On being taken in


The diverse writings of CS Lewis provide an integrated view of reality that reasonably satisfies, or points towards the satisfaction of, our deepest longings.  Because of this, his words can encourage even the skeptic to be “taken in” to the Great Dance.  The rest of this paper will examine the nature of these longings, the skeptic’s fear, and the integrated worldview described by CS Lewis.


In his autobiography Surprised by Joy Lewis discusses his journey of encountering joy, trying to recapture it in various ways, and finally coming to surrender to it, or rather to Him.
  He learned that,

“All joy (as distinct from mere pleasure, still more amusement) emphasizes our pilgrim status; always reminds, beckons, awakens desire.  Our best havings are wantings.” 

And so, after becoming a Christian, Lewis writes “the subject lost nearly all interest for me”—for he had found the One whom the signposts of joy had been pointing to.
  However, he certainly did not lose interest in doing all he could to plant signposts for others or in helping others understand what he had learned.  

One of the clearest descriptions of Jack’s thoughts on the nature of joy (here called beauty), is in his wartime sermon The Weight of Glory, a portion of which is worth quoting at length:

 “The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust to them, it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through was longing.  These things—the beauty, the memory of our own past—are good images of what we really desire; but if they are mistaken for the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, breaking the hearts of their worshippers.  For they are not the thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.  Do you think I am trying to weave a spell?  Perhaps I am; but remember your fairy tales.  Spells are used for breaking enchantments as well as for inducing them.  And you and I have need of the strongest spell that can be found to wake us from the evil enchantment of worldliness which has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred years.”


Perhaps even more powerful than Jack’s testimony of his experiences with joy or his speeches and essays about it, are the stories he wrote that somehow cast a spell of their own over the ready reader.  In an essay titled On Stories, Jack eloquently describes this attempt,

 “In life and art both, as it seems to me, we are always trying to catch in our net of successive moments something which is not successive.  Whether in real life there is any doctor who can teach us how to do it, so that at last either the meshes will become fine enough to hold the bird, or we be so changed that we can throw our nets away and follow the bird to it’s own country, is not a question for this essay.  But I think it is sometimes done—or very, very nearly done—in stories.  I believe the effort to be well worth making.”

And he did make the effort.   The most popular and extensive of these works are the Chronicles of Narnia and The Space Trilogy.  In these stories the reader encounters something ‘Other’
 –something that stirs the deepest longings within us. However, we are afraid.

Lewis saw clearly that one of the biggest obstacles to faith for modern man was his idolatry of the scientific/analytic method of understanding.  Our attempts to trust only what can only be ‘proved’ have led to incredible disappointment, frustration and suspicion.  Yet these attempts to have infallible proofs have failed and we still continue to plod on, afraid of being “taken in”.   What we mean by “taken in” is that we don’t want to be “taken advantage of”, tricked, fooled, deceived.  And so, in defense, we attempt to dissect and deconstruct everything.  However, as Lewis so vividly portrays in The Abolition of Man, 

 “But you cannot go on ‘explaining away’ for ever: you will find that you have explained explanation itself away.  You cannot go on ‘seeing through’ things for ever.  The whole point of seeing through something is to see something through it.  It is good that the window should be transparent, because the street or garden beyond it is opaque.  How if you saw through the garden too?  It is no use trying to ‘see through’ first principles.  If you see through everything, then everything is transparent.  But a wholly transparent world is an invisible world.  To ‘see through’ all things is the same as not to see.”

This danger is dramatically portrayed towards the end of the last book of the Narnia Chronicles, The Last Battle, in the chapter “How the Dwarfs Refused to Be Taken In”.  The Dwarfs, who have been treacherous against Aslan, have entered into the same door that had led the children into another land.  However, the Dwarfs experience is tragically different.  They experience darkness and confusion.  The children try in vain to help them yet every attempt is misread by the Dwarfs as injury.  Finally Aslan enters the scene and Lucy, one of the children, tearfully pleads with Aslan to do something,

 “Dearest,” said Aslan, “I will show you both what I can, and what I cannot, do.”  

He came close to the Dwarfs and gave a long growl: low, but it set all the air shaking.  But the Dwarfs said to one another, “Hear that?  That’s the gang at the other end of the Stable.  Trying to frighten us.  They do it with a machine of some kind.  Don’t take any notice.  They won’t take us in again!”

After a few more attempts at bringing them to their senses, each refused, the Dwarves conclude,


“Well, at any rate there’s no Humbug here.  We haven’t let anyone take us in.  The Dwarfs are for the Dwarfs.”


“You see,” said Aslan.  “They will not let us help them.  They have chosen cunning instead of belief.  Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison;  and so afraid of being taken in that they can not be taken out.  But come children, I have other work to do.”

