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Reason, Experience, and
Imagination: Lewis’s
Apologetic Method

By the end of the Second World War, C. S. Lewis was firmly established
as Britain’s best-known and most winsome Christian apologist. While his
Problem of Pain (1940) was widely praised for both its style and substance,
Lewis’s reputation within Great Britain as an apologist rested largely on
his “wartime broadcasts” for the British Broadcasting Corporation. Lewis
was invited to deliver these talks on the basis of the clarity of his discus-
sion of religious questions in The Problem of Pain. Subsequent microphone
tests made it clear that his rich, assured speaking voice would be ideal
for the medium of radio.' Lewis’s four series of “Broadcast Talks” formed
the basis of what is widely regarded as his most important apologetic
work — Mere Christianity (1952), which is regularly cited as one of the
most influential religious books of the twentieth century.?

Apologetics is best thought of as a principled attempt to defend and
commend the Christian faith, both meeting objections that might be
raised against it, and attempting to explore and explain its potential
attraction to those who have yet to discover it.> Apologetics has been part
of the church’s ministry throughout Christian history,* and includes such
masterpieces as Justin Martyr’s defense of Christianity against its Platonist
critics in the second century,” Thomas Aquinas’s affirmation of the ration-
ality of the Christian faith in the thirteenth century,® and Blaise Pascal’s
defense of the reasonableness of belief in God in the seventeenth century.”

Lewis’s public apologetic ministry began in 1940, with the publication
of his first explicitly apologetic book, The Problem of Pain. Under Lewis’s
leadership, the Oxford University Socratic Club — which met for the first
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ties.” The later publication of Mere Christianity (1952) solidified gy f S
b urth -

his reputation as one of the finest apologists of his age.
. If we could speak of Lewis having a “Golden Age” as a publijc
1t would be between the years 1940 and 1955, Lewis’s a 0l g la_pol@ .
is bracketed by the publication of the Problem of Pain .;11 le :Jgt
Surprised by Joy on the other. During this pr:r'ibd, Lewis pmd:] :
known apologetic books, along with a rema rkable output f](-?d
addresses on apologetic themes, PHeie
Yet Lewis’s move to the University of Cambridge in Janya,
seems to have marked a change in his attitude 1o a].)olngel}cs l[iaal i
formally appointed (o a newly established chair of Medieval a e
sam':e English in May 1954, although he delayed moving 1o C :
unl‘l? carly the following year. There are good reasons fof supp a‘l}?bnd.ge
Lr.‘\tws saw his move from Oxford as marking the end of his‘exl fl;lﬁmg e
getic role. Apologetics was what Lewis did at Oxford: at C1.ml iy apf)lo‘.
would be different, ’ . thinge
Sutprised by Joy - which can in several respects be regarded
apologetic writing — was completed after a long period nlf e-;t“u‘as o
March 1955, and published in September of that year. Ing 1}1( o
'nm.nth, the American evangelical leader Carl E H. chr.y {l‘)]glzsame
mvn.ed Lewis 1o write some apologetic pieces for an American au‘;' ‘O{BJ
Lewis politely declined. While he had been engaged in the past on :flumej
aua(.‘lfs"' on unbeliel, he was now “quite sure those days arc.n:ver o2 R
It rs'mwresting to note that Lewis’s popular writings daling. from his
Cambridge period - such as Reflections on the Psalms (1958) and The F, h
Loves (1960) - are about exploring an assumed Jaith, rather than dc*_,fé'nd?m
a c‘fr:f!ferrged Jaith. As the opening pages of Reflections on the Psalms sugg H?IE
Lewis’s focus shifted from persuading those outside the churd; tﬁ’steli "
truth of the Christian faith Lo exploring and appreciating the depths 0‘;

the Christian faith for the benefi i
enefit of those who believed, or wer
to believing.'? v el

This is not what s called an “apologetic”
lcor?vmc'e unbelievers that Christianity is true. | address those who already
relieve it, or those who are ready, while reading, to “suspend their disbe-

liel.” A l.nan can’t always be defending the truth; there must be a time (o
feed on it.

