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C. S. LEWIS AND ‘THE NYGREN DEBATE’

Jason Lepojarvi

Dr. Nygren

‘...as Dr. Nygren would say,” wrote C. S. Lewis in Surprised by Joy.! He means
Anders Nygren, who at the time was the Church of Sweden (Lutheran) Bishop of
Lund. Nygren had become world-known for _Agape and Eros, his historical and
theological critique of a Roman Catholic theology of love.? Christian agape, he
argued, had to be re-purged of the contaminations of Pagan eros. The German
Thomist philosopher Josef Pieper noted that when Lewis, ‘the great lay theologian
of the present day’, began writing his The Four Loves (1960), eros had already been
defamed in Protestant theology.? Indeed, Lewis’ initial idea had been to write an
ode to agape.t We know that he had read Nygren’s Agape and Eros, for he named it
among the theological books that had influenced him.> However, The Four Loves
would eventually include an implicit and tactful criticism of the heart of Nygren’s
entire project, the denigration of eros and its separation from agape.

In his aretological treatise on love, Pieper summons Lewis to the arena
repeatedly to answer Nygren with his ‘metaphysical common sense’.¢ As far as the
Catholic Pieper is concerned, Lewis belongs to the same ‘orthodox tradition’ as
such giants as Augustine and Aquinas. Another Roman Catholic thinker who feels
at home in Lewis’ theology of love is the English Jesuit Martin D’Arcy.® That
many Catholics have paid tribute to Lewis in general has been well noted—and
the fact that they would do so for his theology of love in particular is worth
noting. In this paper I seek to outline Lewis’ position in ‘the Nygren debate’. He
disagrees with Nygren on many important points, perhaps because he does not
share Nygren’s Lutheran convictions. Lewis’ theology of love, in particular in how
eros and agape are connected, can be traced back to his broader theological
foundations, ethics, anthropology, doctrine of sin, and nuanced view of the
relationship of nature and grace. These go a long way in explaining where he
stood in ‘the Nygren debate’. In addition, Lewis accepts a certain hierarchical
‘order of loves’ (ordo caritatis) in which a proper order of loves is the prerequisite



of happiness, or, in the Lewisian sense, ‘Joy’. In fact, the ‘eros’ Nygren distrusted
and the ‘Sehnsucht’ Lewis enjoyed have surprisingly much in common.

A Firestorm of Scholarly Debate

Nygren’s project was ambitious. His stated aim was to bring out ‘a difference in
type, not a difference of value” between agape and eros, and perhaps more
importantly, a difference ‘not of degree but of kind’.1 He argued that in the
Augustinian caritas-synthesis, the ‘pure’ biblical ggape became mingled with self-
seeking Pagan eros. The three main characteristics that define the eros motif, which
Nygren considers Platonic in origin, are: ‘(1) Eros is the “love of desire”, or
acquisitive love; (2) Eros is man’s way to the Divine; (3) Eros is egocentric love’.!!
An authentic Christian understanding of love, he claimed, has no place for the
egocentrism of eros, and bestows worthiness on the object of love instead of
demanding it beforehand.!? After centuries of disorientation, ‘Luther’s Copernican
revolution’ finally recovered this original notion.!3

As Eric Gregory (a former president of the Oxford C. S. Lewis Society) rightly
notes, Nygren ‘set off a firestorm of scholatly debate that preoccupied much of
twentieth century Protestant and Roman Catholic thought’.!* D’Arcy reminds us
that the question is not only ‘an academic’ one without relevance to everyday
living, as if, for example, the relationship of selfless and self-seeking loves were
settled in daily practice.’> Critical studies of Nygren are in no short supply. At the
heart of most critiques is that Nygren’s depiction, both historical and theological,
is a caricature.

