experiential side 
of Lewis’s theology is not analyzed by 
Kreeft as something other than a premise 
of an argument.  

We have already stated that Lewis 
wants to bring attention to an experience 
he deems common and important and to 
give a Christian interpretation of the 
experience. There might, though, be an 
additional aspect found in his concept of 
a ”lived argument.” Lewis sees his argu-
ment from desire as a lived ontological 
argument in contrast to the traditional 
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conceptual or abstract ontological argu-
ment. 

The earliest reference to the argument 
from desire by Lewis is found in a letter 
from October 24, 1931, to his brother 
Warren. In this letter, Lewis complains of 
all the bad student essays he has had to 
read on Descartes’ proofs of the existence 
of God. Whether the idea of a perfect be -
ing can be used as an argument for God 
depends, according to Lewis, on the spe-
cificity of the idea. Lewis uses an analogy 
to explain. If a person has a detailed idea 
of a machine, it proves that either he has 
firsthand knowledge of the machine itself 
or that he has it from someone who has 
such experience. On the other hand, if the 
idea is vague and undetailed then it pro-
ves nothing (Lewis 1966, 143). Following 
this distinction, Lewis claims that it is 
possible that some people have an idea of 
God not of their own making: 

[I]t is arguable that the ”idea of 
God” in some minds, does contain, 
not a mere abstract definition, but 
a real imaginative perception of 
goodness and beauty beyond their 
own resources; and this not only in 
minds which already believe in 
God. It certainly seems to me that 
the ”vague something” which has 
been suggested to one’s mind as 
desirable, all one’s life, in experien-
ces of nature, music, and poetry, 
[…] and which rouses desires that 
no finite object even pretends to 
satisfy, can be argued not to be any 
product of our own minds. Of 
course I am not suggesting that 
these vague ideas of something we 
want and haven’t got, which occur 
in the Pagan period of individuals 
and of races (hence mythology) are 
anything more than the first and 
most rudimentary forms of ‘the 
idea of God’ (Lewis 1966, 144)10 

 

In this way, Lewis argues that the existen-
ce of a rudimentary idea of God awoken 
by unfulfilled longings in some individu-
als might form the basis of a new experi-
ential version of the ontological argument 
for God. Why could this idea of God not 
just have been made up by the person her-
self or himself? According to Lewis, the 
gist of the argument is in the quality of 
the imaginative perception itself. Lewis’s 
argument is thus distinct from the classi-
cal ontological argument because it does 
not rest on an abstract definition of God 
but on an experience. 

A second reference to the ontological 
argument is found in the foreword to the 
third version of The Pilgrim’s Regress. 
Lewis writes:  

The dialectic of Desire, faithfully 
followed, would retrieve all mista-
kes, head you off from all false 
paths, and force you not to pro-
pound, but to live through, a sort 
of ontological proof. This lived dia-
lectic, and the merely argued dia-
lectic of my philosophical progress, 
seemed to have converged on one 
goal. (Lewis 1992, 205) 

Lewis’s distinction between the lived and 
the argued dialectic is important. By turn -
ing the experience of unfulfilled desire 
into an argument it is moved from the 
lived dialectic to the argued. The experi-
ence is thus turned into concepts and 
abstraction. As such, it leaves behind pre-
cisely that which might be able to persua-
de people of the existence of transcenden-
ce: the experience itself. 

Lewis introduces a helpful distinction 
in his essay ”Meditation in a Toolshed” 
from 1945. He begins the essay by retel-
ling how he recently found himself in a 
dark, dusty toolshed where a beam of 
light came through a crack at the top of 
the door. His point is, that the experience 
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of looking at the beam of light is quite dif-
ferent from the experience of looking 
along the beam of light into the Sun. This 
metaphor expresses two ways of under-
standing experiences. The former is the 
distanced, ”scientific” perspective where-
as the latter is the inside experience of the 
phenomenon. Contemporary culture, 
according to Lewis, favors the outside 
view of things as the true perspective 
(Lewis 2017, 52–53). Lewis argues that 
”one must look both along and at every -
thing” (Lewis 2017, 55). Further, he tries 
to turn the table on those who prefer 
look ing from the outside: ”If you will 
only step inside, the things that look to 
you like instincts and taboos will sudden-
ly reveal their real and transcendental 
nature” (Lewis 2017, 53). Lewis’s point is 
not that we should always follow the insi-
de experience. He admits that they often 
deceive (Lewis 2017, 54). His point is 
that we must decide on a case-by-case 
bas is without prejudice (Lewis 2017, 55). 