TrI;ts Is ot to 537 that Le.wis ceased to regard the rational and imaginative
atlirmation of faith as significant. Tt is not difficult to find reflections on

th
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his h.eEt;-
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7

Y 1955

val and Rﬂnajs_l

apologet!
ity of their faith and enable them to engage the concerns of others: he
i,

Lewis’s Apologetic Method 131

nese themes in some of his essays of his Cambridge period; nevertheless,
[ h essays were generally not high-profile public engagements with
ologetic issues." Lewis seems to have shifted his focus from the public
fense of the Christian faith 1o exploration of its spiritual and imagina-
":Vc dimensions.

~ this change in focus helps us understand Lewis’s continuing appeal to
substantial Christian readership. Not only does Lewis offer his readers
' ic approaches which both reassure them concerning the credibil-

=

provides them with explorations of the spiritual richness and imaginative
::depzhs of their faith, potentially allowing them to gain an enhanced level
of understanding and appreciation.

Yet our concern in this essay is specifically with Lewis’s apologetic
method. Lewis’s approach to apologetics is best considered not so much
as a coherent system, but as a series of loosely coordinated and shifting
strategies. Over a period of years, Lewis came to develop a connected
series of approaches to apologetics, often in response to specific requests
or needs. In what follows, we shall examine some of the core themes of
Lewis’s approach in more detail.

Language: The Translation of Faith

Lewis's remarkable ability to engage a wider audience appears to have
been partly innate, and partly acquired. Although his letters of the 1920s
often show him to have a deft ability to express himself succinctly and
memorably, this took some time to find its way into his published writings.
The Pilgrim’s Regress (1933) makes considerable demands of its readers, its
flashes of brilliance being inadequate to sustain most of its readers’ com-
mitment. Lewis was clearly aware of this, and worked on his style, aiming
to make it more accessible and interesting.

In deliberating choosing to develop his role as a popular apologist,
Lewis found himself facing the question of theological translation. How
could he express academic theological notions in plain language? How could
an academic such as himself talk to ordinary people without talking
down to them?'? How could he avoid creating an alienating impression
of condescension? How could he use ordinary English as a medium for
often quite complex theological ideas, such as the rationality of the incar-
nation? How could he reach into the rich Christian past without suggesting
faith was outdated? To use T. S. Eliot’s words from “Little Gidding,” Lewis
was obliged to find words that were “exact without vulgarity,” yet “precise
but not pedantic.”"?
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at all laying down q priori what tl
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that his academic style did not
at needed to be done about 1t53

%

You must translate every bit of your Theolo
very troublesome, and it means that you can say very little in half an hour,
but it is essential. 1t is also of the greatest service to your own thought, T
have come 1o the conviction that if you cannot translate your thoughts into
uneducated language, then your thoughts were confused. Power to trans-
late is the test of having really understood one’s own meaning.

8Y into the vernacular. Thig is

Lewis’s notion of “translation,” however, cannot be reduced to that of 4
transaction between two languages ~ the academic or technical, and the
everyday or popular. Long before the more general realization of this
point in the 1980s,'® Lewis appreciated that words are culturally embed-
ded, having developed meanings which echo the
What is required is a “cultural translation,”'” which attempts to express
ideas from one language, embedded in its social context, 1o another lan-
guage, embedded in a different social context. Translation is a cultural,
not simply a linguistic, matter. As Lewis discovered, it was one thing to
talk about Christianity to Oxford undergraduates, and quite another to ralk
about it to aircraft mechanics.

Yet Lewis’s genius lay only partly in his acquired capacity to translate
theological idioms into the cultural vernacular: it lay also in his intrinsic
ability to transpose such idioms into othe

r literary genres — above all,
images and narratives. Where Mere Christianity is a rational exploration

ir cultural contexts.
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: i icles of Narnia” are its
of the themes of the Christian faith, the “Chronicles