Risto Saarinen argues that Nygren misconstrues Platonic love: the Symposium
paints a much more nuanced picture of Plato’s understanding of love than Nygren
supposes.'® He also notes an inherent contradiction: after devaluing ervs, Nygren
equips agape with very eros-like values. Agape, presumably ‘indifferent to value’, is
celebrated as ‘better’ than erws.l” Nygren’s own idea of a totally selfless agape,
argues Miikka Ruokanen, is ironically more man-centred than Augustine’s,
because he presupposes a ‘spontaneous surrender to the heart of God’.18 Gregory
is critical of forcing agapic love to do too much work without ‘other values (such
as righteousness and even Christian ¢r0s)’.1% And Jean-Luc Marion, without naming
the object of his criticism, is more straightforward: ‘One must have a good deal of
naiveté or blindness, or rather know nothing of the lover and of erotic logic, not
to see that dyaTm possesses and consumes as much as #pwc gives up and
abandons’.?® Another recent Catholic exposition is Pope Benedict’s Dewus Caritas
Est, which explicitly analyses the relationship of eros and agape in the Nygrenian



sense of the words?l—without explicitly mentioning Nygren himself, as is
customary in Papal encyclicals when criticism is offered.

Lewis, too, never targets Nygren explicitly, but he often discusses these issues
(sometimes in surprising locations) in such a way as to suggest an implicit dialogue
with Nygren. For instance, Saarinen thinks that Lewis’ ‘happiness’ in The Four
Loves is so close to Nygren’s eudaimonism that the engagement is conscious.?? In
this and on the whole I tend to agree. Lewis indeed preoccupied himself with very
Nygrenian themes. As we shall see, however, his own eros communicated a rather
different meaning than Nygren’s. Not only that. Lewis may have defended
Nygren’s three-fold eros motif as belonging, in a qualified fashion, to authentic
Christian love. In order to move towards such an argument we first need to
briefly consider Lewis’ ethical and anthropological foundations.

Ethics before the Summa

Unlike most of Nygren’s critics, Lewis is an unusual theological authority as he
had no formal training in theology. He was, however, immensely well-read, even
before his conversion. As his interest in the Christian faith developed, he took an
increased interest in Augustine, developed a liking for Thomas a Kempis® The
Imitation of Christ (to which we will return later), and was deeply influenced by
Rudolf Otto’s analysis of the numinous?3 (The idea of holiness is relevant for
Lewis’ understanding of ‘Joy’.)

Was Lewis a Thomist or a Platonist? His Platonism is unmistakable. Yet his
insistence on reason, for example, has led many to believe he was essentially a
Thomist24: If his Platonism is unmistakable, so is the influence of Aristotle. This,
according to Lewis himself, accounts for the appearance of a strong Thomist
influence in his thought. Especially on ethics, he often followed Aristotle where
Aquinas also followed him. ‘Aquinas and I, he said, ‘were, in fact, at the same
school—I don’t say the same class! And I had read the E#bics long before 1 ever
worked at the Swmma’?> This aspect—his virtue ethics—is still largely an
unmapped area in Lewis studies. Obviously it has implications for a theology of
love as well, for love is properly a virtue.

Many Protestant thinkers feel uncomfortable with virtue ethics, given their
strong doctrine of sin and strong doctrine of grace. The fear is justified, for too
much trust in virtue has its downsides, but so does an ‘allergic neglect of virtue
language’2 Among other things, it can encourage Christians not to take
responsibility for their moral development. This is certainly not the case for
Lewis. His oeuvre is soaked in virtue language and in moral encouragement
(which some label moralism). Virtues are not to be despised except when they



lead to self-congratulation.?’” Love both supports and requires the support of
other virtues. “The necessity of practising these virtues first sets us, forces us,
upon the attempt to turn—more strictly, to let God turn—our love into
Charity’.?8

Was Lewis a Platonist or Thomist, I asked. There is a strong case for
answering: both and neither. He is not dependent on any philosophical system,
though he borrowed from various schools in interpreting the faith. My own
reading of Lewis echoes that of Carnell, which ‘shows him to be Thomist,
Aristotelian, Platonist ... only as something in each of the approaches serves him
as a tool of thought’.2? Truth may be one, but reality is nonetheless complex.
Accordingly, Lewis cast his nets wide. It is only a slight exaggeration to say that he
‘ranged over the fenced enclosures of modern departmentalized knowledge with
amazing accuracy and a powerful memory’.3

Native Luminosity

In his famous treatment of love, the Symposium (189f), Plato has Aristophanes say:
‘No one understands anything about love who has not considered the nature of
man and what has befallen it’. If, as Pieper says, ‘a conception of man must
underlie any ideas about love’?! so does a certain conception of what has befallen
man. According to Lewis, man’s deprivation was deep, but not total.>?