The distinction between looking at 
and looking along is helpful in interpreta-
ting his distinction between a lived argu-
ment and a conceptual argument. The 
lived argument is the experience of look -
ing along. Consequently, it cannot be pre-
sented as a syllogism in an academic ar -
ticle. The lived argument can only be 
communicated through an invitation to 
enter the experience. The text should thus 
not merely tell the reader about the phe-
nomenon. It must facilitate the experience 
in the life of the reader. Further, we have 
noted above that Lewis only spends a few 
lines defending premise 2. Maybe that is 
because he knew that coming to know the 
truth of premise 2 depends on the experi-
ence itself. The person who has the expe-
rience knows the truth of premise 2 
because it has such qualities that she can-
not bring herself to believe that it is a pro-

duct of her own mind subjectively genera-
ted. She is looking along the beam of light 
directly perceiving the transcendent. If 
that is the case, it would explain why 
Lewis uses much more time on presenting 
and giving life to premise 1 than premise 2.  

The contemporary apologetic 
relevance of Lewis’s argument 
from desire 
In evaluating the apologetic relevance of 
Lewis’s argument from desire we will use 
the meta-apologetic framework develo-
ped by theologian Emil B. Nielsen in 
Apologetics Beyond Arguments. Nielsen 
defines apologetics as a persuasive practi-
ce (Nielsen 2025, 24–26) and identifies 
four methods of apologetic persuasion 
(Nielsen 2025, 48–50):  

1) Argumentative apologetics per-
suade through rational arguments.  

2) Imaginative apologetics persua-
de by presenting a beautiful and 
attractive interpretation of reality 

3) Communitarian apologetics per-
suade through the attractiveness of 
the lifestyle of a community faithful 
to the story of Jesus. 

4) Experiential apologetics persua-
de by facilitating religious experi-
ences or interpreting experiences as 
religious (Nielsen 2025, 68).  

In this section, we evaluate the apologetic 
value (the persuasive potential) of Lewis’s 
theology of unfulfilled desires according 
to these four apologetic methods. In other 
words: To what degree can Lewis’s theol-
ogy of unfulfilled desires form a persuasi-
ve argument, present an attractive vision 
of life, create a basis for an attractive 
community, and facilitate religious expe-
riences? We argue that despite the contro-
versial and technical nature of the acade-
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mic discussion of Lewis’s argument from 
desire, his overall theology of desire still 
has apologetic relevance in relation to the 
three other methods of apologetics, espe-
cially in light of the contemporary secular 
condition. 

Argumentative apologetics: A persuasi-
ve, rational argument from unfulfilled 
desires?  
The evidential value of Lewis’s argument 
from desire has been discussed in several 
academic books and articles over the 
years.11 We will briefly present central as -
pects of this academic discussion and 
focus on whether scholars have found the 
argument persuasive. 

Philosopher Erik J. Wielenberg has cri-
ticized the argument by attacking premise 
2 that, in his case, states: ”all natural, in -
nate desires are capable of being satis-
fied” (Wielenberg 2008, 111). If that is the 
case, then combined with premise 1 
(hum ans have natural, innates desires for 
transcendence) we can conclude that 
tran scendence exists. Peter Kreeft argues 
that a rejection of premise 2 amounts to a 
rejection of a meaningful universe, since 
desires and satisfactions match in a mea-
ningful universe (Kreeft 1989, 255). Peter 
Williams names this the ad reductio argu-
ment. That is, rejecting premise 2 entails 
absurdity (Williams 2019, 130). To Wie -
len berg, though, the idea of an absurd 
universe is not problematic from an athe-
istic point of view. Rather, the absurdity 
of life is a basic tenet of much atheism. 
Consequently, the ad reductio argument 
only persuades those who presuppose a 
religious worldview that postulates a 
meaningful (non-absurd) world (Wielen -
berg 2007, 112). This seems to mirror 
Smilde’s conclusion that ”in modern 
times it is no use trying to argue ‘from 
desire’ unless the ground for such an 

