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Abstract: This article introduces Lewis as a Christian apologist, exploring
his journey to faith and some of the core themes of his defence of
Christianity. It opens by locating Lewis in his historical and cultural con-
text, exploring how his teenage atheism gave way to Christianity. It notes
some of the reasons that moved Lewis initially towards faith, and subse-
quently towards seeing himself as an apologist. The article then focusses
on a series of themes that are important in Lewis’s apologetic method.
Including the need to see reality in a new way, the ability of Christianity
to make sense of the world and human existence, Lewis’s use of stories as
a means of communicating and defending the Christian faith, and his cri-

tique of materialism.
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There is growing awareness within most
churches of the need for Christians to
engage outwardly with the broader cultu-
ral context. This renewed interest in apo-
logetics and cultural witness often focus-
ses on C.S. Lewis, who has established a
reputation as an accessible apologist for
the core themes of the Christian faith.
Apologetics can be defined as the branch
of Christian thought that focuses on
defending and explaining the core themes
of the Christian faith, while effectively
and faithfully communicating them to the
wider world.! Lewis has earned a reputa-
tion as an intellectually capable advocate
and defender of the Christian faith with a

remarkable ability to connect with broa-
der culture, partly due to his appeal to
both our reason and imaginations, as well
as his sophisticated use of storytelling as
an apologetic tool.

Introducing Lewis

Clive Staples Lewis was born in Belfast,
Ireland, on November 29, 1898.2 His fa-
ther was a lawyer whose successful career
enabled the family to move to a large
house (‘Little Lea’) on the outskirts of
Belfast in 1905. Several years later,
Lewis’s mother died of cancer, leaving his
father to care for Lewis and his elder
brother, Warren. The two brothers spent
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hours alone in the vast attic of the old
house, creating and inhabiting imaginary
worlds of their own making.

As a teenager, Lewis became a commit-
ted atheist. His rejection of God deepened
during his wartime service in the British
Army in late 1917. The trauma and de-
struction of the First World War seemed
to Lewis to destroy belief in God. Athe-
ism, Lewis concluded, was the only serio-
us option for an intelligent person. Lewis
initially hoped to be remembered as a
‘War Poet,” but gradually realized that he
lacked the talent and instead focused on
his academic studies upon returning to
Oxford in 1919. Lewis earned first-class
honours in Greats (classics and philoso-
phy) in 1922, followed by first-class
honours in English the next year.

After an unsettled period during which
his future seemed uncertain, Lewis was
elected to a tutorial fellowship in English
Literature at Magdalen College in the
spring of 1925. This appointment secured
his academic and financial future and
expanded his network to include mem-
bers of the Faculty of English Literature
at Oxford. One of the most significant
outcomes was that Lewis developed a
close friendship with J. R. R. Tolkien in
the late 1920s, a relationship that conti-
nued until Lewis’s death.

During the 1920s, Lewis began to
reconsider his attitude toward Christia-
nity. In the early 1920s, Lewis seems to
regard atheism as rationally plausible but
imaginatively and emotionally inadequa-
te. The story of his return to faith is
described in detail in his autobiography,
Surprised by Joy. After wrestling with the
evidence of God found in human reason
and experience, he ultimately concluded
that intellectual honesty compelled him to
believe in and trust God. Although he did
not want to believe, he felt he had no

choice — thus becoming, in his own
words, ‘the most dejected and reluctant
convert in all England.’

Lewis dates this life-changing transi-
tion to the summer of 1929, although it
may have actually occurred in June
1930.4 However, this conversion was to a
form of theism — a generalized belief in
God - rather than to Christianity itself.
The final stage of Lewis’s conversion took
place in late 1931. He provides an allego-
rical account of his conversion in his first
published book, The Pilgrim’s Regress
(1933).

So what specific form of Christianity
did Lewis adopt? Lewis developed the
concept of ‘mere Christianity’ — a consen-
sual Christian orthodoxy without any
specific denominational affiliation. He
recognized the importance of belonging
to a particular church or denomination,
and attended a local Anglican church in
the Oxford suburb of Headington. How-
ever, Lewis viewed himself as an advocate
of Christianity in general, rather than any
specific Christian denomination.