In his Cosmic Trilogy, the nearest equivalent to ‘evil’ is the Augustinian
‘bent’ (curvus). Evil as nonbeing is not only an apologetic tool for denting evil’s
attractiveness, but an expression of Lewis’ authentic convictions. Evil is parasitic
on the good. The Green Lady in Perelandra tinally grasps what ‘not-good’ would be
when she says: “You could send your soul after the good you had expected,
instead of turning it to the good you got. You could refuse the real good; you
could make the real fruit taste insipid by thinking of the other’.3> ‘Sending one’s
soul after the good’ is almost a synonym for ‘Sehnsucht’, to which we return later;
but we note here that it has meaning only within a certain kind of ontology.
Indeed, Lewis retained his faith in reason—and eros—Dbecause he believed it
compatible with Christian ontology. The first and last word in reality is good.
Elshtain’s description of Augustine fits Lewis perfectly, I think: ‘Only someone
caught up in a love affair with the world would describe so deliciously its many
delectations and articulate so artfully its temptations’.34

In Nygren’s account, the exercise of reason (ratio) is another mark of the
presence of ervs, since reason assesses the value of the potential object of love, and
chooses only such an object as it considers worthy or useful. Part of his polemic is
directed against rationalism, and he salutes Luther, the bitter opponent of reason,



for leading Christianity back to agape.?> Lewis believed that, though unaided by
grace, reason cannot know truth, truth cannot be known without reason.? Reason
is God-given, a ‘miracle’ of a kind.’” He thought that existentialism imperilled
reason—and needlessly so for the Christian. Lewis never embraced Liberal
Protestantism. This Carnell finds significant: ‘Because he did not, he did not find
it necessary to react violently against rationalism to rediscover his faith’.38 In fact,
a recurring theme in Lewis’ apologetics is that arguing against reason requires
reason. We are reminded of Saarinen’s comment that Nygren cannot argue for the
supremacy of agape without using ervs-like evaluations.

What about man as the object of love? Is the goodness of man a necessary
prerequisite of love—perhaps even of agape? By ‘goodness’ I here mean not
‘worthiness’ or ‘uprightness’ (probus) in the face of God, but rather metaphysical
or philosophical goodness simply as an object of creation. Nowhere, it seems,
does C. S. Lewis say so explicitly, nor can we be sure he thought so explicitly
either. But it nonetheless seems to be a logical conclusion of all he wrote about
love and a theological presupposition for a proper understanding of love. It is true
that the tone of Lewis’ texts sometimes seems to suggest the opposite: ‘No sooner
do we believe that God loves us than there is an impulse to believe that He does
so, not because He is Love, but because we are intrinsically lovable... Surely we
must have a little—however little—native luminosity?® (That Lewis finds
something objectionable in this supposition is even more apparent in the mildly
amused tone of the vintage audio recording of the passage.*’) But we must ask:
Does Lewis here (1) deny the goodness of man? Or is his criticism directed against
(2) the claim that our goodness is not God-given; against (3) the thought that God’s
motive (‘because’) in love is our goodness; and/or against (4) our want to be loved
based on our goodness?*! These are different things. Undoubtedly, as Olli-Pekka
Vainio says, ‘Natural love [for Lewis], by itself, is directed only to those objects
which it regards as lovable. Divine gift-love, on the other hand, enables people to
love things which are not normally lovable: the sick, criminals, enemies, etc’.42 But
although there are degrees of approbation, so to speak, can something zutrinsically evil
ever be lovedr#

