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When I have fears that I may cease to be
Before my pen has glean’d my teeming brain,
Before high-piled books, in charact’ry,
Hold like rich garners the full-ripen’d grain;
When I behold, upon the night’s starr’d face,
Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance,
And feel that I may never live to trace
Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance;
And when I feel, fair creature of an hour!
That I shall never look upon thee more,
Never have relish in the faery power
Of unreflecting love;—then on the shore
   Of the wide world I stand alone, and think,
   Till Love and Fame to nothingness do sink.

-John Keats

Introduction

The title of my thesis is “C.S. Lewis’s Writings on Culture and Eternity.” Three things are evident from this title: that I will discuss the work of C.S. Lewis, that I will focus on the cultural and eternal aspects of his work, and that these will relate in some way. 


Most people today are familiar with C.S. Lewis. He has impacted the lives of countless Christians in the 20th century and now into the 21st. Since the Second World War, when he wrote The Screwtape Letters and delivered the Broadcast Talks, which were later published as Mere Christianity, he has been much acclaimed as a popular theologian. He was, moreover, a man deeply involved in the academic life first at Oxford and then later at Cambridge. He published scholarly works on Milton, the Medieval tradition, and the sixteenth century. He wrote lyric and narrative poetry, fantasy literature for children and adults, and also a novel. Just the titles of his works give some idea of the breadth of his mind. As a literary critic, he wrote The Allegory of Love, Preface to Paradise Lost, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century Excluding Drama, Studies in Words, An Experiment in Criticism, The Discarded Image, and numerous shorter articles; as a philosopher, moralist, and amateur theologian, he wrote The Problem of Pain, Mere Christianity, The Abolition of Man, The Great Divorce, Miracles, Surprised by Joy, The Four Loves, and Letters to Malcolm; in addition, he frequently delivered sermons and wrote shorter pieces for periodicals; as a poet, he wrote The Chronicles of Narnia, Spirits in Bondage, Dymer, The Space Trilogy, Till We Have Faces, and an assortment of shorter poems collected and published as Poems. He encouraged his fellow laymen from the pulpit and with not a few books on Christian concerns. The impact of Lewis’s work has been wide and lasting. 


As an orthodox Christian, Lewis taught that the ultimate concern of every individual is God and that the goods of the natural world are means by which Christians give glory to God. Because he wrote both as an academic and as an "amateur" theologian (and has been renowned in both spheres), he gives a unique voice on the harmony of Christianity and culture. He speaks from within, as something of an expert on both, for he was a man both active and deeply contemplative. He exemplified the mind that St. Augustine praised, for his was “fit to understand what is true and to love what is good.”
 Thus, this thesis will survey the work of his mind, particularly as it relates to culture, and within the framework of the eternally significant, not only because he wrote significantly on the subject but also because he lived a life worthy of emulation. 


Although there is no space for even a brief overview of his life, one aspect, the one that he considered a worthy subject of an entire book, ought to be considered, which is joy. Lewis published his spiritual autobiography, Surprised by Joy, in 1955. Lewis recounts his birth on November 29, 1898, his early schooling, and his years in the army and at Oxford. But primarily, he recounts his experience with the thing he calls joy, the bittersweet desire that led him out of staunch atheism and to the truth of Christianity. Lewis experienced joy, an intense experience of longing and pleasure, while reading Norse poetry, listening to Wagner on the gramophone, and walking through the countryside. Being as of yet unconverted, he mistook these experiences as the fulfillment of his joy. Joy, however, since it was unable to sustain this confusion, seemed to call to him, saying, “It is not I. I am only a reminder. Look! Look! What do I remind you of?”
 And again, “You want—I myself am your want of—something other, outside, not you nor any state of you.”
 The truth was that his desire was for God, and nothing else could fulfill that desire. Lewis became a Christian in 1931, and then his search for joy took a new turn, for he discovered that all along the fulfillment of his joy had been God. From his new perspective, Lewis realized that joy had never deserved the supreme importance that he had given it, and thus he writes the following:

I now know that the experience [of joy], considered as a state of my own mind, had never had the kind of importance I once gave it. It was valuable only as a pointer 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 gathers round and stares. But when we have found the road and are passing signposts every few miles, we shall not stop and stare.

The experience of joy lost its importance for Lewis as he discovered that its true fulfillment had always been only the eternal felicity of Augustine. What does any of this have to do with culture? C.S. Lewis’s conversion was the turning point in his life. The world changed for Lewis, when he discovered that the end of his highest human experience had been at every turn God. It would be hard or impossible to understand what he says about culture without understanding that for Lewis God is the fulfillment of one’s deepest desire. As Augustine says, “Tu excitas, ut laudare te delectet, quia fecisti nos ad te et inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te.”
 Lewis had sought joy as the highest of human goods, but he came to the realization that it could never sustain the importance that he had place upon it. Rather, he saw that God had been moving in him and through his natural experiences to reveal to Lewis that true fulfillment belongs to Him. Understanding this, we can move on from Lewis’s conversion experience to culture in itself.


Since the primary topic of this paper is culture, the word “culture” needs to be defined, at least in a provisional manner. Culture, coming from the Latin cultus, is either a development or the process leading to that development. The Oxford Latin Dictionary lists twelve definitions for cultus, each relating to an improvement, adornment, or a state of having been improved.
 In English, we speak of the cultivation of gardens, the culture of civilizations, the cultured gentleman, the culture in a petri dish, and the business culture. Each of these cases refers to something that has been produced or grown. The cultivation of a garden is done by hoe and rake; the culture of a civilization is produced by ceremony, customs, and art; the culture of a gentleman by education; the culture in a petri dish by biological processes; and a business culture by the habits of businessmen. The root meaning of culture is “embellishment.” Since we normally use this word to describe only the sphere of human activity, the focus of this essay is the culture of human beings, their improvement, development, and the goods that they produce. A cultural activity consists in the embellishment of such things as human endeavors, arts, or habits. While many have advanced definitions of culture and much writing has been done on the subject to define the word more positively, such a broad definition has the advantage of not precluding anything truly cultural.


Lewis wrote only a couple of works directly on the subject of culture, but he wrote much on the arts and on human pursuits and on the relation of the supernatural to our natural pursuits. This thesis will survey the most important places where Lewis encounters these types of questions, beginning with his earlier works and proceeding on. As they are reached, Lewis’s writings will reveal the patterns of thought that shaped his thinking on the subject of culture. Although these are not revolutionary thoughts, Lewis believed that culture, considered as a human pursuit, was subordinate at every point to the revealed will and Word of God. Second, he believed that humanity compared with the divine reality of eternal life was a thin and unsubstantial thing. Third, he conceived of God as transposing his higher reality into the lower reality of humanity, such that human life not only can participate in but, in a mysterious way, can also become divine in the sense that the New Testament calls Christians the Sons of God. Fourth, he took great pleasure from the goods and culture of this world, which he believed would be taken off like a garment. Fifth, he taught that the chief concern of every Christian is the glory of God and that only a converted soul could glorify Him truly. Sixth, he emphasized the difference between natural goods and the goods of the Spirit of God. Each of these will become evident through the survey of his chief writings on these subjects, and each in regards to culture and eternity helps to show why, in Lewis’s mind, the question of culture was an eternal question. Therefore, the unity of this paper lies in the fact that culture cannot be truly understood except from the standpoint of eternity. 

Lewis’s writings on culture will be considered first and then his writings on eternity, although no clear distinction exists in these works between where the subject of eternity ends and culture begins. To the mind of Lewis, the questions of culture and eternity were not to be divided, for his mind naturally moves between the highest heights of the theology of heaven to the most mundane tasks of a Monday morning. Likewise, he saw in the issue of culture the greater issues of the Christian’s proper orientation to all of reality, both natural and supernatural. Expect no excessively clear demarcation between the topics. In fact, they are best considered together, since our understanding of eternity depends upon the fact that we exist in our natural world and our natural world depends upon the existence of the One beyond it. Since Lewis wrote most of these works under the premise that Christianity is true, this paper will do the same. 


Lewis on Culture


On October 22, 1939 at Oxford, C.S. Lewis delivered a sermon collected by Walter Hooper in the volume The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses and given the title “Learning in War Time.” The sermon had a couple of other names before the one by which it is now known. All those present when the sermon was delivered received a mimeographed copy of the text entitled “None Other Gods: Culture in Wartime.” It was also published as a pamphlet that year under the name “The Christian in Danger.” The subject of the sermon, as is obvious from these titles, was the impact of the war upon normal life of a Christian scholar. The sermon reveals C.S. Lewis at his best, as he puts forward the meaning of a particularly pressing concern, the war, within the eternal context of Christian history.


