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STORIES AND STOCK RESPONSES:

C. S. Lewis on Christianity and Literature

"Now, good Cesario, but that piece of song,

That old and antique song we heard last night,

Methought it did relieve my passion much,

More than light airs and recollected terms

Of these most brisk and giddy-paced times."

-- Duke Orsino of Illyrica


No thinker has done more to help Evangelical Christians relate their Christian faith to culture, especially literary culture, than C. S. Lewis.  He was a historian of literature whose analyses are still indispensable to students of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance half a century later;  he created a great deal of superb literature himself, in both fiction and non-fiction;  and he was also the author of a number of works that deal directly with the nature and value of the products of the mind and a fruitful approach to them, from books like An Experiment in Criticism and The Abolition of Man to the numerous essays buried in various collections.

 
Naturally, but unfortunately, people looking to Lewis for guidance in these matters often begin (and often end) at an essay with the obvious title of "Christianity and Culture" (originally published in 1940), without realizing that significant development took place in Lewis's thought as expressed in later essays. Superficial readings of that piece have even given rise to the strange notion that Lewis had an "anti-cultural bias" (Cary 16).  After all, Lewis does say that "I think we can still believe culture to be innocent after we have read the New Testament;  I cannot see that we are encouraged to think it important" ("Christianity and Culture" 15).  The glory of God is "the real business of life," and the salvation of souls is "our only means to glorifying Him" (14;  emphasis added).  And he adds in another essay from about the same time that "the 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" ("Christianity and Literature" 10).  Lewis would maintain his high view of the value of the salvation of a single soul (see Mills for an excellent treatment of the importance of this theme in Lewis's life, especially the essays by Mitchell, Blamires, and Edwards)--but as the only means of glorifying God?  Later essays would show an increase in balance and maturity in his views on these topics as well as continuity with the positions taken earlier.

Actually, in "Christianity and Culture," Lewis was making the point that idolization of culture (including literature) corrupts and destroys culture.  He was reacting against the tendency of critics like Matthew Arnold to make culture a substitute for religion (12).  Just as "Those who make religion their God will not have God for their religion" (Thomas Erskine of Linlathen, qtd. In Lewis, Miracles 10), so those who make culture their God will enjoy neither a relationship with God nor good literature.  It was a point he would make more clearly and forcefully again later (1955) in an essay entitled "Lilies that Fester."  In "Christianity and Culture" he was engaged in the task of defending the innocence of literary pursuits:  culture gives pleasure, which is a good thing in itself;  it is a repository of the best natural or "sub-Christian" values, which while not of saving significance, are not therefore to be despised;  it can be for some a praeparatio evangelium.  In later essays he would go on to develop much more fully the positive values of literary culture.

A LARGER WORLD


In the first place, literature enlarges our world of experience to include both more of the physical world and things not yet imagined, giving the actual world a "new dimension of depth" ("On Three Ways of Writing for Children" 29).  Poetic language can express "experience which is not available to us in normal life at all" by using "factors within our experience so that they become pointers to something outside our experience" ("The Language of Religion" 133).  None of us, for example, has experienced apotheosis.  But Shelley gives us an idea what it might be like with his line, "My soul is an enchanted boat."  Lewis insists that this is much more than just a fancy way of saying, "Gee!  This is fine" (133).  An enchanted boat would move effortlessly, without propulsion, to its intended destination.  Because we have experienced boats which require wind, oar, or steam, we can imagine one that would not, and transfer this image by analogy to the soul, which could then be imagined as freed from its current weights and entanglements to reach unimpeded its ends: enlightenment, integration, communion, etc.  


I personally have never slain a dragon nor met an elf (at least, not for certain).  I have not visited another planet nor led a charge on horseback nor lived in the Middle Ages.  Yet I know something of what these experiences might be like.  Is this knowledge gained from literature mere illusion?  Definitely not.  There was a time I had not visited England but only read about it,  more in books of fiction than of information.  When I got there, there were surprises in store for me of course.  But there was also much that was already familiar.  Direct experience made small adjustments to and augmentations of my "literary" knowledge of the real England gained through vicarious experience of imagined ones, but it did not overturn it.  When we experience this kind of confirmation often enough and in various ways, we learn to trust the inner consistency of reality projected by a well constructed story to give us something significant, an exploration of the potentialities of human experience of worlds actual or imagined that can ring true to reality.  Literal truth is not the only kind we know or need.