attempt – a ground lost to modern man 
including the young Lewis – has been 
laid” (Smilde 2014, 47). Consequently, 
neither Wielenberg nor Smilde finds the 
argument persuasive. Against this posi-
tion, it can be argued that most people 
experience life as coherent and meaning-
ful (at least most of the time) and live as 
if life is not absurd. Further, some atheist 
philosophers develops theories with non-
absurd constitutive elements like tran -
scendence and moral realism (cf. Dwor  kin 
2013). The absurdity defense is thus a 
theoretical possibility but with a high 
experiential and existential cost as well as 
incompatible with certain atheist philoso-
phies. 

The argument from desire exists in 
various forms.12 Philosopher Gregory 
Bassham judges that the abductive ver-
sion is the strongest (Bassham 2015, 55). 
This version states, that transcendence (or 
God) is the best explanation of the phe-
nomenon of unfulfilled desires. The argu-
ment thus states that it is more probable 
that we would experience unfulfilled desi-
res if theism is true than if atheism is true 
(Bassham 2015, 47). To counter this 
claim, Bassham claims, first, that atheism 
is a simpler hypothesis than theism. Con -
sequently, its prior probability is higher.13 

Second, he tries to show that the pheno-
menon of unfulfilled desires is to be 
expected in a materialist universe. Draw -
ing on Wielenberg, Bassham suggests that 
unfulfilled desires could plausibly have 
some kind of evolutionary advantage. It 
could, for example, be the case that hum -
ans carrying the restlessness characteristic 
of unfulfilled desires outcompeted more 
complacent humans in the competition 
for territory, resources and partners 
(Bassham 2015, 48).14 Bassham, through 
mainly critical of the argument, arrives at 
the conclusion that the phenomenon of 
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Joy might amount to ”some confirming 
evidence for theism” but it ”is not any -
thing to write home about” (Bassham 
2015, 55). 

The short discussion presented above 
does not do justice to the complex acade-
mic discussion of the argument from desi-
res. It is not the aim of this article to eva-
luate the argument from desire. We mere-
ly note that some philosophers have not 
found it persuasive and have presented 
important counterarguments. Our main 
point here is that the apologetic relevance 
of Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires 
does not rests solely on the soundness of 
the argument from desire. In the next 
three sections, we will examine the apolo-
getic relevance Lewis’s theology from 
three other methodological perspectives. 

Imaginative apologetics: A persuasive 
interpretation of unfulfilled desires in 
contemporary western culture 
”I don’t believe in God, but I miss him” 
(Barnes 2008, 44). In these words, secular 
novelist Julian Barnes gives voice to a 
wide spread unease in western culture. 
Philosopher Charles Taylor diagnoses con -
t emporary western society as one suffer -
ing under the absence of belief in God 
and transcendence. He names it the ”the 
malaise of modernity” (Taylor 2007, 
299–321). If Taylor is right in his diagno-
sis, Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires 
has an attractive potential in contempora-
ry secular culture. By reintroducing the 
con cept of transcendence in interpreting 
everyday longings, Lewis breaks what 
Taylor calls ”the immanent frame.” 
Transcendence is neither a fantasy nor 
something disconnected from ordinary 
living but a living everyday reality. Such 
an interpretation, whether it is true or 
not, seems to be able to counter the ma -
laise of modernity and ”reenchant” the 

world. Hence, it has a persuasive potenti-
al by being an attractive interpretation of 
life. 

Lewis was a child of modernism (and 
not postmodernism) and consequently 
did not favor a pragmatist approach to 
belief in Christianity. In his essay ”Chris -
tian Apologetics” he writes: 

The great difficulty is to get mod -
ern audiences to realize that you 
are preaching Christianity solely 
and simply because you happen to 
think it true; they always suppose 
you are preaching it because you 
like it or think it good for society or 
something of the sort. (C.S. Lewis 
2000, 64) 

Consequently, there is an imaginative 
apologetic potential in Lewis’s theology 
that goes against his modernist sensibili-
ties.15 While such reservation is legitimate 
it need not entail an abandonment of 
imaginative apologetics. As Nielsen has 
argued, imaginative apologetics on its 
own is ethically problematic because it is 
not obviously epistemically linked to 
truth but in combination with argument-
ative apologetics this problem is negated 
(Nielsen 2025, 213–59). 