Lewis and a good number of other academics remained at Oxford, remaining active as academics, during the war years. In all likelihood, everyone there thought at one time or another about the strange thing that they were doing. A war was going on for the life and death of their country, and they were spending their time reading and writing papers. The job that Lewis took upon himself, in light of this, was to justify this radically “inefficient” and “unproductive” work that was being done in Oxford. The war, however, only makes evident a problem that the Christian faces every day. Speaking to the Christian involved in the life of culture or learning, Lewis says that the Christian face a greater issue than the war every day, and he writes, “He must ask himself how it is right, or even psychologically possible, for creatures who are every moment advancing either to Heaven or to hell to spend any fraction of the little time allowed them in this world on such comparative trivialities as literature or art, mathematics or biology. If human culture can stand up to that, it can stand up to anything.”
 In war time, the immediate need for arms and men and provisions supersedes every other necessity, but the same can be said by the Christian in his every day, when one puts in place of the war the great commission, the call that meets the individual Christian and the Church and bids them to go into all the world. 


Since Lewis remained at Oxford and since he worked as a professor of literature for the rest of his life, there can be little doubt on which side of the question Lewis comes down. He obviously believes that culture, literature, art, and mathematics, has a part to play in the life of a Christian. He begins his defense from nature, although he cautions that the fact that our nature tends towards culture does not prove anything, since it is fallen. Always producing the perfect image to make his point clear, Lewis contrasts men and ants. Ants work without pause and without thought for rest or leisure. But “Men,” he says, “are different. They propound mathematical theorems in beleaguered cities, conduct metaphysical arguments in condemned cells, make jokes on scaffolds, discuss the last new poem while advancing to the wall of Quebec, and comb their hair at Thermopylae. This is not panache; it is our nature.”
 Human beings desire leisure and meaning, poetry and culture; and since the apostle Paul bids us to do all things to the glory of God, learning must be able to be carried out for His glory. Lewis, speaking to a group of “clerks” during a great war, sought to remind them that their situation was not unique. Many others have lived and died under the same conditions of wartime, and Christians daily live under a more pressing reality than war. Many Christians have even died for the cause of Christ, and they have considered this a joy, to lay down their very lives for the sake of Christ. Therefore, every human being and especially Christians live as strange beings; for, though they are in danger every day, the desire for culture cannot simply be taken out of them. 


Lewis clarifies his position on culture and the importance of Christianity by offering a few explanations. First, he says, “The work of a Beethoven and the work of a charwoman become spiritual on precisely the same condition, that of being offered to God, of being done humbly, ‘as to the Lord’.”
 Second, clarifying the way in which to approach culture, he says, “I mean the pursuit of knowledge and beauty, in a sense, for their own sake, but in a sense which does not exclude their being for God’s sake. An appetite for these things exists in the human mind, and God makes no appetite in vain.”
 Third, he compares God’s omnipresence to his presence in the life of a Christian. God fills the physical world; He is everywhere, yet not in a way so as to exclude the physical. Likewise, in the life of a Christian, God must have and be present in the whole life, yet his presence does not preclude the existence of the natural life. Although this comparison does not take into account Christ’s command that his followers must lose their lives nor the statement in the book of Hebrews that “our God is a consuming fire,”
 the comparison does show how God interacts with the natural world in many circumstances. He does not want to say that knowledge and beauty are to be pursued solely for their own sake, for by so doing he would divorce their significance from the Christian’s relationship with God. Finally, his homely comparison of Beethoven and the charwoman reveals that he does not attribute a uniquely spiritual importance to culture. It has much spiritual (that is divine) importance, but in the same way that everything done in this passing world has significance in eternity. In each step towards justifying his work, Lewis quite explicitly shies away from pride in culture, so that if he does anything he will do injustice to his own pursuit rather than slighting God’s part in his life and work.


Before ending this sermon, Lewis adds an eloquent dictum on the necessity of philosophy and assures his listeners that they can still continue their work in good conscience. Justifying the necessity of learning, he says, “Good philosophy must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered.”
 Then, summarizing his sermon and reassuring his fellow learners that their work has significance, he concludes in this way: “If we thought that for some souls, and at some times, the life of learning, humbly offered to God, was in its own small way, one of the appointed approaches to the Divine reality, and the Divine beauty which we hope to enjoy hereafter, we can think so still.”
 This last justification for his job (Lewis lectured in philosophy as well as literature), the necessity of good philosophers answering those who have been misled, does little towards putting culture on a very high place within the Christian life. This sermon, however, only seeks to answer the elementary question, which is how any Christian could “waste” their time on culture. Lewis answers simply that by studying at Oxford he is bringing glory to God by offering his work to Him. He probably does not go as far in defending culture as many wish that he would, but he gives it a solid footing within the Christian life. 


Also in 1939, Lewis published “Christianity and Literature,” which he originally read to a religious society at Oxford, as an essay in Rehabilitations and Other Essays. Lewis makes a point about his topic at the beginning of this essay. He points out that “Christian Literature” is something of a misnomer or at least a fairly insignificant category, since there is nothing especially distinctive about literature written by or for Christians. Explaining that he has nothing to say on the specific subject of Christian literature, he writes, “The rules for writing a good passion play or a good devotional lyric are simply the rules for writing tragedy or lyric in general: success in sacred literature depends on the same qualities of structure, suspense, variety, diction, and the like which secure success in secular literature.”
 Then, he compares “Christian literature” to “Christian cookery” and says that there is nothing specifically Christian about either. Finally, he says of Christian literature, “It could succeed or fail only by the same excellences and the same faults as all literature; and its literary success or failure would never be the same thing as its obedience or disobedience to Christian principles.”
 Christian literature does not differ in essence from secular literature; for, if a Christian wants to write literature, he must do it using the same tools and techniques as a secular author. The adjective Christian does not denote another kind of literature, but limits the sphere of this literature. 


Although Lewis says that he has nothing to say about the particular subject of Christian literature written for and by Christians, he does finish the essay with an insight about a particularly Christian approach to literature. He distinguishes between a Christian literature and a Christian way of reading, writing, and criticizing literature. He says, “But I think I have something to say about what may be called the Christian approach to literature: about the principles, if you will, of Christian literary theory and criticism.”
 With hesitation, he goes on to point out “a disquieting contrast between the whole circle of ideas used in modern criticism and certain ideas recurrent in the New Testament.”
 Thus, Lewis draws a distinction between the idea of a “Christian literature” and a “Christian approach to literature.” The former implies that a particular book could be called Christian based on its form or its substance, but the latter calls for a way of reading and writing that reflects a life of discipleship to Christ.


The problem, as Lewis describes it, with modern literary criticism is that it emphasizes originality and creativity. The New Testament, on the other hand, speaks of imitation and derivation. Although the modern critic will seek to be original, the Christian will seek originality only so far as it reveals the eternally existent truth that ultimately comes from God. Using this reasoning, he concludes that we should use “as the basis of all critical theory the maxim that an author should never conceive himself as bringing into existence beauty or wisdom which did not exist before, but simply and solely as trying to embody in terms of his own art some reflection of eternal Beauty and Wisdom.”
 Thus, Lewis sets out a foundation for literary theory and a foundation that is set upon the uniquely Christian authority of the Bible. He, thereby, allows the Bible to determine his thoughts upon literature, which fact emphasizes that Lewis allowed Christianity to shape his though holistically.


Lewis goes on to make a last distinction between the way that a Christian and an unbeliever approach literature. He writes, “The Christian will take literature a little less seriously than the cultured Pagan: he will feel less uneasy with a purely hedonistic standard for at least many kinds of work.”
 The Pagan will take it more seriously, because he seeks from literature more than it can give. Conversely, he says, “[T]he Christian knows from the outset that the salvation of a single soul is more important than the production or preservation of all the epics and tragedies in the world.”
 And again, he says, “We can play, as we can eat, to the glory of God. It thus may come about that Christian views on literature will strike the world as shallow and flippant . . . .”
 As a Christian, Lewis pursues salvation and the glory of God above all other things. Literature gives joy and relief to the Christian, but it will never make him absolutely happy. Therefore, a Christian will approach literature as a derivative good, situated within a hierarchy of goods somewhere beneath the highest good of God’s glory. Furthermore, a Christian will approach literature, a uniquely cultural thing, as a good to be enjoyed but not to be lived for. Lastly, Beauty will be reflected through literature and from its eternal fount.


Shortly after preaching that sermon at Oxford, Lewis became involved, through the periodical Theology, in a discussion on Christianity and Culture. Lewis wrote two papers and a short letter during the discussion that lasted from March to December of 1940. Lewis began the debate by objecting to an article written by Brother George Every in support of the periodical Scrutiny, which had been founded by F.R. Leavis in 1932. In his “Life of C.S. Lewis,” Walter Hooper writes that Leavis had a view towards literature antithetical to Lewis’s own view, and Hooper explains by saying the following:

One great difference between them was their respective attitudes towards ‘Culture.’ As Leavis made clear in his Education and the University (1943), he wanted to see Culture made the basis of a humane society, but without it being based on any objective standard, and certainly not Christianity. Amongst educated people he believed there to be ‘sufficient measure of agreement, overt and implicit, about essential values to make it unnecessary to discuss ultimate sanctions, or to provide a philosophy, before starting to work’.”