It is a torture that most of this generation lives with; we want so badly to enter in, but we fear so much being “taken in”.  Yet the irony is that there is no other way in, but to be “taken” in.  In other words, the gospel proclaims our inability to enter in on our own—we must be taken in by a deeper magic.  “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him…” (Jn 6:43)  God has loved and saved the world.  Like the Dwarfs,  were are all “in”.  But will we believe it?  We must make the terrifying decision to trust that He exists and that He loves and forgives us.

“I do not think there is a demonstrative proof (like Euclid) of Christianity, nor of the existence of matter, nor of the good will & honesty of  my best & oldest friends.  I think all three are (except perhaps the second) far more probable than the alternatives…As to why God doesn’t make it demonstratively clear: are we sure that He is even interested in the kind of Theism which would be a compelled logical assent to a conclusive argument? Are we interested in it in personal matters?  I demand from my friend a trust in my good faith which is certain without demonstrative proof.  It wouldn’t be confidence at all if he waited for rigorous proof…The magnanimity, the generosity which will trust on a reasonable probability, is required of us.  But supposing one believed and was wrong after all?  Why, then you would have paid the universe a compliment it doesn’t deserve.  Your error would even be more interesting and important than reality. And yet how could that be?  How could an idiotic universe have produced creatures whose mere dreams are so much stronger, better, subtler than itself?”

Thankfully the universe didn’t and for those who are truly seeking, there will always be just enough evidence to warrant one’s trust in it’s Maker.

Again, the Thesis of this paper is that the writings of CS Lewis provide an integrated view of reality that reasonably satisfies, or points towards the satisfaction of, our deepest longings.  We have seen how his writings stir the embers of our deep longings, and the previous paragraphs already hint at his ability to reasonably represent the faith, so what do I mean by his providing “an integrated view of reality that…points towards the satisfaction of our deepest longings”?  What I mean is two things.
Another successful storyteller, friend and contemporary of CS Lewis, was JRR Tolkien, author of The Hobbit, & The Lord of the Rings.  While Tolkien could be considered to be the master of stirring these deep places–the longing to be transformed and to enter into the adventure –his weakness was in empowering those longings to find a place in reality.

In other words, our yearnings are kept in Middle Earth when the book is closed, making it a potential prison (particularly for those who are not Christians, or do not know that Tolkien was writing from this wellspring). This can be seen easily enough by looking at the vast number of people who have read and enjoyed his epic, but who have little clue that it is an echo (a “sub-creation” he would call it) of reality –the real Life and the Great Adventure. 

Some even find torment in that prison, and their confused or divided heart is almost too much to bear. The longings are too severe, and we resort to various attempts to satisfy them on our own. 

I mention this point simply to re-emphasize what I believe to be one of CS Lewis’ greatest strengths; that he empowers us to find the source of these longings, the Voice of the echoes.  Because the Source is not as hidden as it is in Tolkien’s writings, we are not left wandering in confusion nor do we have to banish our longings to the prison of mere fantasy. The lamp post is always on, inviting us to enter in.
  

Furthermore, there is always some doorway back to our world.  The door takes different shapes: in the Chronicles of Narnia it is a wardrobe, a painting, a magic horn, a prayer/chant, some magic rings, and finally death; in Out of the Silent Planet it is a spaceship powered once by man’s invention, in Perelandra a craft carried by an Eldil (an angel), and in That Hideous Strength many extraordinary things happen yet all taking place in our world.  

Another doorway between worlds that CS Lewis provides is through his writings that explicate  topics that are doorways in themselves –myth, fairytales and science fiction, the imagination, and true mysticism.  For example, writing on the power of myth in his excellent book on Miracles, Lewis writes,

“The belief that Myth in general is not merely misunderstood history (as Euhemerus thought) nor diabolical illusion (as some of the Fathers thought) nor priestly lying (as the philosophers of the Enlightenment thought) but, at its best, a real though unfocused gleam of divine truth falling on human imagination.”

To give an exhaustive list of all the books and essays that CS Lewis wrote that served our understanding of the nature of these doorways would take an entire book in itself.  Indeed, many books have already been written on this topic.  The point is that he did this kind of writing, and that it greatly helps those of us who wish to enter into the Great Dance
.

Another difficulty that Jack’s writings help us to overcome is that we feel our lives to be extremely fragmented.  We all know, or at least hope, that the various aspects of our lives are somehow related, but don’t have a vision of how they could possibly work together.  It is as though we live in a house with rooms that have no doors, or that involve a confusing maze to get from one room to the other.  If only someone would provide us with a map of the house, or a vision of the cosmos that would connect it all together.