Communitarian apologetics: A persua-
sive community open to nature, culture 
and earthly joys. 
Communitarian apologetics focus on the 
attractiveness of the Christian community 
when it faithfully embodies the Christian 
faith. Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desi-
res functions mainly on the individual 
and private level. Still, there is at least one 
point in his theology of unfulfilled desires 
relevant to communitarian apologetics. 
His theology is a defense of the religious 
relevance of culture (especially literature), 
nature and earthly joys.  

Lewis concludes, that if his theology of 



unfulfilled desires is right, then Christians 
”must take care, on the one hand, never 
to despise, or be unthankful for, these 
earthly blessings, and on the other, never 
to mistake them for the something else of 
which they are only a kind of cope, or 
echo, or mirage” (Lewis 2002, 114). But 
it is not just that we should be thankful 
for earthly joys and pleasures. Christians 
should actively cultivate the faculty of 
enjoying them since it is a way to ”keep 
alive … the desire for [our] true country”; 
the desire for God (Lewis 2002, 114).  

Christianity has sometimes been asso-
ciated with a stark rejection of earthly 
pleasures, culture and nature. Lewis’s 
theo l ogy, on the other hand, creates a 
community open to and valuing these 
joys without worshipping them. We belie-
ve such a Christian community has an 
attractive (or at least not repulsive) appe-
al to those ”outside” the church. 
Consequently, it has some kind of persua -
s ive influence. 

Experiential apologetics: A persuasive 
experience of the transcendent beyond 
arguments and attraction 
Above we argued that Lewis’s main inte-
rest was on the experiential side of the 
unfulfilled desires. As such, his theology 
of unfulfilled desires can be seen as an 
instance of experiential apologetics. 
Nielsen defines experiential apologetics 
as ”the attempt to persuade an interlocu-
tor by facilitating religious experiences or 
reinterpreting current experiences, so 
their religious significance is understood” 
(Nielsen 2025, 68). This definition con -
tains two ways of understanding experi-
ential apologetics and Lewis’s theology of 
unfulfilled desire fits with the latter. Lewis 
believes unfulfilled desires are universal. 
Consequently, the apologist need not help 
facilitate them. What the apologist needs 

to do is to bring them into focus and 
interpret them. 

The difference between arguments for 
God and experiences of God is that the 
latter includes some form of direct (un -
argued) perception of God16 that some -
times makes conceptual arguments irrele-
vant. John Froula is thus correct when he 
classifies Lewis’s Joy as a form of spiritual 
perception (Froula 2018). In the experi-
ence of unfulfilled desires, the form of the 
transcendent is recognized. The form of 
the desired is in the desire, as Lewis stated 
above. Consequently, this experience has 
evidential value and might be able to per-
suade the one who has the experience.  

If the object is given directly in the 
experience itself, there is no need for fur -
ther arguments. The object is known. But 
if the experience is open to several inter-
pretations (materialism or transcendence) 
as to what is perceived, then further argu-
ments are needed to determine what alter-
native is most probably true. Of course, 
there is also the possibility that even 
though the experience in theory is open 
for an alternative interpretation, this al -
ternative interpretation does not seem to 
fit as well with the experienced character 
of the experience. As such, the evidential 
weight does not amount to either proof 
or no proof but some degree of evidential 
weight. In contrast to arguments, though, 
the evidential weight of the experience 
cannot be determined from the outside. 
One needs to inhabit the experience to 
assess its quality and epistemic significan-
ce.17 

The fact that this question cannot be 
settled from the outside through rational 
discourse does not mean that unfulfilled 
desires have no apologetic relevance. 
Rather, the task of the Church and the 
apologetic practitioner is to follow in 
Lewis’s steps by drawing attention to the 
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phenomenon of unfulfilled desires and 
pre senting a Christian interpretation of 
them. Whether the experience will be 
found to be persuasive is beyond the con-
trol of the apologist.  