The principle ‘Love the sinner, hate the sin’ is less applicable in our context
than we might expect. Does it imply that in loving the sinner we are still loving
something evil, or does it imply the opposite: the sinner we may love, but not evil
(that is, the sinner is not pure evil)? For years Lewis thought it ‘a silly, straw-
splitting distinction” how could you hate what a man did and not hate the man?*#4
Then he made the discovery that he had in fact loved one person all his life this
way, namely, himself. However, ‘straw-splitting’ here probably does not refer to
the ontological difficulty of distinguishing the person loved from the sin in his



life, but rather to the psychological difficulty of loving them despite their
sinfulness. Lewis’ subsequent distinction between ‘forgiving’ and ‘condoning’,
however crucial and helpful in other respects, sheds little light on the ontological
question.

Discomfort with eros, on the one hand, and the analysis above, on the other,
may betray fundamentally different conceptions of man but also involve
soteriological concerns about the relation of nature and grace.

‘The Necessary Was Always Possible’

In Lewis’ world the two realities, the natural and the supernatural, co-inhere. By
virtue of creation there is no clear-cut separation between the two. His literary
friend and fellow pilgrim Charles Williams preferred the term ‘Arch-nature’ over
‘supernature’ so as to avoid the latter’s misleading implications.*> Miracles, Lewis
thought, are not simply a breaching of natural laws; rather, because God exists on
a different level from all else, miracles are part of a higher uniformity of reality.4¢
As said, man’s rationality itself is a kind of miracle, for Naturalism, ‘the doctrine
that only Nature—the whole interlocked system—exists’,#’ cannot account for it.
The effects of such a wotldview are twofold. On the one hand, the so-called
extraordinary may seem ordinary; on the other hand, so-called ordinary
phenomena obtain an extraordinary aura. Lewis would probably have agreed with
Augustine that ‘the wonders of the visible order of nature ... are greater than the
least familiar and rarest of miracles’.#8 Creation itself is awe-inspiring.

Lewis made clear that he held no belief in ‘a concept of Grace which simply
abolishes nature’.4? Even St. John of the Cross, Lewis remarked, was ‘encouraged
to remember that he loves asparagus’.>0 Commenting on this, Carnell notes that
both Lewis and Williams believed ‘man must endure the protest of Nature against
Grace’,>! not suppress nature. The immediate context is nature as ‘the pleasures of
the body’ and not nature as ‘man apart from Grace’, but it is quite clear that
Lewis’ body-embracing outlook followed from a deeper, metaphysical maxim:
Gratia non tollit naturam sed perficit. In his poem, ‘Noon’s Intensity’, the poet
wonders whether Sol, despite its aurification powers, might not in fact perfect the
‘baser’ metals (e.g. silver, copper, lead) instead of simply transmuting them into
gold.”? Perfecting without annihilating is what Lewis calls ‘transposition™ the
raising of a lower medium to a new significance by incorporation into a higher
medium.> Human loves, too, follow this logic.

Another famous medieval maxim with which Lewis was surely familiar is:
virtus es ultimum potentiae. 'There is a teleological connection between the desiring
self and the highest good, a theme we return to later. In Out of the Silent Planet



Ransom joins a special hunt and is frightened, but the hunt ‘was necessary, and
the necessary was always possible’>* His participation in the process bestows on
him a ‘new-found manhood’, in fact, ‘he had grown up’>> Lewis thought that
myth ‘arouses in us sensations we have never had before, never anticipated
having, as though we had broken out of our normal mode of consciousness and
“possessed joys not promised to our birth”’.5 There is an element of ‘radical
change’; progress is not simply undisturbed evolution. Yet the change ‘hits us at a
level deeper than our thoughts or even our passions, troubles oldest certainties till
all questions are re-opened, and in general shocks us more fully awake than we are
for most of our lives’.5” Hits us at a deeper level. Shocks us more fully awake. The new
dimension is new, but it is not wholly ‘foreign” and does no ontological violence
to man. Commenting on Lewis’ poem ‘Scazons’, Ward concludes that ‘the poet’s
love does not merely reflect back, like a moon; it reflects internally also, like (as
Lewis puts it elsewhere) “a dewdrop™.>8