The effect of this kind of reading is what Lewis called "the enormous extension of our being which we owe to authors."  An unliterary person "may be full of goodness and good sense, but he inhabits a tiny world."  This suffocating narrowness, the provincialism of being shut up to one's own direct experience, literature can help us avoid.  "My own eyes are not enough for me," Lewis avers;  "I would see through those of others" (Experiment 140).  He even wishes that animals could write books so that we could see through their eyes. And what one sees thus can be broadening and deepening indeed:

Strangeness that moves us more than fear,

Beauty that stabs with tingling spear,

Or Wonder, laying on one's heart

That finger-tip at which we start

As if some thought too swift and shy

For reason's grasp had just gone by.  ("Expostulation" 58)

A BAPTIZED IMAGINATION
 In the second place, this expansion of horizons makes it possible for literature to strip Christian doctrines of their "stained glass and Sunday School associations" and allow them to appear in their "real potency" ("Sometimes Fairy Stories" 37), a possibility Lewis himself magnificently realized in the Narnia books and the Space Trilogy.  Why did the story of a dying god which repelled the young Lewis in the Gospels move him so deeply when he met it in pagan mythology?  Partly because his guard was down, but just as much because of the expansion of our grasp of the potentialities of reality that we have already seen literature can give us:  the sober historicity of the Gospels is valuable in one way, the imaginative realizations of literary treatments in another.  So Lewis's imagination was "baptized" by reading George MacDonald before his actual conversion (Lewis, Surprised by Joy 181).

This baptism of the imagination, which allows us to see Christian truths more clearly and deeply when we meet them in the Bible, can happen in two ways:  first, by encountering similar or parallel ideas imaginatively fleshed out in non-Christian literature (e.g., Lewis's encounters with the dying god in pagan myth), and second by seeing newly minted images created as deliberate incarnations of Christian ideas (e.g., Lewis's experience of "the holy" in MacDonald).  Lewis was himself a master of the second way.  We have seen the Cross a thousand times and may be either bored with it or hostile to it, but the Stone Table sneaks up on us and gets under our skins, sending us back to the Cross with eyes newly widened.  When we read Genesis, we may get bogged down in the necessary tasks of defending the text against fragmentation from the purveyors of the Documentary Hypothesis or dismissal from adherents of the theory of Naturalistic Evolution.  But when we watch the Green Lady debating the Unman with the future of her still innocent race at stake, the more important issues of the other Text become real to us both afresh and in new ways.  As Aslan tells Edmund and Lucy, in their world he has another name.  "You must learn to know me by that name.  This was the very reason why you were brought to Narnia, that by knowing me here for a little, you may know me better there" (The Voyage of the Dawn Treader 270).

GOOD "STOCK" RESPONSES

 In the third place, literature can have some of the significance Lewis seemed to deny it in "Christianity and Culture" through the creation of positive role models and the reinforcement of healthy "stock responses."  Lewis had little sympathy with the criticism of I. A. Richards and T. S. Eliot, influential in his time, which emphasized the importance of a finely tuned sensibility in literary taste, denigrating what were seen as crude and traditional "stock responses" as opposed to the preferred "direct free play of experience" (Lewis, Preface to Paradise Lost 55).  (No doubt this was a precursor of the "free play of the mind in the text" valued by post-modern reader-centered critics;  but that is another story.)  Eliot, for example, saw the mind of the mature poet as "a finely perfected medium in which special, or very varied feelings are at liberty to enter into new combinations" (Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 7), and valued literature for the ways in which it produces "new variations of sensibility" (Eliot, "The Social Function of Poetry" 9).  Lewis thought this emphasis could lead only to decadence and false sophistication and saw Eliot's early poetry as proof that his concerns were valid.  In a famous jab at "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock," he claimed to be



. . . So coarse,  the things that poets see




Are obstinately invisible to me.