Thankfully CS Lewis was one who wondered and wandered around this cosmic house we live in.  He wondered about various experiences within his life, like his encounter with the numinous while reading George Macdonald’s Phantastes.  He wondered about the purpose and power of myth and fairy tale.  He wondered at the beauty and terror of creation.  He wondered if and why the Christian faith was unique.  He wondered about the current issues and topics of his day –topics like space travel, vivisection, the war, prayer, angels, devils, theories on time travel and other dimensions.
  He had the courage to let his mind wander far and, on return from these adventures, was unafraid to share the treasures of his travels with the public, publishing his various inklings and insights in a variety of genres.

It has been said of the bible that it is both one book and a library.  Both statements bring out important truths about the scriptures; they are diverse and yet unified, a cohesive set of writings spanning many years, authors, subjects and genres.  They are the scriptures.  It is the bible.  This is one of the most attractive and faith-building aspects of the bible, and I confer a similar strength to the writings of CS Lewis.  Obviously there are differences; Lewis is one author and in one time, and his writings cannot be said to have the same weight of authority.  Yet they cover many different topics and genres, while remaining surprisingly cohesive.

So, by the end of his life, he had produced a collection of writings that included past, present and future; the supernatural and natural world; myth/fiction and fact; alien life and the friend next door; angels and demons; the extraordinary and ordinary (while making it extraordinary also).

The concept of ‘The Great Dance’ comes up in many of Jack’s writings, but is most vividly described in the last chapter of Perelandra.  In this chapter the protagonist of the story, Ransom, is caught up in a prophetic vision of the great cosmic plan of Maleldil (God),

 
“It seemed to be woven out of the intertwining undulation of many cords or bands of light, leaping over and under one another and mutually embraced in arabesques and flower-like subtleties.  Each figure as he looked at it became the master-figure or focus of the whole spectacle, by means of which his eye disentangled all else and brought it into unity—only to be itself entangled when he looked to what he had taken for mere marginal decorations and found that there also the same hegemony was claimed, and the claim was made good, yet the former pattern not thereby dispossessed but finding in its new subordination a significance greater than that which it had abdicated.  He could see also (but the word ‘seeing’ is now plainly inadequate) wherever the ribbons or serpents of light intersected, minute corpuscles of momentary brightness: and he knew somehow that these particles were the secular generalities of which history tells—peoples, institutions, climates of opinions, civilizations, arts, sciences, and the like—ephemeral coruscations that piped their short song and vanished.  The ribbons or cords themselves, in which millions of corpuscles lived and died, were things of some different kind.  At first he could not say what.  But he knew in the end that most of them were individual entities…”

The vision continues to grow in complexity and simplicity, beauty and wonder.  In this vision, which is particularly suited to the genre of the space-trilogy, everything in creation seems to be “taken into” a Great Dance.


This is the Great Dance we all long to partake in.  It is the dance of Life that relates each thing to the other and that shows each creature it’s true name and place in His-story.  God is the Great Choreographer who weaves each thread into the tapestry of time, though it is often done with piercing needle and crimson thread.  Jack, though he often felt as one pursued by him, eventually surrendered to Him and allowed himself to be “taken in” to this Great Dance.  And though I doubt he ever did a jig with “brother ass”, I am sure he is now leaping between the worlds.

� Lewis describes the “wistful longing” of joy variously; as joy, romance, beauty, Sehnsucht, 


� Letters, p.289


� SBJ, pp.238


� TWOG, pp.4-7*


� On Stories, Of Other Worlds, p.20-21


� It is not a coincidence that the Hebrew word for Holy, qodesh, carries the meaning not only of 


morally pure, but of different, unique.


� AOM, p.86


� A Severe Mercy, letter to Sheldon Vanauken, p.62


� When I say weakness, I don’t necessarily mean he should have done this. We are all parts of a body, and have our particular function.  Likely Tolkien would not have been able to do as thorough of a work had he written in the same manner as Lewis.  And he does a most excellent job connecting things back to reality in his lesser known essay “On fairy stories” in The Tolkien Reader.


� “We live in a culture that is crying out to be known, crying out for the meaning that comes in being known.  The biggest industries are those selling meaning / stories –movies, novels, interactive games, videos, etc.  Because our age does not listen to the True Storyteller, as he narrates reality, they are stuck in virtual reality -amusing themselves to death (Neil Postman).” 


--Leif Hansen, “What after Regent?”, essay from Christian Life class @ Regent college.





� The lamppost is the signpost between our world and the world of Narnia in Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia.


� Miracles, ch.15


� A term used by Lewis that will be described in more depth later in this paper.


� Apparently, this wandering continued even after death!  At least one account has been given by the credible source, J.B. Philips (author the Philips translation of the New Testament) in his book The Ring of Truth.  Another strange account has been published by another credible source, Mike Mason (author of The Mystery of Marriage) in his self-published book Adventures in Heaven.


� Perelandra, p.219