Lewis, on the other hand, believed that culture had to be based on the Truth and that the basis of a humane society ought to be none other than Christianity. Furthermore, in his Preface to Paradise Lost, Lewis explicitly contradicts Leavis, for he writes, “It is not that [Dr. Leavis] and I see different things when we look at Paradise Lost. He sees and hates the very same that I see and love. Hence the disagreement between us tends to escape from the realm of literary criticism. We differ not about the nature of Milton’s poetry, but about the nature of man, or even the nature of joy itself.”
 Lewis loved, and Leavis hated the Christian elements of Milton’s great epic. Again, though, the larger difference between the two concerned the ultimate sanctions for or philosophy of culture. Leavis sought to build a humane and happy society upon the hope of man’s intrinsic cultural possibilities, but Lewis believed that man’s only hope was based on the truth of Christianity. This sets the stage for Lewis’s controversy in Theology.


In an article in support of Scrutiny, Brother Every called for a more culturally literate clergy, and Lewis responded in protest against what he viewed as an elevation of cultural above the uniquely Christian qualities that make a good clergy. Before his conversion, Lewis recounted that he had overemphasized the importance of culture; but after his conversion, he moved to the other extreme and gave culture no credit, especially because he was repulsed by those critics who found the good of life in cultural sensitivity. Although Brother Every, as a Christian, would not support this view, Lewis was put off by the idea that a Christian be judged even partially by his culturally sensitivity. In this context and about his concern, Lewis wrote:

No one, presumably, is really maintaining that a fine taste in the arts is a condition of salvation. Yet the glory of God, and, as our only means to glorifying Him, the salvation of human souls, is the real business of life. What, then, is the value of culture? It is, of course, no new question; but as a living question it was new to me.

Lewis proceeds with a preliminary investigation of the value of culture. The premises of his question, though, deserve some attention. A Christian could not argue with the first premise, that salvation is based in no way on culture, nor with the second, that the glory of God is the end of life. For the third premise, because of the Apostle Paul’s injunction to “whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God,”
 Lewis must have in mind a broad definition of salvation, broad enough to encompass both sanctification and all things done to God. The heart of the question is whether a Christian ought to spend time on culture, whether this is a necessary or even important part of his sanctification, if other and more immediate means of glorifying God are available.


Lewis lists what he considers to be four justifications for a Christian’s involvement in culture; but before he does so, he provides a brief survey of what the authorities have to say in regards to culture. He finds that the New Testament has little to say directly about culture, although it does counsel Christians to sacrifice their eye or their hand if it causes sin and to avoid superiority and human wisdom. He adds that Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, St. Jerome, and Thomas a Kempis all disparaged culture. On the other side, he cites Gregory who compared the Christian’s use of culture to the Israelites’ plundering of the Philistines, although few proponents of culture would be satisfied with the idea of culture as a weapon or a tool. Lewis goes on to Newman and The Idea of a University. Here, he is sympathetic but confused, for Newman argues both that liberal knowledge is an end in itself and that it makes not the Christian but the “gentleman.” Lewis writes:

[Newman] has clarified our minds by explaining that culture gives us a non-moral ‘perfection’. But on the real problem—that of relating such non-moral values to the duty or interest of creatures who are every minute advancing either to heaven or hell—he seems to help little. ‘Sensitivity’ may be a perfection: but if by becoming sensitive I neither please God nor save my soul, why should I become sensitive? Indeed, what exactly is meant by a ‘perfection’ compatible with utter loss of the end for which I was created?

The mention of “heaven or hell” brings to mind Lewis’s sermon “The Weight of Glory,” which paints so vividly life’s eternal significance. Lewis here refines his question by juxtaposing the perfection of culture with the utter failure of every fallen man separated from his creator. Again, Lewis intends the phrase “please God” to be read in its ultimate sense. He may agree that the Creator wants all of his creation to be cultured as He desires that they all be physically healthy, but neither physical wellness nor cultural awareness will stay the fearful words, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”
 Moreover, he has just said in “Learning in War Time” that a Christian is able to glorify God through his cultural work, so Lewis is not saying that God cannot be pleased with cultural work offered to Him. Sensitivity in and through itself does not please God. Lewis wants to know whether culture is a necessary good, or merely a good dependent upon causes that are logically accidental. 


After his primary investigation, Lewis outlines the main reasons that a Christian ought to pursue culture. He lists four reasons: because culture provides for many, including himself, a living; because Christians can use culture as a means of influencing secular society and must at least resist the abuse of culture; because culture is pleasurable; and because culture is a storehouse of the best sub-Christian values, useful to lead the unregenerate to Christ and useful to Christians as a pleasurable activity done to the glory of God. Thus, Lewis outlines a very humble place for culture within the Christian framework, which agrees with the view of literature that he gave in “Christianity and Literature.” There, Lewis warned that Christians would seem to be taking literature too lightly, and here Lewis may appear to be doing the same thing to culture. He makes no argument for the necessity of culture, nor for its relative importance. He merely concludes that a Christian may conscientiously pursue a life of culture. Not everyone agreed that culture could be treated so lightly.


In response to Lewis’s March article, S.L. Bethell and E.F. Carritt wrote articles in the May 1940 issue of Theology. Carritt responds by wondering why Lewis depends upon any authority beyond his own conscience, to which Lewis gives a short response in a June letter that explains why, as a Christian and a sensible man, he accepts the voice of authorities. Bethell’s response deserves more attention. Bethell criticizes Lewis’s understanding of culture and of salvation, especially criticizing Lewis for implying a doctrine of total depravity. Bethell has a much broader view of culture, and he points out that no one is ever able, even if he wants to, to live outside of culture. The other major point of his argument is that salvation is holistic and communal. He adds that the Church has long been proud of its culture, and he points out that one’s unconscious beliefs, which can be affected by literature or art, help to determine how a person acts. Bethell writes:

No one can escape culture in my sense of the word—culture good, bad, or indifferent; Christian, anti-Christian, or indifferent. And the quality of the surrounding culture affects the quality of life in the Christian community . . . . A Christian culture would at least not impede salvation; indeed, it would assist it by making the first stages of Christian behaviour unconscious and habitual.

Bethell also cites in his response T.S. Eliot, who a year before, in 1939, had delivered his lectures on “The Idea of a Christian Society.” Lewis openly criticized T.S. Eliot when he was younger; and although they later worked together and Lewis by all accounts overcame his early distaste for Eliot, these two, who were perhaps the greatest thinking Christians of the 20th century, if they do not disagree about the role of Christianity and culture, at least approach the question from different points of view. Bethell’s response brings to attention two things about Lewis’s idea of culture, that he has a narrow view of culture, as something that an individual can choose to be involved in or not, and that he views salvation or conversion as a turning point in the life of a Christian.  


Lewis replies in the June edition of Theology with a brief letter responding to Bethell only on the point of total depravity. He writes, “That my position ‘logically implies . . . total depravity’ I deny simply. How any logician could derive the proposition ‘Human nature is totally depraved’ from the proposition ‘Cultural activities do not in themselves improve our spiritual condition’, I cannot understand.” In the view that Lewis presents here, our spiritual condition is not affected by a cultural activity considered simply on the basis of its cultural value, for he has separated the soul’s cultural from the its spiritual condition. Lewis does not consider here the scope of culture, and for fairly good reasons. He wants to know whether a Christian ought to spend his time in cultural pursuits; even if no one can live outside of culture, the questions remains how much energy a Christian ought to expend on strictly cultural goods. It is not self-evident why Christians should spend their time on culture, even if it includes all the improvements of a human’s natural life. Christians should certainly work to prevent injustice and harm to their fellow pilgrims in this world, yet the injunction to love thy neighbor as thyself does not make it necessary to show that love by means of improving their culture.


Next, Brother Every responded to Lewis in the September, 1940 edition of Theology. Every defends his original position by pointing out the need for trained literary critics within the Church to teach Christians about the specifically literary virtues and vices of literature. Since literature affects the way in which people think and since the common reader does not understand in what way he is being affected, trained critics will teach Christians how to read, and they will teach them to understand which books are worth reading and to understand the latent philosophy within a work. Questioning Lewis’s understanding of the value of education and literary criticism, Every says, “But he asserts that they are of use for the soul and not for the spirit. I find it hard to see how the spirit can be saved if the soul is wasting its time in foolish and debilitating ways.”
 In reply to this last objection, Lewis could obviously answer that the Christian does not need to engage in any sort of literary pursuits, which question Lewis has been considering all along. Obviously, the soul should not waste its time in debilitating ways, but can it have a positive influence on the spirit? That remains the question.