smaginative counterpart.'® Lewis did not content him:ielf wn:}htt:z:::slggﬁg
lm:-lriaﬁ into other words; he proved adept at interweaving and transp
WOTRE :
- iﬂifgeess,he(‘)résnnigiit?’]sei:'apacity to tell a story that i%lustrat];asl.ar\l’(i
Fe'vc‘i,ic:s Christian ideas, allowing us to “feel” whr:{I ’1‘1 i,‘: I-Ilfe,m ’ :_; tfem
eﬂl}“{:_m[ them. Austin Farrer perhaps captured [.ewris(;. ;‘:.(1111;(;::.1:}(.[1 e
E : - his “i inative realizations ol doc : LWis
wht‘"‘h‘j‘ HITUk)'[;“ gj;c:::;lolltig;gl::Ui:tt'irgclfingiy re-presented .in The La:s'.'
EX-];'{:";;"'::::’;]‘]]&p-s one of the finest examples of his apologetic transposi-
Bﬂ[ % © o N
o O¥ ’Chrlsu‘a nclileliztsa;pologetics is multi-layered, expressing .itself in
LerS'S apploz]i\/ﬁracles offers an essentially rational apologetlc_; Mere
diﬁ?r?m'way'& les reasoned argument with a much more sul?Jectlvi
e lrlmrign ings of the human heart; while the ”Chronlcles o
appefﬂ ”to o t(t)o gca tivate the imagination of its readers. It is tlllerefore
A Outr topdisentangle and appreciate the charactérlstlcs of
B e 'teydifferent apologetic gateways deployed by Lewis: reason,
thes? 5 gmh imagination. Having mastered the art of pop.ular com-
longl'ng,'an Lt eis now had to consider what approaches he. might adppt
rrlunlcaUOIIL ggristian faith against its critics, and commend it to skeptics.
. defend‘['t ]Ielal approach is the perhaps the easiest to grasp. We theretore
bef!gri?lebrs;’jl Cl(())nsidering Lewis’s defense and commendation of the reasona

bleness of faith.

The Appeal to Reason

is developed argumentative approaches to apologe_t'lcs durg-lgoilae]
IIS)ZV(;Z and early 1950s, offering accessible accounts of. Vajlo}lsftrad;rlnen
theistic arguments, such as the “ar.ggmént. from n;lorzlllltz.s tiI:Ills f ;?h amen
tal theme in Miracles and Mere Chrzstza.nlty is that the ! S
f things than its religious or secular alterna ™
b (‘) uite clear that reason was unable to prove the fur'ldarnen a
Egl‘;g: (i)rtl ‘t]‘fllis ghristian faith. Especially in Mere Chdristianzty, 1:,:;1 cs(t)rel:;rr;
hat could be worked out about God “on our (321 ,
Was todez)? l’fzgii‘zg anything from the Bible or the Qhurches. —_
mSte{i i tant to pause here, and note that Lewis assumes no i
N 1Sl 1n']2(t)ir(2:1 knowledge on the part of his audie‘nce..His Concerp }115 1;1;)::
b emable he churched to reconnect with their faith, but .Wlt )
tO e}?arbcllfe(tilewho need to have their eyes opened to the rat.lonellll. aer;1 t
iL;rrll;gilrllative ,potential of faith. Lewis’s approach is to show how intellig
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reflection on the experiences of life
Prove — that there s 4 God.

Why was this important? If reason cannot prove the basic the

: Meg
of faith, what point is there in appealing to it? The Oxford Iht‘uiogian
and New Testament scholar Austin Farrer (1904-68) argued that Lewisr
demonstration of the

feasonableness of faith was of fundame

tance in helping 1o secure its cultural acceptance.*?

Though argument does not create conviction, the lack of it destroys belief.
What seems to pe proved may not be embraced; but what no one

the ability to defend is quickly abandoned. Rational
create belief, bur jt maintains a clin

shows
argument doeg noy
ate in which belief may flourish,

an integral aspect of any approach to apologetics.

To demonstrate the reasonableness of faith does not me
cvery article of Christian beljef. Rather, it mean
good grounds for believing that these beliefs are
For Lewis, the Christian faith makes
ence, even if it cannot offe
In the years immediate

an Proving
s showing that there are
trustworthy and reliable,
sense of what we observe and experi-
U unassailable and incorrigible proof of its tryghg,
ly preceding his conversion in 19
increasingly aware of the imaginative and existential de
Enlightenment notions of rationality - «
which in effect imprison humanity withj
imagination and emotions any role in
away from his “New Look” (31-54)
Harwood that he was increasingly