Further, it is important that apologists 
do not push non-believers towards a 
transcendental or Christian interpretation 
of the phenomenon since this might keep 
them from being attentive to the pheno-
menon itself. Since the nature of the phe-
nomenon of unfulfilled desire is subtle 
the re is a possibility that those who do 
not wish to see a path to the transcendent 
will not see one. Of course, the opposite 
is also true. The religious person might 
experience unfilled desires as an experien-
ce of transcendence because she wants to 
find transcendence. There is no way to 
avoid bias. Theists as well as atheists and 
agnostics need to be self-critical and 
attend to the phenomenon with an open 
mind.  

Conclusion  
In this article we have reconstructed C.S. 
Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires. On 
the one hand, we have criticized those 

who claim that Lewis offered no argu-
ment from desire. We conclude that 
Lewis clearly offers an interesting argu-
ment though with low evidential weight. 
On the other hand, we have criticized 
those who see nothing but the argument 
in Lewis’s theology. Lewis was not prima-
rily interested in the argumentative side of 
unfulfilled desires but in its lived and 
experienced dimensions. Further, it is pre-
cisely in this respect that Lewis’s ideas are 
still relevant to contemporary, Christian 
apologetics. Lewis did not merely (or pri-
marily) present an argument for transcen-
dence. He presented an attractive inter-
pretation of a universal phenomenon 
plausibly revealing the presence of trans-
cendence in ordinary human life. Further, 
such an interpretation, while pointing 
beyond this world, maintains an attracti-
ve openness to nature, culture and earthly 
joys without worshiping them. Lewis’s 
repu tation as the 20th century’s most 
important Christian apologist is thus des -
erved and we believe he still has much to 
offer in the 21st.18 

 

 

Literature 

Augustine. 1961. Confessions. Translated by R. S. Pine-Coffin. Penguin Books. 

Barnes, Julian. 2008. Nothing to Be Frightened Of: A Memoir. Knopf. 

Bassham, Gregory. 2015. ‘Con: Quenching the Argument from Desire’. In C. S. Lewis’s 
Chris tian Apologetics: Pro and Con. Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004301658_004. 

Beversluis, John. 1985. C. S. Lewis and the Search for Rational Religion. W.B. Eerdmans. 

Dworkin, Ronald. 2013. Religion without God. Harvard University Press. 

Feinendegen, Norbert. 2008. Denk-Weg Zu Christus: C. S. Lewis Als Kritischer Denker Der 
Moderne. Verlag Friedrich Pustet. 

Feinendegen, Norbert. 2018. ‘The Philosopher’s Progress: C. S. Lewis’ Intellectual Journey 
from Atheism to Theism’. Journal of Inklings Studies (Online) 8 (2): 103–43. 
https://doi.org/10.3366/ink.2018.0011. 

 



Froula, John. 2018. ‘Joy as Spiritual Perception in C. S. Lewis’. The Heythrop Journal 59 
(1): 56–65. https://doi.org/10.1111/heyj.12485. 

Holyer, Robert. 1988. ‘The Argument from Desire’. Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the 
Society of Christian Philosophers 5 (1): 61–71. https://doi.org/10.5840/faithphil1988513. 

Kreeft, Peter J. 1989. ‘C. S. Lewis’s Argument from Desire’. In The Riddle of Joy: G.K. 
Chesterton and C. S. Lewis. William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 

Lewis, C. S. 1966. ‘Letter to Warran November 22, 1931’. In Letters of C. S. Lewis, first edi-
tion, edited by W. H. Lewis. Geoffrey Bles Ltd. 

Lewis, C. S. 1969. ‘Bluspels and Flalansferes: A Semantic Nightmare’. In Selected Literary 
Essays. Cambridge University Press. 

Lewis, C. S. 1992. The Pilgrim’s Regress. Paperback edition. William B. Eerdmans Pub lis h -
ing Company. 

Lewis, C. S. 2000. ‘The Weight of Glory’. In C. S. Lewis Essay Collection: Faith, Christianity 
and the Church. HarperCollinsPublishers. 

Lewis, C. S. 2002. ‘Mere Christianity’. In C. S. Lewis: The Complete C. S. Lewis Signature 
Classics. HarperOne. 

Lewis, C. S. 2008. Yours Jack: The Inspirational Letters of C. S. Lewis. Edited by Paul F. 
Ford. HarperCollinsPublishers. 