The last response comes from Lewis in December of 1940, in an article entitled “Peace Proposals for Brother Every and Mr. Bethell.” As evidenced by his title, Lewis reconciles what seemed to have been only superficial differences between their views, but then he also proceeds to refine and to put forward again his original question concerning the nature of cultural goods. Recognizing that his counterparts never claimed good taste to be virtue itself, Lewis writes, “Bad Taste for them is not itself spiritual evil but the symptom which betrays, or the ‘carrier’ which circulates, spiritual evil.”
 Cultural ignorance itself does not harm a Christian, but a Christian who prefers literature that tends towards values that conflict with Christianity may have deeper issues to deal with than literature. Lewis offers support to the critic who will guide a Christian through the more abstruse portions of literature, but he also warns such a critic against conflating his literary ability with an ability to reason theologically and against conflating the moral and literary mediocrity of a work that ought to be criticized on one or the other grounds. Going so far, Lewis seeks a reconciliation concerning the role of literature and culture in the life of a Christian critic.


Lewis goes on in his essay to state explicitly the problem that he has with judging culture, and the problem is twofold. On the one hand, he has argued heartily that an author can have “faults of taste” that are not real spiritual evils. On the other hand, he does not want to give up the idea of objective literary judgments. Although he will not allow it spiritual significance, he does not want to say that the statement “this is a bad book” reflects only his subjective experience of the book. And although he admits that he has opened himself to the question of what sort of “good” he is talking about if it is not really good, he holds to the position that literary good differs from spiritual good. He writes, “The first, such as virtue and vice or love and hatred, besides being good or bad themselves make the possessor good or bad. The second do not. They include such things as physical beauty or ugliness, the possession or lack of a sense of humour, strength or weakness, pleasure or pain.”
 He cites especially conjugal eros as a good of this second type, and he writes, “As M. de Rougemont has recently told us, the conjugal eros ‘ceases to be a devil only when it ceases to be a god’.”
 Lewis comes again to this point and this quotation in The Four Loves, written much later in his life, but that will come in its own place. In this essay, Lewis wants to make sure that his critics keep this problem in mind, that they remember a natural fault does not occupy the same place in Christian ethics as a sin. The greatest poet in the world may not be pleasing to God, and the worst hack of a newspaperman may have earned many crowns in heaven. Therefore, if one says that culture makes a man “better” (as it would be hard to deny), one ought to have a very good idea of what he means by “better.”


Although Lewis goes on to admit that he does not know how to fit his conclusion into a consistent philosophy of values, he sees no way around the problem at hand, the problem of “the two kinds or levels of good and evil.”
 Lewis brings his essay to an amiable end, when he emphasizes that he has merely stated rather than solved a problem and suggests that they all try to solve it in regards to a less controversial subject than literature, a subject like dirt. He says, “If we could thrash the problem out on the neutral ground of clean and dirty fingers, we might return to the battlefield of literature with new lights.”
 Finally, lest anyone presume that he has only been creating straw men, he writes, “I enjoyed my breakfast this morning, and I think that was a good thing and do not think it was condemned by God. But I do not think myself a good man for enjoying it. The distinction does not seem to me a very fine one.”
 In this summary, Lewis reveals what, from the beginning of this correspondence, has motivated him to write and to be concerned about the idea of culture, for he does see a difference between the good of a fine breakfast and the good of a redeemed soul. The redeemed soul pleases God in a way that sublunary goods cannot. Himself having no definite answers for these questions, Lewis for the time being leaves this issue where he found it. Although Lewis does not offer an answer to the problem that he raises here, he does present the problem well in this essay.


Before leaving these essays, Walter Hooper’s opinion of their worth should be taken into consideration. In his introduction to Christian Reflections, Hooper asks the reader to remember that “Christianity and Culture” was an early work in Lewis’s writings on theology, and he counsels the reader to regard it as a beginning rather than the end of the development of Lewis’s spiritual development. He adds the following:

Here, instead of spirit progressively irradiating and transforming soul, he seems to envisage a relation between them in strict terms of ‘either-or’, with soul as Calvin’s ‘nature’ and spirit as his ‘grace’, and spirit beginning exactly where soul leaves off. Later on he dealt much more profoundly with the relation between soul and spirit in such things as the essay on ‘Transposition’ and The Four Loves.

More will be said about “Transposition” and The Four Loves in their proper place, but Hooper wisely reminds his reader that Lewis lived for many years and wrote much after “Christianity and Culture.” Yet, the question remains how a Christian should approach the goods that will not win him approval before God, unless Hooper is right and the difference between spirit and soul is to be overcome. In that case, the question loses its significance, because the separation does not remain. But Lewis continues to think and to write about this issue.


Both in Mere Christianity and in Miracles, Lewis broaches the subject of salvation and the new nature in Christ. Lest it be forgotten that his view of culture and the particularly cultural good led us to the question of nature, this discussion of “the good” will come back again into the specific topic of culture. Thus, Lewis writes in Beyond Personality, the broadcasts of which were aired in 1945, of the oft-troubling problem of why so many Christians are not “nice” or “good” people. After explaining that “good” people do not particularly impress God, he explains:

Of course God regards a nasty nature as a bad and deplorable thing. And, of course, He regards a nice nature as a good thing—good like bread, or sunshine, or water. But these are the good things which He gives and we receive. He created Dick’s sound nerves and good digestion, and there is plenty more where they came from. It costs God nothing, so far as we know, to create nice things: but to convert rebellious wills cost Him crucifixion.



Lewis describes the same distinction that he made in “Christianity and Culture,” the good of bread or sunshine or water is a lower good. He adds to the distinction by saying that God gives these goods, while human free will plays a part in the greater good of conversion. But the question could be asked whether Christ did not die to convert not only humanity but all of creation, for the Apostle Paul implies just such a thing in his epistle to the Romans, when he says, “For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”
 Paul points out that the Fall affected all of creation and that it is all waiting for redemption in Christ, and Lewis does well to point out the incredible cost of that redemption. 


Lewis, moreover, believes that God can use good things like bread and water, or wine, but that they are not capable in themselves, or through our use of them, of transmitting the truth of goodness. Lewis illustrated this point very well in an undated poem that was published by Walter Hooper in Poems. Entitled “No Beauty We Could Desire,” the poem begins by conceding that God is everywhere, but proceeds to explain that the speaker could find Him in no place he had looked. Then, the speaker says that he turns from nature, poetry, and thought, “the forests where you are pursued in vain” and moves “to the appointed place where you pursue.” Then, he describes this place:

Not in Nature, not even in Man, but in one

Particular Man, with a date, so tall, weighing 

So much, talking Aramaic, having learned a trade;

Not in all food, not in all bread and wine

(Not, I mean, as my littleness requires)

But this wine, this bread . . . no beauty we could desire.

The speaker’s search ends not in any good or beautiful thing but in the particular object that has been appointed by God. The beauty we could not desire becomes the best, because it is to be approached not for its merely natural good but for the spiritual good imparted to us through it by God. This poem illustrates again that Lewis’s point in Mere Christianity pertains not to natural goods appropriated to the Christian life but to natural goods per se. Likewise, the bread and the wine are to be admired not for their taste but for their supernatural meaning. Thus, the distinction he makes retains its relevance, and even more when set against the next point he makes about the Christian life.


Mere Christianity ends with a brief survey of “the new men.” Lewis compares the appearance of Christ two thousand years ago to the beginning of a new type of evolution, an evolution that changes what it means to be human. He says, “[I]t is really new. It is not a change from brainy men to brainier men: it is a change that goes off in a totally different direction—a change from being creatures of God to being sons of God.”
 In the first appendix to Miracles, written in 1947, Lewis, making a similar point, saying, “The rational part of every man is Supernatural in the relative sense—the same sense in which both angels and devils are supernatural. But if it is, as the theologians say, “born again,” if it surrenders itself back to God in Christ, it will then have a life which is absolutely Supernatural, which is not created at all but begotten, for the creature is then sharing the begotten life of the Second Person of the Deity.”
 Lest it seem that he is forgetting that salvation is holistic, he adds that the regenerate life of Christ “transforms every part of him: in it his spirit, soul, and body will all be reborn.”
 The implications for a Christian view of culture are profound. If Christians are sons of God, having a life begotten, a new life in Christ, and sharing with Christ a supernatural nature, then what good does a merely human culture do? The preliminary answer is so obvious that it hardly needs to be stated. We are still living on this earth, in our natural bodies, with natural concerns and problems; we do not yet share completely the resurrected nature of Christ. If Christ has redeemed the world to be more than natural, however, then Christians have little reason to pursue strictly natural goods. The redemption, moreover, includes the spirit, soul, and body of man, all of which need to die and to gain new life in order to be complete. In any case, judging their value by natural standards does not tell the whole story, since it leaves of their ultimate telos. Lewis will go on in later works to speak of the Divine taking in the natural and transforming merely human goods into divine goods, yet this does not happen through a strict attention to the natural goods. As long as we are storing up treasures here on earth, we neither retain anything here nor gain anything there. When we store up treasures in heaven, God provides for then and for now. 