30, Lewis became
ficiencies of mos
a glib and shallow rationalism®* _
1 a cold logical cage, and deny the
reasoning. In 1926, while moving
- Lewis informed his Oxford friend Cecil

convinced that reason was “utterly inad-
€quate to the richness and spirituality of real things. ">
We find this point echoe

writings. Lewis’s criticism of
irrationality, but reflects an j
bleakness of a rationalist outlook.’ [y Surprised by Joy, Lewis was severely
critical of the “shallowy rationalism” that he espoused as a young man:
“Nearly all that 1 loved 1 believed to be imaginary; nearly all that I
believed to be rea] 1 thought grim and meaningless.”?6 A deeper under-
standing of rationality was required, if his deepest intuitions were to be
accommodated within g coherent worldview. Lewis’s “reconciliation” of
imagination and reason, which appears 1o have taken place in the late
1920s, allowed him to maintain a “reasonable” approach to faith, while
at the same time doing justice 1o its emotional and imaginative dimen-
sions. One of the most Important outcomes of Lewis’s apologetic method

d and developed throughout Lewis’s later

strongly suggests — buy does Hog

nal impg,.
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d fits in well with more recent disc'ussions of h.ur:lan Feazm;%
GSP_Ouse draw a distinction between “thick” and thm. HO'UOD !
Wh'lCh (')fte;l ""lfl in” accounts of human reason treat it as ahistorical a.n
ik i lbodied in effect reducing reason to the austere domains
CUlmrlaHY dlsem‘[hemati’cs “Thick” accounts of rationality are alert t0. the
o arf’d mtalre of hum.an reasoning, which is partly shaped.by socially
e lLt ral norms on the one hand, and significantly 1nﬂuenced
ConSFruCted' o 1'lnation and story on the other.”® Inevitably, thlis mf?ans
o hlgz(égioﬁaeigt;out wflat counts as “rational” are shaped by .hlst'(;ﬁcaol%
th?tt al, and imaginative factors which often. mak.e‘ the criteri o
. }H lity” difficult to apply — as, for example, in political and econo'
”rauoni’hty ‘tlremains culturally significant to affirm that hum.an.belngs
the_orY o ble manner, including in their reflections about belief in GO(.i.
aCt”lz?l:rie&ilzozzother poin’t to consider here. During ;hek 1 EBOSi,StIgIc;\tf\;;sl
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tor of its truth. : .
M P e
N ere Chrz.stzanzty presents Christianity as an eminently reasonable
count of life, using accessible language and imagery that secured its
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wide acceptance within western culture. Indeed, the work is widely cited
as one of the most influential Christian books of the twentieth century.
Yet it is not a work of “rational” apologetics, deriving its appeal from a
modernist worldview that privileges rational demonstration over and
against existential adequacy. Even its core notion of reason is shaped by
imaginative concerns,* reflecting Lewis’s realization of the inadequacy
of the cold rationalism he once embraced himself.

This naturally leads us to consider how Lewis integrates reason and

feelings in his apologetic method.

The Appeal to Human Longing

At several points in his works, Lewis develops an “argument from desire”
that builds on earlier approaches (such as those of Augustine and
Aquinas), while at the same time giving it a distinct literary identity and
focus. We considered this argument in more detail in an earlier essay, to
which the reader is referred for a fuller discussion (105-28). Here, we
shall simply outline the general trajectory of Lewis’s argument, and note
how it fits into Lewis’s apologetic method as a whole.

The essential point to appreciate is that Lewis’s approach to apologetics
allows the integration of an appeal to human longing — for example,
based on the beauty of the world, or memories of one’s childhood -
within a thick “rational” approach to the Christian faith. Lewis’s argu-
ment is that the Christian “map” of reality adequately accommodates
such longings, offering an explanation of their origins, accounting for
their significance, and indicating how they may be fulfilled.

An early statement of this approach is found in The Pilgrim’s Regress
(1933), in which Lewis reflects on the significance of human yearning
and a desire for justice. These, he suggests, are signposts of transcendence,
disclosing the true situation of humanity. Human desire is initially under-
stood as a yearning for something tangible within the world. However,
when we realize that nothing within the world is able to satisty this
desire, we begin to consider other explanations and proposed goals for
this sense of yearning. This exploration of conceptual possibilities gradu-
ally leads to the conclusion that desire cannot be anchored to, or fulfilled
by, anything transient or finite. Its true significance lies in pointing to
its transcendent origins and goal, which is “never fully given” in this
world."”

