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It may come as a shock, but C. S. Lewis was not a 
natural mass communicator. His first published book 
after converting to Christianity, The Pilgrim’s Regress 
(1933), is too clever by half. The allegory is so dense that 
only his fellow specialists in philosophy and English 
could appreciate what he was trying to say. Similarly, 
the first two volumes of his science fiction trilogy, Out 
of the Silent Planet (1938) and Perelandra (1943), were 
difficult to follow when I read them at a young age, 
though perhaps I wasn’t ready for them as a teenager.

This raises the question: How did Lewis learn to 
communicate compellingly to the general public? He 
learnt to present Christian truths to the public when 
he had to speak at airbases to f ighter 
and bomber crews who knew 
that their next flight could well 
be their last. This extraordinary 
situation fostered a lifelong quest 
to articulate complex theological 
and philosophical ideas in ordinary 
language. His BBC broadcast talks 
from that era, later published as Mere 
Christianity, refined those skills. 

Indeed, Lewis developed a genius 
for composing short, compelling 

books for the general public, often in a single draft. To 
distil complex ideas into a readable format in which the 
general thrust of the argument is clear is a real talent, 
which requires, at a minimum, a mastery of the subject 
matter. The genius of Lewis’s developing approach 
can be summarised in three categories, each of which 
is a hallmark of Lewis as a public theologian: a robust 
defence of objective truth, goodness, and beauty; 
a commitment to rekindling the imagination; and 
authenticity.

A robust defence of objective truth, 
goodness, and beauty

Although Lewis died before the 1960s 
sexual revolution and the rise of the self-
esteem movement, he anticipated both 
of them. In ‘God in the Dock’, he argued 
that whereas previous generations 
understood that they stood under the 
judgment of God, his generation placed 
God in the dock, asking God to prove his 
existence and goodness. In ‘The Poison 
of Subjectivism,’ Lewis lays out all the 
arguments about why it is nonsense 
to “‘live my ’truth” or claim the right to 
choose whatever values and lifestyle 
one wants.
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Lewis insists that civilisation, reason and even our 
understanding of humanity depend on a shared 
commitment to the reality of truth, goodness and 
beauty. If there is no objective good, then we have no 
way of knowing what is right and what is wrong. If there 
is no objective truth, there is no reason, only rhetoric. If 
there is no objective beauty, then we have no reason not 
to turn Yellowstone Park into an industrial hellscape and 
no reason to value the Mona Lisa as more significant 
than a smear of human excrement. 

He made this point forcefully in the 
three essays of The Abolition of Man 
and his story, That Hideous Strength. 
Further, the theme of reality versus 
shadows and illusions repeats again 
and again in The Chronicles of Narnia. 
One day, we will face Aslan, the true 
king of Narnia. One day, our actions will 
be judged, and all our special pleadings and 
excuses will be exposed for their hypocritical self-
justifications.

A commitment to rekindling the 
imagination

Lewis recognised the dangers of “confirmation bias” 
long before the phrase became well known. In his 

writings, he repeatedly warned that humans are adept 
at shaping our reason to support outcomes we want to 
be true. Christianity is often rejected not because people 
are turned off by the person of Jesus or find his claims 
implausible but because they simply don’t want to be 
Christian. Lewis’s Narnia stories demonstrate how to 
do public theology in this type of hostile environment. 
Where Christianity is dismissed as unattractive and 

implausible, Lewis explains why it is something 
we should want to be true and how it makes 

sense logically and emotionally.

Both in The Chronicles of Narnia and 
in his non-fiction writings, Lewis seeks 
to awaken his readers’ imaginations 
to combat three concerns about the 
cultural mood of his day.  

Lewis’s f irst concern is that the 
intellectual elite, comfortable in their 

Oxford colleges or their Bloomsbury set, have not 
understood the consequences of their own relativistic 
ideas. They profess to believe that all human values 
are invented, that all moral judgments are merely 
expressions of our own personal preferences, and 
that each of us should be free to live our lives without 
judgment from others. Yet, they failed to recognise that 
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their relativism undermined the Christian framework 
undergirding the ordered world in which they lived and 
found themselves comfortable. 

Second, Lewis was aware of the dangers of corrosive 
scepticism. Lewis is sympathetic to the critic of the 
Church who condemns Christians for their hypocrisy 
or who finds organised religion unbelievable because 
of how it fails to measure up to what genuine truth 
and goodness look like. He has no time, however, for 
the sceptic who denies that there is any such thing as 
absolute truth or real goodness. Such a sceptic has made 
the logical error of concluding that because some things 
are false and bad, everything is false and bad, or we have 
no way of knowing what is true and good. As Lewis is at 
pains to point out, unless truth and goodness exist, ideas 
of falsity and badness would be meaningless. 

Lewis’s third concern is that these attitudes are 
being taught to children, that generations are being 
indoctrinated into dead-end philosophies, brought up 
to believe that the world is meaningless, and left without 
hope. As a response, Lewis wanted to instil hope and 
reawaken people to the meaning and purpose of their 
lives. Thus, he aimed to leverage the narrative format to 
touch the longings of our hearts for heroism, community 
and salvation.

An Authenticity of Mind and Pen

Like Augustine of Hippo, C. S. Lewis was someone who 
had lived outside the Christian faith. By the end of the First 
World War, he had rejected Christianity. His conversion to 
Christianity occurred in stages, beginning with a generic 
theism and ending with a robust Christianity. For that 
reason, he could write about the heroism of pagan 
defiance of ultimate futility because that was a mode of 

life he had explored and found unsatisfying. Lewis sought 
to write for authentic seekers of any stripe.

One anecdote is illustrative of Lewis’s approach to 
doing public theology. As he recounts, he was profoundly 
affected by the reaction of an RAF officer to one of his 
early talks. The officer said: “I’ve no use for all that stuff. 
But, mind you, I’m a religious man too. I know there’s a 
God. I’ve felt Him: out alone in the desert at night: the 
tremendous mystery. And that’s just why I don’t believe 
all your neat little dogmas and formulas about Him. To 
anyone who’s met the real thing they all seem so petty 
and pedantic and unreal!”

After that, Lewis was committed to showing how the 
reality of God can be felt in the raw, rough reality of our 
lives. He was not interested in theological systems but 
in experiential theology, in communicating in ways that 
connected with the reality of human experience, most 
famously when describing in A Grief Observed how he 
felt after the death of his wife. Lewis’s theology was, in 
some respects, idiosyncratic. Part of the reason for his 
enduring appeal to Evangelicals, Catholics, and seekers 
of truth who would not subscribe to a confession or a 
creed is that he was not afraid to let readers know about 
his own doubts and struggles.  

Conclusion

Lewis’s style was inimitable, but his commitment to 
objective truth, his appeal to the imagination and his 
determination to remain authentic are all characteristics 
all public theologians should seek to emulate.

David McIlroy is the former Chair of Trustees at the KLC. He 
is a practising barrister and author of Ransomed, Redeemed, 
and Forgiven: Money and the Atonement.
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