In his introduction to The Four Loves, published in 1960, Lewis gives his most developed account of the twofold nature of the good. Lewis finds, at the beginning of his survey of love, that love can be divided between “need” and “gift” love, that the gift love from God is a necessary ingredient in the Christian’s relationship with God, and that need love least resembles the love of God. Consequently, in at least this way, a Christian is least like God, when he is most relationally near to Him. “For what can be more unlike than fullness and need, sovereignty and humility, righteousness and penitence, limitless power and a cry for help?”
 The Christian comes near to God when he approaches with the deepest need love the throne of grace that virtually is gift love. No Christian would dare to presume to approach God as an equal, for He bids us to come empty handed, with only ourselves as an offering. 


At this point, Lewis deserves to give his own explanation of this disjunction between goodness and fitness before God, the same disjunction that has appeared in “Christianity and Culture” and Mere Christianity. Lewis writes the following:

We must distinguish two things which might both possibly be called "nearness to God." One is likeness to God. God impresses some sort of likeness to Himself, I suppose, in all that He has made. Space and time, in their own fashion, mirror His greatness; all life, His fecundity; animal life, His activity. Man has a more important likeness than these by being rational. . . . But, secondly, there is what we may call nearness of approach. If this is what we mean, the states in which a man is "nearest" to God are those in which he is most surely and swiftly approaching his final union with God, vision of God and enjoyment of God. And as soon as we distinguish nearness-by-likeness and nearness-of-approach, we see that they do not necessarily coincide. They may or may not.

He says the same thing that he had said in “Christianity and Culture,” but in better words. No amount of rationality or greatness will make an individual pleasing before his Creator, for man comes confidently before the throne of grace, if at all, on quite different grounds. Where the two nearnesses coincide, all is well, but the Christian cultural critic will keep in mind that the one does not necessarily imply the other. 


Whereas many men have been near by likeness to God and many others by approach, only one man has been perfect both in nearness of approach and of likeness. God has been incarnated, and he has thereby given to us an exemplary picture of divinity within humanity. He writes, “Our model is the Jesus, not only of Calvary, but of the workshop, the roads, the crowds, the clamorous demands and surly oppositions, the lack of all peace and privacy, the interruptions. For this, so strangely unlike anything we can attribute to the Divine life in itself, is apparently not only like, but is, the Divine life operating under human conditions.”
 Christ showed the way for all of his followers to live within the world, yet not as being of the world. The incarnation, though, only began the life of Christ, for He came not only for incarnation but also for his ministry, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. Thus, Lewis points out the importance of Christology for a proper understanding of culture. The Word dwelt among us for a while, and He both showed us the way to live and made that life possible. 


From the introduction until the final chapter on agape love, Lewis leaves the explicit question of how the divine relates to the natural love. Then, he begins the chapter on agape, divine love, with a reminder that no natural love is sufficient on its own merits even to save itself from corruption. Nature constantly needs to be directed by grace, for it is dependent upon grace for its goodness. He writes:

The loves prove that they are unworthy to take the place of God by the fact that they cannot even remain themselves and do what they promise to do without God's help. Why prove that some petty princeling is not the lawful Emperor when without the Emperor's support he cannot even keep his subordinate throne and make peace in his little province for half a year? Even for their own sakes the loves must submit to be second things if they are to remain the things they want to be. In this yoke lies their true freedom; they "are taller when they bow.

Our natural love becomes a better thing when subordinated to divine love, since this is its proper place. The same holds true for culture, because if literature will be a good thing it must remain subordinate to the spirit of God. Although their importance has still not been clearly laid out, the cultural goods turn out to be better and truly free when they submit to a subordinate role.


Finally, Lewis considers the means by which divine love transforms the strictly natural loves, especially the transformation of need love into one of the highest spiritual loves. In comparing the process to the incarnation, he gives the potential for great dignity to this natural love. He writes, “the Divine Love does not substitute itself for the natural—as if we had to throw away our silver to make room for the gold. The natural loves are summoned to become modes of Charity while also remaining the natural loves they were.”
 Considering the incarnation, he also writes, “As Christ is perfect God and perfect Man, the natural loves are called to become perfect Charity and also perfect natural loves. . . . Charity does not dwindle into merely natural love but natural love is taken up into, made the tuned and obedient instrument of, Love Himself.”
 Thus, the Christian who is perfect in love for God will become perfect in all love, and the man whose love is perfect in nearness of approach to God will also be most nearly near to God in the likeness of his love. However, this proposition does not work both ways, for only the God who created our universe could have initiated incarnation. Furthermore, as he says that the divine love does not replace the natural, he shows that the natural good remains a part of the Christian life. Here, Lewis provides the more sophisticated view of nature and grace to which Walter Hooper referred in the preface to “Christianity and Culture.” 


Very near the close of The Four Loves, Lewis gives a final warning concerning the grounds by which a natural love may enter the supernatural realm. In short, only by dying and being reborn will anything natural come into the kingdom of God. The body is not resurrected by itself but along with the larger circle of goods pertaining specifically to the body and to human life. However Lewis adds the following stipulation regarding heaven: “Nothing can enter there which cannot become heavenly. ‘Flesh and blood,’ mere nature, cannot inherit that Kingdom. Man can ascend to Heaven only because the Christ, who died and ascended to Heaven, is ‘formed in him’ Must we not suppose that the same is true of a man’s loves?”
 Then, Lewis adds this truly wonderful dictum: “All that is not eternal is eternally out of date.”
 Because of the incarnation and the work of the Holy Spirit in the Christian, all love can be made eternal, yet the way is not easy. “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
 If one should seek the eternal in the beauty of life or love or literature, the eternal life of Christ must be born within the Christian and must reach to the furthest part of his life, and yet the eternal life does not spring to life, until the natural has died. The problem of nature and grace becomes even more complex. Nature will not last without the influence of grace, nor does grace have room to work until nature has died. 


In summary, Lewis makes the following three points about nature in The Four Loves: a nature may be like God without being truly near to God; like at the incarnation, God can give to natural love a spiritual reality; and like the spiritual progress of any soul, eternity will only come to the nature that has died to be reborn in Christ. These points seem immediately to have a bearing on the general question of culture and the Christian life, but their particular application does not immediately appear. If God can renew the natural love of one friend for another, what difficulty can there be in renewing the love of a literary man for the beauty of literature? Yet, the issue of the soul’s death must not be ignored, since no human can make himself spiritual. Furthermore, the contention that natural goods may be transformed into supernatural goods does not lead by itself to the conclusion that a Christian ought to pursue these natural goods. As charity transforms a Christian’s friendships and loves only by first being charity, so will a cultural man come to share in the eternal aspect of culture only when he has learned the way of eternal life. The Christian, therefore, may assert that culture has eternal importance, but culture per Christum, not culture per se. 


From the teleological question of culture addressed in The Four Loves, we turn to a simply descriptive work on culture. In the last chapter of An Experiment in Criticism, which was written in 1965, Lewis sets out to explain precisely in what the good of literature consists. Here, Lewis braves neither the question of the incarnation as it applies to literature nor the question of what relation strictly literary good should have to the life of a Christian. Rather, he discusses the value of literature within a literary framework, saying that he has conceived of a “specifically literary ‘good’ or ‘value’.”
 This chapter gives insight into Lewis’s understanding of the form of a cultural value; for, in this paper, Lewis has not yet had a chance to exalt in the natural splendor of man. Make no mistake; man, created in imagine dei, is wonderful. Yet, for the Christian, that natural image has a little and a passing interest: since Christ was raised to life, the Christian has a new interest, a new share, in the divine life. 

 
The argument that Lewis puts forward for the literary good has two aspects. A man who loves literature enjoys both the simple experience of literature as literature and the “enlargement of his being” that comes from seeing through the eyes of another man. In its simplest conception, Lewis says that men desire to read generally in the same way that they desire to ask questions of another or to have a conversation with another person. As man is by nature a political animal, he desires to converse with other humans, and literature provides on a foundational level for this human need. And he says that the reading of great literature provides a pleasure of the mind in the same way that dancing or exercise produce pleasure in the senses. 


The first human being needed a helper suitable for him, because God knew that the man was not self-sufficient, even on a completely natural level. And, to cite a lower authority, the Symposiastic Aristophanes testifies to man’s fragmentary existence. Lewis finds that literature helps to heal the wound of man’s individualism. After he explains that “we seek an enlargement of our being,” Lewis writes, “We want to be more than ourselves. Each of us by nature sees the whole world from one point of view with a perspective and a selectiveness peculiar to himself. . . . We want to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as with our own.”
 In a much earlier letter dated 12 October 1915 and sent to his lifelong friend Arthur Greeves, Lewis sets out his own experience of this literary good with the following words written in the context of love:

You ask me whether I have ever been in love: fool as I am, I am not quite such a fool as all that. But if one is only to talk from firsthand experience on any subject, conversation would be a very poor business. But though I have no personal experience of the thing they call love, I have what is better—the experience of Sapho, or Euripides, of Catullus, of Shakespeare, of Spenser, of Austen, of Brontë, of, of—anyone else I have read. We see through their eyes.

Any lover of literature will recognize what Lewis means, for a well-read man does have a much wider understanding of human experience. Just as Lewis claimed to have understood love without having personally experienced it, so can anyone who has read great literature claim a particular knowledge from that reading, which, again, is the particular good of literature. All men by nature desire to know, and great literature answers to that desire. 