Although Lewis developed this approach more thoroughly in his Uni-
versity Sermon “The Weight of Glory,” preached at Oxford in June 1941,
it is best known in the form in which it is stated in Mere Christianity. We
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The Appeal to the Human Imagination

One of the reasons why Lewis abandoned his earlier “glib and shallow
rationalism” was his growing awareness of its existential deficiencies.
Access to what was logically true did not resolve the greater questions of
life, which focused on identity, meaning, and value. Lewis’s youthful
experiences of “joy” played an important role in exposing the limitations
of a “thin” rationalist account of reality. Each such experience, he later
recalled, “left the common world momentarily a desert.”*®

The real apologetic issue was about the meaning of life, not the propo-

sitional truth of creedal statements. The statement “I believe in God,” if
interpreted purely rationally, is “in a sense alien to religion, crippling,
omitting nearly all that really matters.”*” Lewis was emphatic that only
a fraction of human experience could be communicated using “Scientific
language” or “precise and literal language.”*® Conveying the quality of
religious experience to someone who has yet to discover it requires an
appeal to the imagination. “The very essence of our life as conscious
beings, all day and every day, consists of something which cannot be
communicated except by hints, similes, metaphors, and the use of emo-
tions (themselves not very important) which are pointers to it.”*!

For Lewis, it was necessary to make a clear distinction (without imply-
ing a separation) between human reason and imagination: reason was
the “organ of truth,” but imagination was the “organ ot meaning.”’’
Lewis, it must be emphasized, was not retreating into an invented imagi-
nary world, seeing the imagination as the creator of false consolations.
The “imaginary,” Lewis insists, is to be distinguished from the “imagina-
tive.”** The former fabricates reality in an attempt to escape from the
crushing burdens of life; the latter is a gateway to other and better worlds.
Lewis first articulated this insight on the apologetic role of the imagina-
tion in The Pilgrim’s Regress: “For this end I made your senses, and for this
end your imagination, that you might see My face and live.”*

So how does Lewis appeal to the imagination in apologetics? Austin
Farrer had little doubt about the distinctive feature of Lewis’s apologetic
approach, especially in The Problem of Pain: “We think we are listening to
an argument; in fact, we are presented with a vision, and it is the vision
that carries conviction.””” Lewis projected “the force of Christian ideas,
morally, imaginatively, and rationally,” enabling the imaginative power
of the Christian myth — using this term in its proper, technical sense
(55-81) —to be seen at its best. Above all, this “myth” allows the fundamental
interconnectedness of all things to be grasped, and hence appreciated.
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philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-72), who asserted that God was
simply an imaginary enlargement or “projection” of human desires.®? As
we noted earlier (73), Lewis’s apologetic method involved the out-
narration of secularism, by providing a “grand narrative” that provided
a more plausible, engaging, and enticing account of what we see around
us and experience within us.

Lewis’s later approach to many apologetic questions often takes the
form of an imaginative transposition — a suggestion that we try seeing
them in a new way, using an unfamiliar perspective to see old issues in
a fresh and revealing light. For example, in reassuring his readers of the
ultimate rationality of the idea of the Trinity, Lewis provides them with
a new way of seeing the concept. He does not use logical argument,
but rather asserts iconic similarity. Why do so many people have difficulty
in understanding the doctrine of the Trinity? In his 1943 essay “The
Poison of Subjectivism,” Lewis suggests that the problem arises because
we are “Flatlanders,” two-dimensional people trying to visualize three-

dimensional objects.®®

Flatlanders attempting to imagine a cube, would either imagine the six
squares coinciding, and thus destroy their distinctness, or else imagine them
set out side by side, and thus destroy the unity. Our difficulties about the
Trinity are of much the same kind.

What Lewis is offering his readers here is not a theological defense of the
doctrine of the Trinity, but a new way of looking at it that enables us to
appreciate that our difficulties arise from a failure to see it properly. There
is, he suggests, a parallel between one situation and another — a situation
that we all know, or can easily imagine, and one that Lewis believes that
we need to grasp. “Try seeing it this way.” We are not given fresh evidence
for a belief, but a visual framework that enables us to appreciate its
intrinsic reasonableness — an angle of gaze which allows us to see things
in a new way, or realize that our previous difficulties arose from seeing
things from a limited and limiting perspective.

Lewis also used such an approach to subvert the logic of a classic argu-
ment against religious belief, which emerged in the 1830s — namely, that
God is merely a projection of human longing and experience. This posi-
tion is especially associated with Feuerbach, who argued that the human
idea of “God” is fundamentally a projection of human needs and aspira-
tions onto an imaginary transcendental plane. God is copied from our
experience in this world, in a process by which we “project” or “objectify”
our human feelings, and by doing so, create God in our own image. A
series of “projectionist” theories of religion, including those of Sigmund
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