Man can be subtracted from neither a mythical hunt, nor from love, nor, for
that matter, from conversion. The initiative in his own conversion lay wholly with
God, and faith was ultimately a gift from God, although it was Lewis’ reasoning
which led him on. He recalls moments of decisiveness, of directing his will toward
or against something.> Such synergism-approaching narrative is characteristic of
Lewis, as is an interest in theosis.®” God is ‘unspeakably immanent’! and ‘nearer
to us’ than any other being.2 O’Donovan, commenting on debates about love,
thinks that ultimately ‘what is at issue is whether all movement in the universe is
from the centre to the circumference or whether there is also this responsive
movement’.t> At least for Lewis, Christian love is a response to God’s initiative—
man is not only a passive ‘conduit’ of love, as Nygren thought he was.0* Creation
relates to God in reciprocity, and man’s reciprocity stands by virtue of his creation
as imago Dez.%>

We Do Not Disparage Silver

Built in the image of Love Himself, love is part of man’s inescapable existence.
Sure, not all is well with this ontology: in a fallen world, our loves are in conflict
and disordered. A central theme in many of Lewis’ books is not simply self-love
or the lack of love, but the lack of an order of love, the rival claims of natural and
supernatural loves.® In the last resort, Lewis writes, ‘we must turn down or
disqualify our nearest and dearest when they come between us and our obedience
to God. Heaven knows, it will seem to them sufficiently like hatred’.¢” Lewis
draws a moral: “That is why it is of such importance to order our loves that it [an
occasion for such “hatred”] is unlikely to arrive at all’.o8



This, the need for a correct order of loves, stands out in Lewis’ thought.®® By
it he does not mean simply a need to ‘control one’s loves’ but, quite literally, I
believe, 7o keep them in order. From his hierarchical worldview follows a hierarchy of
loves. Hierarchy and equality are not mutually exclusive. In fact only degree
projects equality. Lewis writes: ‘If you take “Degree” away “each thing meets in
mere oppugnancy,” “strength” will be lord, everything will “include itself in
power’”. In other words, the modern idea that we can choose between Hierarchy
and equality is ... mere moonshine’.’ Besides, ‘we do not disparage silver by
distinguishing it from gold’.”!

But ‘the question whether we are loving God or the earthly Beloved “more” is
not ... a question about the comparative intensity of two feelings. The real
question is, which (when the alternative comes) do you serve, or choose, or put
tirst?’.72 Lewis’ essay ‘First and Second Things’ discusses the idea of equalities
within hierarchy. If first things are put first, second things will naturally follow;
but if second things are put first, the first things will be lost and so will, tragically,
the second things.”? As for human loves, they are ‘saved’ through agape. In The
Magician’s Nephew, Digory’s love for his mother is ‘saved” when put second to his
love for Aslan.”* And in ‘Five Sonnets’ Lewis writes:

Pitch your demands heaven-high and they’ll be met.
Ask for the Morning Star and take (throw in)
Your earthly love.”

By eros, Lewis, unlike Nygren, means simply ‘that state which we call “being in
love” ... or that kind of love which lovers are “in”7¢ a state which Sheldon
Vanauken named ‘inloveness’.”” For our purposes here, an in-depth analysis of #his
kind of ersis not required. (Later we shall compare Lewis’ spiritual longing to
Nygren’s eros.) Suffice it to say that eros highlights what has already been said about
the need for ordinate love. What applies to eros applies to all natural loves. They
are corrupted without a divine reference point, without charity that draws them
into itself and thus transforms them. But of all the loves, erosis most like a god,
and ‘being in love’ can most easily turn into a sort of religion. Ervs, if honoured
without reservation and obeyed unconditionally, becomes a demon’.78