In addition to the good of the knowledge imparted through literature, the form of literature is good. Lewis writes, “The experience could not thus affect us—could not give this pleasure—unless it were good for us; not good as a means to some end beyond the Poiema, the dance, or the exercises, but good for us here and now. The relaxation, the slight (agreeable) weariness, the banishment of our fidgets, at the close of a great work all proclaim that it has done us good.”
 Lewis explains that literature, by virtue of its nature as an art, has a particular value distinct from its good as a source of knowledge. For our interests, the nature of Lewis’s understanding of the particularly literary good is to be noted. He explains the experience of reading as a particularly human and natural activity, with the result that he does not even consider questions of its relative or absolute importance. He merely describes his experience of this good thing called reading.

Undoubtedly, literary good or value is a lower order good, a good of the natural world, as opposed to the spiritual. Lest this be disparaged though, the good reader, as set forth by Lewis in An Experiment, and the well-read man will be nearer by likeness to God. Perhaps, as a Christian becomes nearer in his approach to God, his love for literature will be transformed into a more than natural love. Despite the possibility of this transformation, Lewis gives no further answer to the question of “Christianity and Culture,” which is whether a Christian should have more than a passing interest in literature. Significantly, he has explained the magnificence of the natural good of literature, yet no doubt ever really existed that culture and literature and physical cleanliness were great goods. Because of The Four Loves, we know that this literary good can be made a part of the eternal life, but the fact remains that life is short and time flies and more important duties than the fulfillment of the thirst for literature press upon the Christian. In any case, Lewis does not approach these questions in An Experiment, because he has understandably limited himself to the literary concerns. In this work, Lewis, the literary critic in action, takes center stage, which provides a transition from the theoretical questions of culture to this particular example of Lewis engaging culture in terms that we have already seen. 

So far, culture has been viewed in the narrow sense in which Lewis himself uses the word in “Christianity and Culture.” T.S. Eliot and S.L. Bethell use the word in a much broader sense, which ought to be considered, especially because of T.S. Eliot’s profound influence on the modern understanding of culture. Lewis limits the word to the pursuits of an elite class of individuals or to the elite pursuits of every class, for Lewis would say that a man could live without culture. Eliot, on the other hand, understands culture in its broad and anthropological sense to denote all of the pursuits and constructions of a civilization. Therefore, Eliot would understand culture to be the sphere of both the active and the contemplative life. Moreover, Eliot says that culture can be viewed as the incarnation of religion, with the two being inextricably related in a way at least partially analogous to the mystery of Christ’s incarnation.
 By considering culture as the entirety of man’s non-religious life, Eliot faces the risk of diluting the word to the point that it has no real meaning or of conflating leisurely and active pursuits. Thus, I have stuck to the more narrow understanding of the word that Lewis employed. However, Eliot’s approach brings out the continuity of man’s natural (or here, cultural) pursuits.

Much could be said about Lewis as a man of action, a man motivated to affect his culture in this broader sense, but this paper is not the place for that. Walter Hooper has collected a volume of Lewis’s essays written on a wide variety of specific political and broadly cultural topics entitled Present Concerns. Lewis published timely submissions in numerous periodicals and on many subjects, so there can be no doubt that Lewis cared for and paid attention to the issues confronting his nation. He was not so heavenly minded as to be no earthly good. Any questions about the importance of culture in its narrower sense did not lessen his concern for broader culture. Eliot’s words concerning the influence of Christianity on one’s understanding of broad culture’s importance apply here: “As the Christian attitude towards peace, happiness and well-being of peoples is that they are a means and not an end in themselves, Christians are more deeply committed to realizing these ideals than are those who regard them as ends in themselves.”
 Lewis certainly was deeply committed to the improvement of his society, with criticism based on natural, if not on Christian, principles. That is, in a work such as The Abolition of Man, Lewis appealed to the least common denominator of his audience. Since much of his audience would not respond to the wisdom of Christianity, he appealed to them on the basis of their own natures.

After having surveyed Lewis’s writing on culture, the value of culture, and the value, more broadly considered, of natural goods, this paper will turn to Lewis’s writings on eternity. As may have been guessed already, there is no clear line in his writing between culture and eternity, so one should not be expected to be found in this paper. However, the artificial division of the two subjects may help to clarify the relation between them. In general, these writings on culture have emphasized its value and its limitations. A development or a polishing of thought appears from Lewis’s earlier to later writings, but no real discontinuity exists between his doubts concerning culture in “Christianity and Culture” and his praise in The Four Loves of natural affection transformed by charity. In both he is concerned lest love become a demon in the act of becoming a god. Thus, he emphasizes the necessary insufficiency of the natural world, while at the same time praising that natural world and caring about such a thing as a specifically literary good. 

Lewis on Eternity
If C.S. Lewis can be said to have given one thing to posterity, it would be a living awareness of and desire for the eternal reality of heaven. He may be described as the poet on the point of eternity, for to his mind every moment displays the temporal movement of eternal reality. Lewis believed that he was more of a realist than any materialist, for he believed that in heaven we would understand reality and that here we behold only dim and fading images of that truth. Eternity holds in clear view the images that we now see, if at all, only through a glass darkly. The particularly human pursuit of culture is never far from his concern with eternity. From the time of his sermon on “Learning in War Time” and before, Lewis saw that a proper understanding of eternity had to influence one’s understanding of culture in everyday life. 

Perhaps Lewis’s finest sermon, the one that is best known, and the one in which he most profoundly deals with the reality of heaven is “The Weight of Glory,” delivered at Oxford on June 8, 1941. Lewis aims in this sermon to reveal the eternal weight of glory reserved for the Sons of God, a glory that is the actual fulfillment of every human’s beings deepest longings. He strives to make the eternal real to his listeners, to show them that nothing other than God will be sufficient to satisfy their desire. If one point pierces the blinding shroud of complacent Christianity, it is Lewis’s call, “We are far too easily pleased.”
 Lewis reproves those who would be satisfied with anything less than all that God has in store in heaven for those who follow Christ. 

The desire for heaven, for, to speak simply, the fulfillment of every desire, ought to motivate a Christian, and this motivation is not a mercenary thing. One who loves God will desire the fulfillment of heaven in the same way that a sublunary fiancé desires the consummation of marriage, for heaven is the fit reward of loving God. Thus does Lewis dispense with the problem of whether a Christian ought to make heaven the subject of his conscious thoughts and desires. Since it is latent in all men, however, the proper desire for heaven, which is the natural result of loving God, may become misdirected in a myriad of ways. Lewis writes:

Now, if we are made for heaven, the desire for our proper place will be already in us, but not yet attached to the true object, and will even appear as the rival of that object. . . . If a transtemporal, transfinite good is our real destiny, then any other good on which our desire fixes must be in some degree fallacious, must bear at best only a symbolical relation to what will truly satisfy.

Note that Lewis uses the word appear, when he speaks of rivals of the true object of our desire. In the hierarchy of created beings and created goods, no true rival exists to God, for only when misplaced does the created take the place of the Creator. The misplaced objects of desire, therefore, being money, fame, family, or culture, should not be blamed because they can be mistaken for the ultimate of human desire. Rather, the Christian will understand that these are good, and only the mistaken desire is to blame. Most significantly, Lewis makes the contention that we were made for Heaven. This claim cannot be overemphasized, for it means that we are meant to be spiritual, no longer being satisfied with merely natural good things. Because of the incarnation, all natural goods may be taken into God.
 Yet, in so doing, they will be transformed into uniquely spiritual goods; in no case will the natural remain. It will either die and be no more, or it will die and be renewed in Christ. But those are the only options, if we are made for heaven. Christ did not become a man for the sake of being a man; he came to die and to rise from the grave; because of this, He remains the most truly human man who has ever lived, while being also the most Divine. The paradox stands: whoever wants to save his life will lose it.


The sermon “Transposition” was preached at Oxford on the Feast of Pentecost, May 28, 1944. Lewis himself was deeply moved while delivering the sermon, so moved that he had to step down from the pulpit to recover his emotions. In his introduction to The Weight of Glory, Hooper says the following:

It was reported in The Daily Telegram of 2 June 1944 under the heading ‘Modern Oxford’s Newman’ that ‘in the middle of the sermon Mr. Lewis, under stress of emotion, stopped, saying, “I’m sorry,” and left the pulpit. Dr. Micklem, the Principal, and the chaplain went to his assistance. After the hymn was sung, Mr. Lewis returned and finished his sermon . . . on a deeply moving note.’

For one who has read the sermon and understood the glories of which he speaks, there can be little doubt that Lewis’s emotion was genuine. With a subject apropos to the Feast of Pentecost, Lewis considers not only the movement of the Holy Spirit among the disciples so many years ago but also the way in which God works and will work to reveal himself to his servants today. Lewis compares the communication of divine reality in the medium of human experience to the transposition of a great symphony into sheet music for the piano, say even sheet music for a student who has just begun to play the piano. To the Christian who has experienced even the smallest taste of divine reality, the sheet music will carry intimations of that reality. And it will carry more than intimations, for the music that the beginning student plays is the symphony. 