After his conversion to Christianity,
Lewis began to establish his reputation as
a leading authority on medieval and
Renaissance English literature. His 1936
work, The Allegory of Love, is still regar-
ded as a masterpiece. Alongside his scho-
larly writings, Lewis also authored books
of a very different nature. Aiming for cla-
rity and conviction, he produced a series
of works intended to communicate the
reasonableness of Christianity to his con-
temporaries. Lewis recognized that his
own transition from atheism to Christia-
nity uniquely equipped him to serve as an
apologist. This was confirmed when a
publisher invited him to write a specifical-
ly apologetic work — The Problem of Pain
(1940). The publisher’s editor, Ashley
Sampson, had been impressed by Lewis’s
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writing style and his ability to connect
with a broader audience.

Lewis as an Apologist

The Problem of Pain can be seen as mar-
king the beginning of Lewis’s public min-
istry as a lay apologist — someone who
defended Christianity itself rather than
any specific Christian church or denomi-
national interpretation. Having transitio-
ned from atheism to Christianity, Lewis
was uniquely positioned to address the
questions, doubts, and anxieties many
atheists held about Christianity, offering
both convincing and reassuring respon-
ses.

The success of The Problem of Pain
prompted Lewis to develop his own dis-
tinctive apologetic method, earning him
recognition as a reputable and accessible
Christian voice in the nation.

His growing public profile was further
enhanced by a series of radio talks he was
invited to deliver on the British Broad-
casting Corporation during the summer
of 1941, which gained him a wide follow-
ing. The success of this series led to invi-
tations to give three further series of add-
resses along the same lines. Lewis later
edited these four series of talks and
published them as Mere Christianity
(1952).

Throughout the 1940s, Lewis solidi-
fied his growing reputation as a Christian
apologist. In 1942, he published The
Screwtape Letters, whose wit and insight
firmly established him as a leading defen-
der of the Christian faith and helped him
emerge as a distinctive Christian voice in
the United States. It was not long before
Lewis gained an increasingly large and
appreciative American readership, which
has continued to expand significantly
since then. On 8 September 1947, Lewis
appeared on the front cover of Time ma-

gazine, which declared that this best-sel-
ling author was ‘one of the most influen-
tial spokesmen for Christianity in the
English-speaking world.” This reputation
was further enhanced by the publication
of the seven works in the Chronicles of
Narnia, which demonstrated how an
imaginatively engaging series of narrati-
ves could have a profound apologetic
impact.

By the late 1950s, Lewis was widely
regarded as one of the most influential
public Christian intellectuals of his gene-
ration in Britain, alongside novelist Doro-
thy L. Sayers, a leading writer of the ‘Gol-
den Age’ of British crime fiction. Lewis’s
approach to apologetics earned him a
broad readership in both Britain and the
United States, which grew over time as
his works were translated into multiple
languages.

So what can we learn from Lewis’s
approach to apologetics? In what fol-
lows, I will note some of the leading the-
mes of his writings, and reflect on how
these might be used and developed in our
present cultural context.

Seeing things in a new way

For Lewis, Christianity is like a lens that
brings our world into sharp focus, and
helps us to see things in a new way — the
way that they really are. Although Lewis
develops this argument at various points
in his writings, it is particularly signifi-
cant in his ‘Personal Heresy’ debate with
the Cambridge literature scholar E. M. W.
Tillyard. For Lewis, literature works not
by directing attention to the poet, but to
what the poet sees: “The poet is not a man
who asks me to look at him; he is a man
who says ‘look at that’ and points.”s The
poet is thus not a ‘spectacle’ to be viewed,
but a ‘set of spectacles’ through which
things are to be seen in a new way. The
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poet is not someone who is to be looked
at, but someone who is to be looked
through - like a lens, allowing us to see
things in focus.