We stumble in all our natural loves. However, they are the base for the higher
loves. One of Lewis’ favourite maxims was Thomas a Kempis’ ‘the highest does
not stand without the lowest,”? which he quotes in the very introduction to The
Four Loves.80 Grace presupposes nature. In fact, it is ‘dangerous to press upon a
man the duty of getting beyond the earthly love when his real difficulty lies in
getting so far’8! In any case, ‘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 are’.82

As said, Lewis’ initial idea was to write an ode to agape. He distinguished
between Gift-love and Need-love, and since the exemplar of Love is Himself
obviously more Gift-love, he sought to write ‘some fairly easy panegyrics on the
first sort of love and disparagements of the second’.8> But whenever he tried to
deny the name /ove to Need-love, he ended up in puzzles and contradictions.
Reality was more complicated than he had thought. If, for Augustine, man is a
bundle of loves, for Lewis he is a bundle of ‘need-loves’. In fact ‘our whole being
by its very nature is one vast need’.®* As soon as we are born we need others
physically, emotionally, intellectually. But we cannot conclude that Need-love is
‘mere selfishness’. Lewis explains: ‘No doubt Need-love, like all our impulses, can
be selfishly indulged.... But in ordinary life no one calls a child selfish because it
turns for comfort to its mother; nor an adult who turns to his fellow “for
company”. Those, whether children or adults, who do so least are not usually the
most selfless’.85 More importantly, our love for God must always be largely a
Need-love. But neither is this love merely selfish. In fact the opposite is true: ‘It
would be a bold and silly creature that came before its Creator with the boast “I'm
no beggar. I love you disinterestedly’”.86

In all loves the se/f is present, but this in itself does not imply selfishness.
Neither does the pleasure of love ‘contaminate’ love. To delight in goodness is
not morally questionable or shameful. In The Great Divorce Lewis has his mentor,
George MacDonald, say of the task of helping souls: ‘Of course it is also joy to do
so, but ye cannot blame us for that!”.87 When Nygren took pleasure to be a sign of
the infiltration of ers, he was following Kant’s deontological mistake of
presuming that all inclinations were ‘tainted’ by selfishness.8® If the ontological
premises of love allow (or determine) a certain pleasure in the act of goodness,
accepting it is a sign of humility, not pride.

17/l We Have Faces can also be read as a ‘love story’. Orual’s possessive love of
her sister Psyche is progressively purified. Among the themes briefly described by
Lewis in the foreword are: ‘the mind of an ugly woman [Orual], dark idolatry and
pale enlightenment at war with each other’.# In terms of love, dark idolatry and
pale enlightenment suggest two opposite corruptions: on the one hand, a kind of
blood-stained, Pagan worship, and on the other, a rationalistic, ‘spiritual’ love. As
both are perversions, purification of love means the correction of what is amiss in
both. Is it an overstatement to suggest a parallel with Nygren’s eros and agape
respectively?

At least Saarinen thinks that 17/ We Have Faces is directly relevant to ‘the Nygren

debate’.?0 In Orual’s mind, need-love and dutiful altruism remain propetly



separate. But Saarinen argues that Orual is wrong—in other words, that the
author of Orual is right—, for ‘true love does not arise from their separation, but
from their fusion’.?! Given this, Nygren’s theological position resembles more the
‘Puritan-minded pagan perspective of Orual’ than Christianity.”? In this sense, T7/
We Have Faces is even more critical of Nygren than The Four Loves. Carnell, making
no note of Nygren, agrees in general: the purification of Orual’s loves and
longings is ‘the burden of the story’.?3 He confesses, as does Saarinen, that it is a
particularly difficult myth to interpret, for when the analysis is done, ‘there are
aspects left over which do not fit in with any systematic approach’.?> Although
complex, it is filled with temperate judgments; in addition, it has one of the most
convincing descriptions of Sehnsucht, what Lewis calls ‘Joy’.