For twenty years, I've stared my level best




To see if evening--any evening--would suggest




A patient etherized upon a table;




In vain.  I simply wasn't able.  ("A Confession" 1)

In contrast, Lewis saw the great literature of the past as a repository of cultural memory and wisdom that could help us rightly order our response to the world in terms of healthy and appropriate stock responses:  love is sweet, death is bitter, virtue is lovely, children or gardens are delightful.  Instead of the newer, more "sophisticated," images it was full of 



Dull things . . . peacocks, honey, the Great Wall, Aldebaran,



Silver weirs, new-cut grass, wave on the beach, hard gem,



The shapes of horse and woman, Athens, Troy, Jerusalem.  (ibid.)

  The function of the poet for Lewis then is not so much the relatively trivial one of expressing ever finer shades of sensibility, but the grand one of transmitting the form of virtue received from the past.  Virtue is not so much a finely as a rightly organized response of the whole person, including understanding, emotion, and will.  

In rhetoric imagination is present for the sake of passion (and therefore in the long run for the sake of action), while in poetry passion is present for the sake of imagination and therefore, in the long run, for the sake of wisdom or spiritual health--the rightness and richness of a man's total response to the world. (Lewis, Preface 54)

Therefore, the predominance in literature of traditional themes embodied imaginatively in traditional forms was not for Lewis an issue merely of aesthetics and sensibility but of cultural life and death.  "Poetry was formerly one of the chief means whereby each generation learned  to copy, and by copying to make the good Stock Responses.  Since poetry has abandoned that office, the world has not bettered" (Preface 57).  Hence, "Since it is likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, let them at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage" ("On Three Ways of Writing for Children" 31).  And, Lewis would probably add if he were alive today, let them not all be filtered through the lens of post-modern ironic cynicism.

A CURE FOR CHRONOLOGICAL SNOBBERY

 Finally, literature can cure our chronological snobbery and provincialism and fortify us in the "mere Christianity" that has remained constant through the ages.  Every age makes its own errors.  Those of the past are at least different from ours.  Those who are exposed only to the spirit of the age in which they live have no protection against those errors.  But those who live with the literature of the past discover "a standard of plain, central Christianity ('mere Christianity' as Baxter called it) which puts the controversies of the moment in their proper perspective" ("On the Reading of Old Books" 201).  Therefore, to keep from becoming captives of the spirit of the age, we must "keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds" (202) by reading old books.  As with  Athanasius, it is the glory of those books that they did not move with the times, and their reward that they remain for all time. 

SUMMARY

In Lewis's mature thinking, then, the study of literature is not only innocent but essential to a full and rich life, particularly a full and rich Christian life.  While he remained adamantly opposed to aestheticism or to any notion that becoming more cultured necessarily makes one a better person ("Lilies that Fester"), he explored a number of ways in which culture, particularly literature, can contribute to a good life well lived to the glory of God.  It expands the horizons of and deepens our capacity for experience, it opens our eyes to Christian truths which might otherwise have escaped us or had less impact had we read only the Bible, it transmits and reinforces the collective experience and wisdom of human civilization, and it is the great antidote to the spirit of the age.  But it does not confer these benefits automatically, ex opere operato;  if we read as aesthetes rather than humble receivers of the author's intent, or as self-conscious pursuers of culture rather than seekers of truth, it can have the very opposite effect and be a horribly corrupting influence ("Lilies," Experiment).  

If Lewis was right, nothing could be more crucial to the health of the Church than having     a love for and a sound approach to literature.  As the academic study of literature as a discipline     has become more ideologically bound and politicized than ever, his voice desperately needs to be heard again, like a John the Baptist crying in the wilderness and calling us back to sanity (see Williams, esp. Intro. and chp. 1, 2, 7 for extended treatment of this theme).  And with these matters, not only Christian professors of English, but pastors, theologians, and all Christian educators must be concerned.

Donald T. Williams, PhD, is Director of the School of General Studies and Professor of English at Toccoa Falls College in the foothills of the Applachian Mountains in Northeast Georgia.
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