At the Church’s first Pentecost, the disciples spoke in tongues that they did not understand. Beginning from this point of Church history, Lewis asserts that the disciples experienced a real instance of the supernatural reality manifesting itself in strange and natural ways. Lewis, however, points out that throughout the centuries since then many avid and emotional Churchgoers have worked themselves into such hysteria that they seemed to have experienced the same thing physically, and many of these cases seem also to be obviously the result only of too much emotion or self-deception. The difficulty lies in determining, since for the Christian there can be no doubt on the authority of the Bible that the first instance was authentic, which of these experiences are genuine and which are the result of naturally stirred up emotions. Lewis writes the following:

Put in its most general terms, our problem is that of the obvious continuity between things which are admittedly natural and things which, it is claimed, are spiritual; the reappearance in what professes to be our supernatural life of all the same old elements which make up our natural life and (it would seem) of no others.
   
 


From the outside, the supernatural and natural experiences look the same, for the supernatural manifests itself here within the natural framework of languages and in other places of loves and even of bread and of wine. He finds, moreover, that the spirit can adequately and gloriously express itself within the natural world by the very means of transposition. The natural, therefore, becomes more than natural, while at the same time remaining itself.


No examination of this “Transposition” could be complete without pointing out that Lewis conceals in its middle a digression of profound philosophical importance. He writes, “Where we tend to go wrong is in assuming that if there is to be a correspondence between two systems it must be a one-for-one correspondence—that A in the one system must be represented by a in the other, and so on.”
 Philosophers speak of the correspondence theory of reality, the theory that what you see is what you get, that the natural world really exists as we experience it. The Greek philosophers assumed the correspondence theory, and it was not questioned until the modern period, when, among others, Descartes thought that it was necessary to forward a proof of his own existence. In Lewis’s own day, the correspondence theory was under serious attack from deconstructionists who asserted that our natural world corresponded to precisely nothing. Lewis, here, turns the whole question on its head, for he asserts that our “reality” seems to have shortcomings precisely because it corresponds to a reality infinitely higher than itself. The brilliance is in solving the problem of reality by asserting that the higher truth need not correspond in every way to the reality of our experience. Lewis shows that the natural world can correspond to the supernatural by using one corporal emotion, word, or thought to represent more than one spiritual reality. And he says that this must be the case when a higher reality is translated into a lower one.


 Another important point is that only one who has understood the higher medium can understand the manifestation of reality in the lower medium.
 Therefore, the true speech of spiritual men or the true experience of speaking in tongues would always seem to be nonsense to one who has not understood spiritual truth, but to the one who has understood, they will be comprehensible. Furthermore, Lewis continues to describe the relationship between the spiritual and the natural with a picture:

Pictures are part of the visible world themselves and represent it only by being part of it. Their visibility has the same source. The suns and lamps in pictures seem to shine only because real suns or lamps shine on them . . . . It is a sign, but also something more than a sign, and only a sign because it is also more than a sign, because in it the thing signified is really in a certain mode present. If I had to name the relation I should call it not symbolical but sacramental.

Lewis understands even the sacraments in terms of this transposition of the higher reality into the lower, for they not only represent but also are spiritual, while remaining at the same time natural objects. Hooper writes in his introduction to “Christianity and Culture” that Lewis had presented in “Transpositions” a much more profound understanding of the relationship between spirit and soul than he did in that earlier work. If this is not a different view than Lewis held in 1940, Hooper does well to point out that it is a much more complete presentation of his understanding of spiritual reality. Lewis asserts in this sermon that the spiritual reality can be made to exist, by divine influence, in the life of a natural man and in the material goods of a natural world, but this does not lead to the conclusion that the natural goods will be transformed into spiritual goods in every case. Nor does it lead to the conclusion that cultural goods ought to be pursued as ends in themselves. The initiative for this transposition must lie on the other side from these natural goods. Lewis writes, “If flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom, that is not because they are too solid, too gross, too distinct, too “illustrious with being.” They are too flimsy, too transitory, too phantasmal.”
 The eternal reality is in every way superior to its lower counterpart. But the weakness of the lower is also its glory, for it was made to be in subordination to the eternal reality. 


Lewis ends his sermon with four points. First, he distinguishes his theory of transposition from a theory of development in which the natural over times becomes the spiritual, for he says of the Lord’s supper that “the Spiritual Reality, which existed before there were any creatures who ate, gives this natural act a new meaning, and more than a new meaning: makes it in a certain context to be a different thing.”
 He emphasizes again the side and the role of the supernatural. Second, he contends that transposition may help in understanding the doctrine of incarnation, for the incarnation worked “by taking of the Manhood into God.”
 Third, he stresses that only one who has experienced the eternal reality will understand its manifestation in the natural world. Fourth, a theory of transposition helps to explain the doctrine of the resurrection of the body.
 If transposition works as Lewis claims, then the body, however lowly the it is, is able to receive through the influence of the supernatural reality true emotions and bodily sensations that correspond to divine reality. He asks whether he cannot suppose that it works “Not by a new sense but by the incredible flooding of those very sensations we now have with a meaning, a transvaluation, of which we have here no faintest guess?
 Just as the body can be resurrected and made to experience divine reality completely, so can all of the goods of the body be transformed through transposition, as we have already seen Lewis assert in The Four Loves. Thus, Lewis provides an explanation of the mechanics by which goods of the natural world may be made more than they are by their own nature. Transposition explains not only the work of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, but it also presents a theory that goes a long ways towards explaining each instance of a meeting between the spiritual and the natural.


The great divide between natural and supernatural appears in Lewis’s writings nowhere more clearly than in The Great Divorce, which he wrote in 1946. The perceptive device that Lewis uses to describe the supernatural envisions heaven as a place of solid forms and humanity as a shadowy and insubstantial thing. Using this device, Lewis reverses the old idea of heaven as a place of clouds and ether, so that he may make real to a materialistic age the fact that heaven is more real than earth. Among his works on the eternal, this book contains his most extended description of heaven, which, although it is fictional, reveals at least this one truth about the eternal being more real than the sublunary world.


When Lewis describes his supposed departure from the bus that took him to the steppes of heaven, he describes the solidness of the world he finds, and he continues throughout the book to describe it in the same way. Describing the arrival and his discovery that his fellow passages seemed to look like ghosts and then his discovery of the reality, he writes:

Then some re-adjustment of the mind or some focusing of my eyes took place, and I saw the whole phenomenon the other way round. The men were as they had always been; as all the men I had known had been perhaps. It was the light, the grass, the trees that were different; made of some different substance, so much solider than things in our country that men were ghosts by comparison.

Then, he discovers that the grass is too heavy and too solid for him to pluck even one blade. He finds that a river there is strong enough for him to walk upon. The inhabitants of heaven look like real men, and the “real” men from earth are the ones who resemble ghosts. When he departs from the bus, he finds that the men that all along had seemed to be real were a shadow in comparison to the true reality of heaven. The really real world is the one that he discovers only in heaven, and he continues during his stay in heaven to discover that everything there is more solid and substantial than anything he has ever known on earth. The symbolism in all these cases serves to emphasize a truth central to Lewis’s understanding of reality. The world that we see gives us only poor intimations of the eternal reality that has existed and will exist beyond time.
  


In Lewis’s understanding, eternity holds all that is good and true and beautiful. One misunderstanding should be avoided here, since Lewis highly valued the purely natural experience of being a human being. By saying that heaven is reality, Lewis did not mean that non-corporeal existence is better than our corporeal existence. He spoke in several places of the differences between men and angels; and when he says that human experience is different than the experience of a spiritual being (spiritual here intends non-corporeal), he nowhere disparages human against angelic experience.
 However, in another sense of the word spiritual (the ambiguity can be very frustrating), every human being has been called to leave behind his old self and to put on the new self, “created after the likeness of God.”
 Life in Christ is called spiritual, not because it has nothing to do with our physical world but because it comes from the Spirit of God. This distinction reveals that the important aspect of the supernatural has nothing to do with the fact that it is not natural. As Lewis pointed out in “Transposition,” a negative definition of the supernatural will never do, for the thing is not actually a negation but a fulfillment.
 Everything that the Bible says about dying to one’s self and leaving behind the life of the flesh is true, but this is because they are fallen and not because they are evil in themselves. 


On January 29, 1956, Lewis delivered at Cambridge the sermon “A Slip of the Tongue,” the last of his works to be considered in this paper and the last sermon that he ever delivered.
 Lewis begins his sermon by recounting a recent mistake that he had made while praying. He accidentally prayed in the following way: “so to pass through things eternal that I finally lost not the things temporal.”
 While Lewis did not, at least at that moment, consciously desire this reversal of the normal petition, he did think that it revealed what for him was often a subconscious wish, and many people do wish consciously or not to turn from the eternal in order to keep their temporal experience. Perhaps all men are constantly tempted to put the transient experience of this world above the transtemporal experience that awaits each Christian. 