The Inconsolable Wound

C. S. Lewis’ theory of Sehnsucht is also relevant to ‘the Nygren debate’. As said, the
eros Nygren distrusted and the ‘Joy’ that fascinated Lewis all his life have
surprisingly much in common. We will have to describe the phenomenon, explain
it without explaining it away, and seek to identify its object and relate it to our
subject. The task is not easy, for, as Carnell notes, ‘it is surrounded by a misty
indefiniteness which seems essential to its very nature’.%

The ‘Joy’ Lewis puns on in the title of his autobiography Surprised by Joy is a
desire for joy beyond the offerings of this world. In the Romantic tradition, it was
known by the German word Sebnsucht. It can be described as ecstatic wonder,
causeless melancholy, and, in Scandinavian ballads since the Middle Ages, as the
Blue Flower motif: Ldngtans Blia Blomma (the Blue Flower of Longing). It is the
pursuit of the unattainable appearing in the guise of the attainable: Lewis called it
a ‘dialectic of desire’,?7 as each successive experience proves Joy to be ever-elusive.

In That Hideons Strength, we read of ‘the inconsolable wound with which man is
born’, the aches and yearnings of which, enigmatically, are ‘the fore-runners of [a]
goddess’ 98 The Pilgrim’s Regress speaks of ‘immortal longings’, paradoxical in
nature: ‘though the sense of want is acute and even painful, yet the mere wanting
is felt to be somehow a delight’.% Dymer’s theme also is ‘romantic longing—
Sebnsuch? 10 The first beauty Lewis ever knew was a toy garden his brother
Warren had built. ‘As long as I live’, he wrote, ‘my imagination of Paradise will
retain something of my brother’s toy garden’. This and other childhood aesthetic
experiences taught him ‘longing—=Sehnsuch?, and made him ‘for good or for ill ...
a votary of the Blue Flower’.191 Later, a salient scene in Siegfried and the Twilight of
the Gods awoke in him ‘the memory of Joy itself’ and all the stabs of Joy since



childhood ‘flowed together into a single, unendurable sense of desire and loss,
which suddenly became one with the loss of the whole experience’.102

A turning-point was reading George MacDonald’s Phantastes in his teens. ‘A
few hours later I knew that I had crossed a great frontier. I had already been waist
deep in Romanticism... Now Phantastes was romantic enough in all conscience;
but there was a difference. Nothing was at that time further from my thoughts
than Christianity and I therefore had no notion what this difference really was’.193
What did he find in MacDonald? ‘I should have been shocked in my ‘teens if
anyone had told me that what I learned to love in Phantastes was goodness’.1%4 In
Surprised by Joy Lewis calls it ‘Holiness’.1% That this Joy related to Christianity
Lewis did not know till much after his conversion.

The phenomenon could not be wholly accounted for on historical, social, or
psychological grounds. It was simply ‘a given’ of experience, ‘an inconsolable
wound’ inflicted at birth. Lewis accepted none of the popular explanations as
complete. For instance, he felt ‘the stabs of Joy’ already before his mother’s death,
so Joy is not simply a desire to reconnect with a lost beloved, although many
believe that “all roads lead to Freud’.!% The connection between the libido and
Sebnsucht, he regarded as genuine but exaggerated. In ‘Psychoanalysis and Literary
Criticism’, Lewis criticizes psychoanalysts for interpreting all aesthetical
experiences as merely by-products of sex.19” Even sex points beyond sex: “Those
who think that if adolescents were all provided with suitable mistresses we should
soon hear no more of “immortal longings™ are certainly wrong’.!8 He knew they
were wrong because he had, by ‘discreditable’ experience, made the mistake
repeatedly.'?” He did not, however, ‘recoil from the erotic conclusion with chaste
horror... My feelings could rather have been expressed in the words, “Quite. I
see. But haven’t we wandered from the real point?” Joy is not a substitute for sex;
sex is very often a substitute for Joy’.110

In “The Weight of Glory’, Lewis discusses the Morning Star as a scriptural
image of heaven. We can enjoy the natural star on many a fine morning, he says;
what more could we possibly want? ‘Ah, but we want so much more... We do
not want merely to see beauty... We want something else which can hardly be put
into words—to be united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it into
ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it... That is why the poets tell us such
lovely falsehoods’.!!! To summarize, we can say that Joy has close connections
with many things in creation, but it cannot be found ‘in’ them, rather ‘through’
them. Lewis, ‘the untiring foe of Reductionism’,!'?> knew that experience points
forward as well as backward. What, then, did Joy point him towards?