Lewis, C. S. 2012. Surprised by Joy. William Collins. 

Lewis, C. S. 2017. ‘Meditation in a Toolshed’. In Compelling Reason: Essays on Ethics and 
Theology. William Collins. 

Lewis, C.S. 2000. ‘Christian Apologetics’. In C. S. Lewis: Essay Collection: Faith, Chris tia -
nity and the Church. HarperCollinsPublishers. 

Nielsen, Emil Børty. 2024. ‘Tro og argumenter’. In Gudsargumenter, vol. 1. Nordisk Serie 
for Kristen Apologetik og Religionsfilosofi. Kolon. 

Nielsen, Emil Børty. 2025. Apologetics Beyond Arguments: On the Nature, Methods, and 
Ethics of Christian Apologetics. LIT Verlag. 

Pascal, Blaise. 1995. Pensées and Other Writings. Edited by Anthony Levi. Translated by 
Honor Levi. Oxford University Press. 

Puckett Jr, Joe. 2013. The Apologetics of Joy: A Case for the Existence of God from C. S. 
Lewis’s Argument from Desire. Lutterworth Press. 

Simek, Slater. 2022. ‘A Bayesian Exploration of C.S. Lewis’s ”Argument from Desire”’. 
Sophia 61 (4): 757–73. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11841-021-00887-9. 

Smilde, Arend. 2014. ‘Horrid Red Herrings: A New Look at the ”Lewisian Argument from 
Desire” – and Beyond’. Journal of Inklings Studies 4 (1): 33–92. 

Swinburne, Richard. 2004. The Existence of God. Second Edition. Clarendon Press. 

Taylor, Charles. 2007. A Secular Age. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674044289. 

Ward, Michael. 2011. ‘The Good Serves the Better and Both the Best: C. S. Lewis on 
Imagination and Reason in Apologetics’. In Imaginative Apologetics: Theology. Philo so -
phy and the Catholic Tradition, edited by Andrew Davison. SCM Press. 

Wielenberg, Erik J. 2007. God and the Reach of Reason: C. S. Lewis, David Hume, and 
Bertrand Russell. University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167444. 

20 On the apologetic relevance of C.S. Lewis’s theology of unfulfilled desires 

Theofilos  vol. 15 nr. 1 2026



Emil Børty Nielsen and Sebastian Amorsen Vestergaard 21

Theofilos  vol. 15 nr. 1 2026

Williams, Donald T. 2018. ‘Made for Another World: C. S. Lewis’s Argument from Desire 
Revisited’. Philosophia Christi 2018 (19:2): 449–54. 

Williams, Peter S. 2015A. ‘Pro: A Defense of C. S. Lewis’s Argument from Desire’. In C. S. 
Lewis’s Christian Apologetics: Pro and Con. Brill.  
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004301658_004. 

Williams, Peter S. 2015B. ‘Reply to Gregory Bassham’. In C. S. Lewis’s Christian Apolo -
getics: Pro and Con. Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004301658_005. 

Williams, Peter S. 2019. ‘C. S. Lewis as a Central Figure in Formulating the Theistic Argu -
ment from Desire’. Linguaculture, 10 (2): 115–34.   
https://doi.org/10.47743/lincu-2019-2-0149. 

 