Lewis confesses in this sermon that he is regularly tempted merely to dabble in the eternal or to experiment with loving God. He emphasizes that for the man who does not choose God it will not make any difference in the world what he has chosen instead, and he emphasizes the cost of following Christ. On the cost of following God, he says the following: “It is a remarkable fact that on this subject Heaven and Hell speak with one voice. The tempter tells me, ‘Take care. Think how much this good resolve, the acceptance of this Grace, is going to cost.’ But Our Lord equally tells us to count the cost.”
 And what is the cost? He writes: “It is not so much of our time and so much of our attention that God demands; it is not even all our time and all our attention; it is ourselves. For each of us the Baptist’s words are true: ‘He must increase and I decrease’.”
 In his last sermon, Lewis emphasizes the almost terrible call that faces every Christian, to die to self, to give up all for the sake of the one who calls us to Himself. Since the Christian has given his whole self to God, there can really be no talk of holding back or holding on to our own desires, for the words of John the Baptists apply holistically. The whole Christian must decrease, and Christ increase in every part.


Three recurring points run through the writings of C.S. Lewis on eternity. First, he considers the eternal reality of life with God to be of infinitely greater importance than any other good imaginable or not. If the words of Christianity are true, what “good” could ever compare to life with God? He who gains what he cannot keep to lose what is everything is a fool. Second, he believes that through transposition God communicates and makes Himself known to His servants. In the incarnation, God became man in order to reveal Himself to man; at Pentecost and through the Eucharist, God did and does clothe revelations of Himself through natural methods; and in the wells of living water that Christ gives, He grants eternal life to the Christian. Third, eternal life is not a diminution of the natural world. Far from it, for the eternal reality of life with God will make every best natural object seem so pale as to be nonexistent. The first and the third point emphasize that eternal life with God is the true reality beside which everything that is merely temporal or of this world pales in its lack of that true reality. The second point explains how it can be that this eternal life will be made complete in the resurrected body as every Christian passes into heaven. Taken together, they emphasize that weight of glory of which Lewis spoke. The truth, reality, and weight of the eternal come through Lewis’s words, and they shine a light on all that happens in this world. The light reveals both the importance and the frailty of our world: importance because everything natural takes its existence and significance from God Himself but frailty because heaven and earth shall pass away. This is what it means to be a human being born again of the Spirit of God and destined for a bodily resurrection. 

The Possibility of a Christian Culture

In studying the works of C.S. Lewis on culture and eternity, some hope exists of furthering our own understanding of these issues. What hope, therefore, do Lewis’s words give for a Christian culture? And how should a Christian respond to the demands and desires of culture? The first question assumes that Christian culture is a possibility, and the second question assumes that culture presents a special problem for the life of a Christian. The problem of a “Christian culture” is analogous in some ways to the problem of a “Christian Literature” that Lewis addressed in “Christianity and Literature.” What makes a Christian culture Christian? A culture can certainly be formed by Christians, for throughout history many Christians have been involved in the work of culture. But not much can be said about Christian culture, if this is what we mean by the term. In fact, that definition would say everything about the term, and then we would need to start over and define culture itself. A culture can certainly be built upon Christian ideas, as was the case during the Middle Ages. Again, the same problem presents itself; for, if the only difference in Christian culture is its choice of genre or of topics, then this question hardly admits of an answer. A culture can certainly encourage morality in terms of such things as its prohibitions against pornography or its encouragement of brotherly love. Yet, non-Christian cultures can certainly do this too, for the basic tenets of morality are not unique to Christianity. None of these questions pertain necessarily to the essential significance of culture. The essential aspect of culture is that it is an embellishment of human pursuits, an attempt to become truly human. An essentially Christian culture, therefore, is one that conforms to the image and mind of Christ. Only in Christ was human nature perfected, and only through Christ have we come to understand what it means to be truly human. Because of this truth, Paul compares Christ and Adam, with Christ renewing and perfecting human nature.


To understand what a culture established upon the example of Christ would be seems an impossible task, because from our human standpoint there is hardly a way even to imagine a divine culture. All along we have been considering culture as a uniquely human pursuit, and so it is. The beasts do not engage in culture, and so far as we know neither do the angels. Christ, however, destroys this definition of culture, since He is more than human. Although Christ was truly human, He was also fully God. He called those who would follow him to be new creations and sons of God, to put off the old man and put on the new. Furthermore, as Lewis said in “The Weight of Glory,” we were made for heaven. When the writer of the book of Hebrews speaks of the patriarchs, he writes in the following way:

These all died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth. For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city.

The Christian seeks the eternal home prepared for the one who admits that he is a stranger and an exile, for the one who understands that he is a homo viator. To establish this same truth, Christ said that His kingdom is not of this world. Ultimately, the Christian seeks a culture that exists beyond this world, in the New Jerusalem. 


In these last paragraphs, the term culture has been used in its broad sense that is synonymous in many ways with civilization. In this sense, a truly Christian culture will never exist on this sinful earth and will exist at all only once Christ has brought down the new heavens and the new earth, for a perfect civilization cannot exist in an imperfect world. In light of this, how should a Christian respond to culture? He should have hope in the promise of the future kingdom, and he should work now to prevent as much injustice as possible, in order to treat each of his fellow human beings with the respect that they deserve as creatures of God. Further, he should be mindful, as Lewis reminded us in “The Weight of Glory” that “the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you {saw} it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare.”
 This motivation will lead every Christian to consider the eternal importance of his actions and their consequences for his own life and for the life of his neighbor. Because, however, a truly Christian civilization will not exist until Christ’s return, speculating on its nature and seeking the signs of its fulfillment are both of marginal value. This does not mean, on the other hand, that there is no need to work towards a Christian civilization—it ought to be the goal of the Church just as sanctification is the goal of the individual Christian, unachievable in this world but to be hoped for by the grace of God. Because its distinguishing characteristic is the influence of the Spirit of God, it will be brought about not by might nor by power but by the Spirit. 


In this space, also the more narrow sense of the word culture should be considered very briefly and very inadequately. How should the individual Christian respond to the cultural demands of literature, art, or science? How should the Christian approach these good things that he knows will soon pass away? King Solomon exclaims in Ecclesiastes, “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity. What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun? A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever.”
 This has not changed since the time of Solomon, for the labor of man still sinks into anonymity once he has passed from the world. Since, as Lewis has pointed out, being culturally sensitive does not in itself gain one heavenly rewards, hope in heaven does not relieve Solomon’s words. Furthermore, Solomon ends his books with words that give little more hope to the culturalist: “The words of the wise are like goads, and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings; they are given by one Shepherd. My son, beware of anything beyond these. Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh. The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”
 That command, fear God and keep his commandments, stands above the importance of all the passing wearinesses of this world. But there is more than this. By his life, death, and resurrection, Christ imbued toil, and weariness, and duties with a new meaning and significance. We, therefore, have a different hope than Solomon, one that has been made possible by Christ. But were it not for Christ, then all of our days would truly be vanities of vanities. Our days and every human accomplishment would pass away like the wind to be found no more, to be remembered by no one, and to be caught by nothing. Culture, therefore, should be pursued in Christ, so that it may gain significance unto eternity.


Without Christ, the cultural desires of the arts and sciences have no eternal significance. In Christ, they attain a lasting significance, for we may glorify God by honoring His creation, by working as unto Him, and by using the talents that He has given us. By doing all to the glory of God and by remembering that even his body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, the Christian honors God for the good things given by His hand. The problem, therefore, that Lewis stated back in "Christianity and Culture" comes down to an understanding of Christ's work in redemption. For one who has not accepted the grace of Christ, all cultural pursuits are, absolutely speaking, the vanity of vanities. For the one, however, who has been redeemed by Christ's blood, the cultural life subordinated to Christ may be both good and beneficial, nothing more and nothing less. Further, the one who comes near to God in approach finds that even his approach to God in likeness will become a part of his nearness of approach, upon that eternal condition that his life be offered humbly to God. The value of our natural world derives from the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us, and this will inspire Christians to weigh the importance of this natural world, whose foundations will crumble into eternity but into which its Creator stepped to open the door to eternal bliss for all those who will. Lewis spoke wisely when he warned that the Christian's attitude towards culture would seem flippant to the world, for the reason that it seems flippant and the reason that the Christian can actually pursue culture wholeheartedly is because Christ has renewed all things. 


Writing a wonderful letter to Don Giovanni Calabria, Lewis caps off the whole matter with the turning of an English poem into Latin verse. In this letter that was written in Latin to facilitate communication between himself and the Italian Calabria and that was composed by a mind of the first rank, Lewis writes, "Vir, place Creatori tuo, et hilari esto animo; / Totum vero hunc mundum unius aestimemus assis."
 Such a man is ready to die to himself, to live as Christ, to rejoice profoundly, to meditate deeply, and to engage his culture.
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