Lewis’s approach here can be summed
up from the concluding sentence of a lec-
ture Lewis delivered to the Socratic Club
in Oxford in 1945: ‘I believe in Chris-
tianity as I believe that the Sun has risen,
not only because I see it, but because by it
I see everything else.’¢ Like a sun rising on
a darkened landscape, Christianity illumi-
nates reality, allowing us to see it proper-
ly, and work out how we fit into this
greater scheme of things. Yet Lewis takes
this idea further, exploring how we can
look through the eyes of others, and thus
grasp more clearly what difference Chris-
tianity makes to the way we see — and
hence inhabit — the world of faith. Lewis
makes this point particularly clearly in his
late work An Experiment in Criticism, in
which he explores the idea that writers
lend us their eyes so that we can look
through them, enriching our visionary
capacity without compromising our indi-
viduality.

My own eyes are not enough for
me, I will see through the eyes of
others. ... Literary experience heals
the wound, without undermining
the privilege, of individuality ... In
reading great literature I become a
thousand men and yet remain
myself. Like the night sky in the
Greek poem, I see with a myriad
eyes, but it is still I who see. Here,
as in worship, in love, in moral
action, in knowing, I transcend my-

self; and am never more myself
than when I do.”

Lewis’s point is important apologetically
and spiritually. In the case of apologetics,
it emphasizes the importance of trying to
help those outside the Christian commu-
nity of faith to grasp the difference that

Christianity makes to the way in which
we see and inhabit our world. We see our-
selves in a new way — not simply as a soci-
al statistic or as a ‘moral, dependent ani-
mal’ (Alasdair Maclntyre), but as people
who are loved by God, and seen as
having something meaningful and special
that they are called to do. Lewis himself
regularly emphasized that Christianity
enables us to see and step inside a new
world, and live within its structures of
meaning and significance. His approach
here appeals to the imagination, rather
than to rational analysis, inviting us to see
the world through fresh eyes. He suggests
we evaluate Christianity by the quality of
the vision of reality that it offers.

This point is important for apologe-
tics, as it explicitly engages a question
that is often left unanswered by traditio-
nal approaches that focus on issues of ra-
tional plausibility. For Lewis, the notion
of ‘truth’ extends far beyond the notion
of intellectual merit (‘this idea can be
trusted’) to enfold existential vitality (‘this
way of thinking transforms human exis-
tence’). The task is not simply to show
that Christianity is intellectually defen-
sible (something that Lewis achieves in
Mere Christianity) but also that it has the
capacity to inform moral values and crea-
te meaning in life.

It is helpful to set Lewis’s framework
of exploration against the comments of
the British novelist Jeanette Winterson,
who fully recognizes the human need for
meaning and significance.

We cannot simply eat, sleep, hunt
and reproduce — we are meaning-
seeking creatures. The Western
world has done away with religion
but not with religious impulses; we
seem to need some higher purpose,
some point to our lives — money
and leisure, social progress, are just
not enough.8
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Lewis’s approach to exploring and explai-
ning Christianity allows people to grasp
the way in which it engages and answers
some core human concerns about our
need for a ‘higher purpose, some point to
our lives.’

Yet Lewis’s approach is also important
spiritually. The quality of our own faith
can be enhanced through looking
through the eyes of other Christian wri-
ters. Perhaps they have seen something
about the gospel that we have missed?
Perhaps they have seen something more
clearly than we have? Christian writers
can enrich and enlarge our appreciation
of the Christian faith.

This helps us to understand Lewis’s
emphasis on the importance of spiritual
classics, which have become ‘classics’ pre-
cisely because they are realized to have a
depth and richness which transcends the
concerns of any particular generation.
Classic writers help us to break free from
our naive assumption that the most
recent is the best, that somehow the wis-
dom of the past is discredited or eclipsed
by more recent writing. More recent
books are in the process of being asses-
sed; some will stand the test of time, and
others will not.

For Lewis, Christian classics — such as
Athanasius’s On the Incarnation or
Augustine’s Confessions — possess the abi-
lity to connect us to a rich Christian past,
offering us resources that both inform us
about our faith while revealing the blind
spots of our own chronological location.
They allow us to see the great questions
and problems of our own time and cultu-
re through the eyes of others. As Lewis
observed in his own introduction to
Athanasius’s On the Incarnation, we need
to ‘keep the clean sea breeze of the centu-
ries blowing through our minds, and this
can be done only by reading old books.”