Notes 

1 Peter S. Williams has examined the history of the arguments from desires and Lewis’s unique contribution in 
Williams 2019. 
2 Lewis uses a number of terms for the experiences he has in mind like ”nostalgia”, ”desire”, ”longings”, 
”thrill”, and ”Joy”. Below we will use the term ”unfulfilled desires” to refer to these. Lewis does not use the 
predicate ”unfulfilled” but since such an assumption is always present in his theology, we have added it for clarity. 
3 On dating and sequencing Lewis’ conversion to theism and later Christianity, scholarship remains divided. 
Recent reconstructions place Lewis’s conversion to theism in Trinity Term 1930. Lewis himself dates his con-
version to 1931 and seems rearrange the steps leading up to it (Feinendegen 2018, 103–12). 
4 Lewis begins by stating that materialism does not leave ”room for any satisfactory theory of knowledge” 
(Lewis 2012, 241–42). He continues by including parallel arguments from ethics (moral judgements have objec-
tive validity) and aesthetics (aesthetic experiences have objective value). The latter argument points forward to 
his argument from unfulfilled desires but is a different argument since it argues from aesthetic experience and 
not desires. Still ”all Joys … awakens desire” (Lewis 2008, 250) and consequently the arguments are connected. 
Lewis explores the argument from reason in more depth in Miracles chapter 3 (Lewis 2002b, 311–21). The 
moral argument is presented extensively by Lewis in book 1 of Mere Christianity (Lewis 2002a, 15–36) 
5 Peter Williams have shown that Lewis presented the argument using different logical forms (Williams 2019, 
125). We have chosen to reconstruct it as an abductive argument. 
6 There is a tension in Lewis’s thinking between making Joy a specific kind of intense longing and seeing it as 
a general feature of all desire. This tension can be resolved if we assume that all desires point to transcendence 
but that this is seen most clearly in intense cases. This would explain Lewis’s main interest in the latter cases. 
7 See also Lewis 1992, 203. 
8 Some examples of present objects given by Lewis: ”nature, music and poetry” (Lewis 1966, 144); ”inanimate 
nature and marvelous literature” (Lewis 1992, 202); ”smell of a bonfire, the sound of wild ducks flying over -
head, the title of The Well at the World’s End, the opening lines of Kubla Khan, the morning cobwebs in late 
summer, or the noise of falling waves” (Lewis 1992, 204). 
9 Donald Williams writes: ”The argument from desire cannot be fully evaluated except experientially” 
(Williams 2018, 452). Smilde likewise states: ”The plausibility of [the argument’s] conclusion is not a thing to 
be propounded, but to be lived through; a thing to be told, not argued” (Smilde 2014, 40). 
10 There is a tension in Lewis’s argument analogy here. In the above machine example, vagueness was an indi-
cator that the person had no experience of a real machine. Lewis wants to say the exact opposite about some 
people’s ”vague idea of God” despite its vagueness. His point is that their vague idea of ”God” comes from a 
real, direct perception of transcendence (beauty and goodness) through the imagination (mediated by music, 
nature and literature). 
11 Cf. Beversluis 1985; Kreeft 1989; Holyer 1988; Wielenberg 2007; Puckett Jr 2013; Smilde 2014; Williams 
2015A; Bassham 2015; Williams 2018; 2019; Simek 2022. 
12 For a presentation of the different forms of the argument see Williams 2015A. 
13 Contrary to Bassham, philosopher Richard Swinburne defends the notion that theism is a simple hypothesis 
and thus have a high prior probability (Swinburne 2004). 
14 For Peter Williams’s reply to Wielenberg and Bassham’s evolutionary counterargument see Williams 2015B.  
15 It is important to note, that imaginative apologetics is not the same as the role of imagination in C. S. Lewis 
thinking. A central determination of imagination in Lewis is his concept of imagination as ”the organ of mea-
ning” (Lewis 1969). Lewis’s point is that if we cannot imagine a proposition or theory then we cannot assess 



its truth (cf. Ward 2011). Imagination is thus a central aspect of understanding and play a role in all four apo-
logetic methods in Nielsen’s typology. Imaginative apologetics, on the other hand, is not merely about imagi-
ning a reality but about the attraction or repulsion of the imagined reality. Consequently, while imagination 
plays a central role in Lewis’s writings his relationship to imaginative apologetics is open for discussion given 
his modernist sensibilities. 
16 By this we do not necessarily mean sense perception. Unfulfilled desire, for example, is not a sense percep-
tion. Further, we do not imply that God is known in his totality nor as he is in himself. God always reveals him-
self to humans in a form that matches human cognitive abilities (divine accommodation). Lastly, we do not 
argue that such experiences give certain knowledge. Only that they often have some degree of evidential weight. 
The important point is, that this evidential weight is not the conclusion of an argument but given in the expe-
rience itself. 
17 For a presentation of different sources of persuasion and their epistemic significance see Nielsen 2024, 19–21. 
18 We would like to thank Michael Agerbo Mørch, Thomas Steiner, John Daniel Andersen, Martin Jakobsen 
and two peer-reviewers for helpful response to drafts of this article. 
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