In his understanding of Joy, Lewis is indebted to the medieval tradition,
especially to Augustine.!’3 Certainly, it is improbable that Augustine’s famous



‘restless soul’ finding ‘rest in Thee’ would not have come to mind by now. Man is
on an ontological quest stimulated by longing. Joy relates to objective reality; the
object of longing ‘really exists and really draws us to itself’.!'* Understood as a
desire for God, Joy does support God’s existence, but only as an elaboration of
the ontological argument, not as an airtight proof. In a letter to Vanauken, Lewis
writes: ‘If you really are a product of a materialistic universe, how is it that you
don’t feel at home here? Do fish complain of the sea for being wet? Or if they
did, would that fact itself not strongly suggest that they had not always been, or
wd. not always be, purely aquatic creatures?’!’> Elsewhere he uses another analogy:
Being hungry does not prove we will eat bread, but ‘surely a man’s hunger does
prove that he comes of a race which repairs its body by eating and inhabits a
wotld where eatable substances exist’.!1® The aches and yearnings caused by ‘the
inconsolable wound’ are ‘only the fore-runners of the goddess’. The goddess,
Lewis tells us, is ‘Charity’. As for her presence, the heroes of That Hideons Strength
‘could not bear that it should continue. They could not bear that it should cease...
whom men call Venus, came and was with them in the room’.117

Wondelone

The three main characteristics of the eros motif to which Nygren objected were:
that eros as love (1) is upward evaluative striving, (2) amounts to a human
endeavour towards God, and (3) is egocentric in nature. Based on our analysis of
Lewis’ ontology, anthropology, and theory of Joy as an inborn, that is, God-given
desire for participation in beauty, we may make some final conclusions.

Firstly, Lewis’ eros does not fit these criteria. In itself it is #of egocentric in
nature, if egocentrism implies mere selfishness. All loves have a proper dimension
of Need-love, even the higher agape. Lewis was aware of the ambiguity of Sebnsucht
as well.!18 In the Cosmic Trilogy, there are two words for longing: hluntheline, a
kind of ‘bent’ longing, and wondelone, proper and meaningful longing. In
connection to the ‘great frontier’ he crossed via MacDonald, Lewis writes: ‘I had
already been waist deep in Romanticism; and likely enough, at any moment, to
flounder in its darker and more evil forms, slithering down the steep descent that
leads from the love of strangeness to that of eccentricity and thence to that of
perversity’.11?  Precisely from such dangers MacDonald and a deeper
understanding of Joy rescued Lewis.

Secondly, because Sebusucht’s ultimate object is beauty, goodness, holiness, or
simply God, it could tentatively be called upward evaluative striving; and, ‘in so far
as it [is] also simultaneously a good, it [is] also a kind of love’.'?0 In a qualified
sense it is also a human endeavour towards God. Although the endeavour is very



human, it is not autonomous—and yet not an automaton or conduit either,
unassisted by a decisive self.!2!

In all of Lewis’ writings, only once, it seems, does he use eros and agape in the
specifically Nygrenian sense. In Swurprised by Joy, a few pages before his ‘most
dejected and reluctant’’??> conversion, Lewis calls philosophical idealism ‘quasi-
religion™ ‘all a one-way street; all eros (as Dr. Nygren would say) steaming up, but
no agape darting down’.12> And yet, does not this passage, too, contain an implicit
criticism of Nygren? Philosophical idealism fits this description, but not any
particular branch of Christianity. Also, notice the passivity of eros steaming up, and
the activity of agape darting down. Lewis found it wanting, not only because it
lacked a personal God who, in love, dives and offers man his saving hand, but
also because it lacked a longing man who, in responsive love, looks (not merely
steams) up to grasp at this hand.
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