Making Sense of Things

Lewis argues that the map of reality offer-
ed by the Christian faith corresponds well
to what is actually observed and experi-
enced. Although Lewis was far too so-
phisticated a thinker to believe that he
can prove the existence of God or the
truth of Christianity, he nevertheless held
that the fundamental reasonableness of
the Christian faith can be shown by argu-
ment and reflection. Lewis’s apologetic
approach emphasizes the intellectual
capaciousness of the Christian view of
reality, and how it is able to ‘fit in> our
observations of the world around us, and
our experiences and longings within us.
One of the most distinctive features of
Lewis’s approach to apologetics is to
affirm the importance of both the reason
and imagination in commending and
defending Christianity. They play diffe-
rent roles, but serve the same purpose.
‘Reason is the natural organ of truth,
imagination is the organ of meaning.’10

Lewis’s most significant work of apo-
logetics is Mere Christianity, now widely
regarded as one of the most important
and influential works on Christianity to
have been published in the twentieth cen-
tury.!l Although the work affirms the
fundamental rationality of the Christian
faith, Lewis’s approach appeals primarily
to the shared experience of ordinary
people — such as a sense of moral obliga-
tion, or a feeling of longing for something
that is deeply satisfying, yet is not delive-
red in or through anything that is finite or
created.

There is, Lewis suggested, a deep and
intense feeling of longing within human
beings, which no earthly object or experi-
ence can satisfy. Lewis refers to this expe-
rience as joy’, and argues that it points to
God as its source and goal (hence the title
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of his autobiography). Pleasure, beauty,
and personal relationships all seem to
promise satisfaction and fulfilment — and
yet when we grasp them, we find that
what we were seeking was not located in
them, but lies beyond them. There is a
‘divine dissatisfaction’ within human
experience, which prompts us to ask
whether there is anything which may
satisfy the human quest to fulfil the desi-
res of the human heart.

In Mere Christianity, Lewis argues that
this is indeed the case. Hunger, he sug-
gests, is an excellent example of a human
feeling which corresponds to a genuine
physical need. This need points to the exis-
tence of food by which it may be met.
Thirst is a further example of a human
longing pointing to a human need, which
in turn points to its fulfilment in drinking.
Any authentic human longing, Lewis ar-
gues, points to a genuine human need,
which in turn points to a real object cor-
responding to that need.

Lewis thus suggests that it is reaso-
nable to argue that the deep human sense
of infinite longing which cannot be satis-
fied by any physical or finite object or
person must point to a real human need
which has both its origin and its fulfil-
ment in God himself. In this, he echoes a
great theme of traditional Christian thin-
king about the origin and goal of human
nature. ‘You have made us for yourself, O
Lord, and our hearts are restless until
they find their rest in you’ (Augustine of
Hippo). We are made by God, and we
experience a deep sense of longing, which
God alone can satisfy. Although Lewis’
reflections on the desire he calls oy’ cle-
arly reflect his own personal experience,
it is evident that he considers this sense of
longing to be a widespread feature of
human nature and experience.

Lewis’s point is that the Christian faith

offers a way of seeing our world which
illuminates many of its aspects, including
the rich and complex world of human
feelings. Unusually for a Christian apolo-
gist, Lewis shows an emotional intelligen-
ce which is alert both to the importance
of personal feelings for human beings, as
well as the capacity of the Christian faith
to make sense of these feelings, and dis-
cern the goal to which they point.

This point is particularly significant in
cultural witness. Any public discussion of
the credibility of worldviews must go
beyond the question of whether such
worldviews simply make sense of our
world; they need to explore how they can
transform human existence. As we saw in
the previous section, this involves show-
ing how Christianity sustains a ‘good life’
by providing a firm foundation for both
moral values and meaning in life. Yet
Lewis goes further, pointing out how
Christianity is able to engage the depths
of the human soul, demonstrating how
our deepest longings and desires can be
understood and then fulfilled. Only God
is able to fulfil our deepest longings; in
fact, God caused those longings in the
first place, as a way of helping us to find
our way home. For Lewis, God is the
source of our deepest intuitions about
life, above all the suspicion that there is
more to life than what unaided human
reason or the natural sciences are able to
disclose.

Telling a Better Story: Lewis on
the Apologetic Importance of
Stories

The rise of interest in cultural witness on
the part of many Christian leaders and
intellectuals has led to close attention
being paid to cultural narratives — the sto-
ries that are told to explain who we are,
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what is good, and what is meaningful.
Lewis illustrates this point at many points
in the Chronicles of Narnia, particular in
its opening novel, The Lion, the Witch,
and the Wardrobe. When the children
first enter Narnia through the wardrobe,
they begin to hear stories about the true
origins and destiny of Narnia.

But which story is to be trusted? Is
Narnia really the realm of the White
Witch? Or is she a usurper, whose power
will be broken when the Sons of Adam
and Daughters of Eve sit on the thrones at
Cair Paravel? Is Narnia really the realm
of the mysterious and noble Aslan, whose
return is expected at any time? These sto-
ries cannot all be true — and they have
very different implications and conse-
quences. So how can they be tested? And
what difference do they make to the
children’s understanding of Narnia, and
their place within it?

As we noted earlier, Lewis’s conversion
to Christianity took place in two stages —
first, a generic conversion to belief in
God, which Lewis himself dates to 1929,
and second, a specific conversion to
Christianity, which took place in Septem-
ber 1931, largely through the influence of
J. R. R. Tolkien, who helped Lewis to rea-
lize that Christianity was a ‘true myth —a
story that could be trusted, and which
disclosed the true nature of things.12 This
was a critically important aspect of this
second phase in Lewis’s journey from
atheism to Christianity. Lewis came to see
that, at its heart, Christianity tells a trans-
formative story which captures our ima-
ginations, imparts information, and crea-
tes a vision of a new and better reality
and way of living.

Lewis argues that Christianity has a
better story to tell than the defining nar-
ratives of secular western culture. It has
an inbuilt capacity to out-narrate its cul-

tural rivals, both calling into question the
reliability of these alternative narratives,
and breaking the spell that they have on
the corporate imagination of western cul-
ture — such as the pervasive belief that
reality is limited to what we can see.
‘Spells are used for breaking enchant-
ments as well as for inducing them. And
you and I have need of the strongest spell
that can be found to wake us from the
evil enchantment of worldliness that has
been laid upon us for nearly a hundred
years.’13

So how do we decide which story is the
‘best’?> The American sociologist Chris-
tian Smith points out that ‘it is difficult
rationally to adjudicate between diver-
gent stories. How do you tell which one
is more deserving of assent and commit-
ment than others?’14 The process of com-
paring narratives involves asking which
appears to provide the best account of
what we observe and experience. This
does not amount to a proof that Chris-
tianity is true, but rather a demonstration
that the Christian story offers a more
satisfactory framework for making sense
of things than - for example - its materi-
alist counterpart. Lewis argues that a
materialist account of human rationality
is both circular and self-defeating. It con-
tradicts itself. A similar point is made by
the philosopher Alvin Plantinga in several
of his works, including Where the
Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion,
and Naturalism (2011).

Perhaps the greatest strength of
Lewis’s narrative approach to apologetics
is that it appeals to both the reason and
imagination, and emphasizes the capacity
of the gospel to transform and redirect
individual human stories. One of the rea-
sons Lewis wrote Surprised by Joy was to
illustrate how his own story of conver-
sion might help others discover the gos-
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pel, and experience the same sense of
redirection and transformation that he
himself knew so well.

Lewis fully recognizes that arguments
are important — they allow us to show
that Christianity is right. Yet stories are
also important — they allow us to show
that Christianity is real. Being true is not
enough; we need to show that Chris-
tianity is relevant. And the best way of
doing that is through telling our stories —
through personal testimony. By telling
our stories, we are explaining how
Christianity is real for us.

Lewis’s Critique of Materialism
Anyone who embraces naturalism has to
deal with a potentially fatal flaw in their
own thinking, in that naturalism calls
into question the reliability of human
rational processes. The importance of this
point can be seen from a comment by J.
B. S. Haldane, a materialist scientist who
was an aggressive advocate of commu-
nism during the 1930s, seeing Marxism
as an intellectually robust form of scienti-
fic materialism. Yet Haldane was uncom-
fortably aware of the internal inconsisten-
cy of his materialist worldview.
If my mental processes are determi-
ned wholly by the motions of
atoms in my brain I have no reason
to suppose that my beliefs are true.
They may be sound chemically, but
that does not make them sound
logically. And hence I have no rea-
son for supposing my brain to be
composed of atoms. In order to
escape from this necessity of saw-
ing away the branch on which I am
sitting, so to speak, I am compelled
to believe that mind is not wholly
conditioned by matter.!S

For Lewis, Haldane had grasped that his
own materialist metanarrative was self-
contradicting — and that Haldane’s con-

cern extended to other forms of materia-
lism. Christianity, he insisted, offered a
better ‘big story’ or metanarrative, a more
coherent and attractive understanding of
our world. Lewis’s critique of naturalism
is probably best seen in his 1941 essay
‘Evil and God.” ‘If thought is the undesig-
ned and irrelevant product of cerebral
motions, what reason do we have to trust
it?’16 If human reasoning is determined by
natural causes and effects, then what
grounds do we have for thinking that it
provides a path to truth? Those who
represent all human thought as the conse-
quence of environmental factors or evolu-
tionary pressures are simply subverting
and ultimately invalidating all their own
thoughts - including the belief that
human thought is determined by its envi-
ronment.

Yet although Lewis demonstrates the
inconsistencies in a materialist approach
to reality, he makes the additional point
that materialism is imaginatively impove-
rishing. It places an imaginative embargo
on beauty — something that is of vital im-
portance to many people. In Surprised by
Joy, Lewis recalls the imaginative dreari-
ness of the forms of rationalism and
materialism that he himself adopted dur-
ing his phase as an atheist in the early
1920s: ‘Nearly all that I loved I believed
to be imaginary; nearly all that I believed
to be real I thought grim and meanin-
gless.’17

Lewis realized that he had locked him-
self within a ‘dogmatic materialism,” and
viewed everything through this reductive
lens. Yet gradually he came to realize that
other lenses were available — including
that of Christianity. At this time, Lewis
discovered that the writings of the Chris-
tian poet George Herbert (1593-1633)
seemed able to convey ‘the very quality of
life as we actually live it.’18 Christianity
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seemed to offer a way of seeing the world
that was existentially habitable and mea-
ningful, in contrast to the aesthetically
barren philosophies of materialism.

Conclusion

As will be clear from this brief overview
of Lewis’s apologetic vision, he has much
to offer those wanting to commend and
defend the Christian faith today.
Highlights of Lewis’s approach to apolo-
getics include:

1. A demonstration of the intrinsic ratio-
nality of the Christian faith;

2. A demonstration of the capacity of the
Christian faith to make sense of what
we observe and experience around us;

3. A ”big picture” approach to apologe-
tics, which affirms that Christianity
offers a web of interconnected beliefs,
an “intelligible picture of the world”
which gains its strength and appeal
partly because of its comprehensive-
ness, and partly because of its intellec-
tual and imaginative resilience.

4. An important argument that Christia-
nity offers a clearer and more satisfy-
ing account of reality than its rivals,
such as materialism, in that it connects
with deep human concerns about
value and meaning.

5. A realization of the considerable apolo-
getic importance of narratives, along
with a series of worked examples (par-

ticularly in The Chronicles of Narnia)
of how narratives can be used to deve-
lop significant apologetic issues.

6. An imaginative approach to apologe-
tics, which recognizes the importance
of images and pictures in helping
people to understand how Christianity
is able to transform our vision of the
world.

7. A non-denominational approach to
apologetics, which avoids identifying
Christianity with any specific Chris-
tian group or denomination. Lewis is
widely respected and used across the
Christian spectrum, as he is seen as
someone who puts the Christian faith
first, and avoids getting involved in
disputes about specific denominatio-
nal issues — such as the identity of the
church, or the identity and functions
of sacraments.

Lewis’s rich vision of apologetics has
much to offer us, both in terms of its indi-
vidual elements and its rich and dynamic
range. He has gained wide acceptance
across denominational and national
boundaries, and seems to have become
one of the few Christian writers who is
admired and respected within Christia-
nity as a whole. My hope is that this brief
overview of his approach may lead others
to engage him and develop his approa-
ches further, especially in their own speci-
fic denominational and cultural contexts.
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