My Friend Lewis Finds Joy

By Lewis F. McLain, Jr.

I was sitting in my high school junior English classroom on Friday, No​vember 22, 1963 without a care in the world. The public address system had yet to announce the awful news of a president being shot only a few miles from my safe haven. That news was an hour away. One hour before the squawk box announced the news​​, when Oswald was perhaps perched in that infamous window sixty feet above the ground, a friend of mine was taking his last breath.

Actually, I did not know C. S. Lewis then. I was to meet him two decades later in his writings. I quoted him in an article I wrote a few years ago, though my under​standing of him was superficial, not from in-depth readings. I felt his presence this past winter when I walked on the Oxford campus in England, surely walking through the same doors and on the same streets he spent so many years traversing.

My friendship with him developed intensely after that as I read hundreds of his personal letters - from childhood up to the week of his death - followed by reading some of his profound books on Christian​ity. Finally, I found some recordings of his voice and listened with great interest as he presented papers that became his book, The Four Loves. I was left wishing I could have an evening of personal conversation with him.

I would like to use this opportunity to introduce you to my friend and mention some things about his life as he moved from avowed atheist to profound Chris​tian. I would also like to share some simi​larities to my life experiences.

But I may need to begin with an explanation of the contrasts my life would have with his. I was raised in a Christian home and accepted Christ at an early age. I believe my acceptance was based on a real understanding of whom Jesus was as deity, as the Supreme Being. I felt an account​ability to Him and remember my first earnest prayer as if it were yesterday, not the words but the feeling.

I also remember slipping away. My acknowledgment of the importance of Christ in my life lessened as I marched into the rebellious years of youth, espe​cially as a teenager. My rebellion wasn(t violent, just indifference. However, I never dis​carded my beliefs and was always quick to claim mem​bership as a child of God when a crisis struck. I have never thought the thoughts of an atheist.

When marriage and a child brought my responsibilities of life into focus, I felt a yearning to be back in the fold of the Christian family and to walk a more de​fined life filled with richness and worth. My prayers of childhood were tran​s​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​formed into more adult pray​ers, al​though I feel certain that God heard the intent more so than the words. I would have to be honest and say that returning to a renewed rela​tionship with the Lord in my adult life was not a strug​gle with me.

But there is a reason for that - several reasons probably - with one that strikes me as most significant. Twenty five years ago I was caught up with want​ing to be a manager, a leader - heavily influenced by a friend and with hours of deep conversation about the topic in our early careers. When Linda and I returned to the Church in the early seventies, I found a singular prayer on my lips at the communion rail. I asked the Lord to make me a leader in my family first, my commu​nity second, and in my career third. I had a strong sense that I would be worthless in everything else I tried in life if I failed as a leader in my family. I used to shiver at the thought of the world thinking I was the greatest of all leaders and my family knowing it was a big lie because they would know differently.

So I asked for that guidance - for leadership traits to actually become a reality in my life. Being in the second class (1947) of the baby boomers (1946-1964) had me begging to be real in a world I thought to be largely fake, a charade. I wrote a version of that communion rail prayer on my first two job applications in response to questions about goals. Now to my friend, Clive Staples.

C. S. Lewis was born in Ireland in 1898 and was raised by strong-willed parents. His father was dominating and an opinionated municipal court lawyer. His mother died when he was just eight years old. Due to the inclement Irish weather and Lewis( susceptibility to respi​ratory problems, he and his brother spent hours inside reading from the huge library in their parents( house and playing in the attic, creating an imaginary world in their minds and later on paper.

After their mother(s death, he and his brother, who was three years older, were sent to boarding schools in England. Lewis despised these boarding schools not because of the academics but due to the personalities of headmasters and the haz​ing by the students. Event​ually he ended up being tutored by a retired school mas​ter, given freedom to study on his own for large quantities of time.

C. S. Lewis was brilliant as a liter​ary critic and writer and eventually was accepted into college at Oxford. By this time and until he was in his early thirties he was an avowed atheist. He says this with no reservations in many of his writ​ings, but there was something at work within him that he realized only upon his conversion to Christianity.

Two things were happening. God was always working on him. And he was always searching for a higher purpose in life. Almost everything he had ever read that had moved him or pricked him to seek deeper meaning was written by Christ​ians. Almost everything he wrote, even before becoming a Christian, was in search of a truth and understanding that he eventually found completely fulfilled in his role of a professing Christian.

He was in search of something he could only describe as Joy. The story of his spiritual conversion is actually enti​tled, Surprised by Joy. His conversion was not of the cataclysmic nature. He would have been suspect of such a quick or emo​tional response for he did not trust feel​ings. To understand his movement from professing atheist to one of the most pro​lific and influential Christian writers and lecturers in this century, you would have to visit his daily routine.

 
As a professor at Oxford, he was the quintessential academician. While he gave many lectures, the primary format at Oxford was one-on-one tutoring. He met with several students for one hour each week, listened to their essays and gave them instruction and encouragement. Most of his meals were provided by the college where the professors would visit together, often followed by conversations that led into the late evenings.

Most of the professors were unmar​ried as the university was their life. They had furnished rooms, usually a bedroom and a large sitting room. C. S. Lewis and a few friends formed a group that met together once or twice each week. They became known as the Inklings. In this group, they would read essays, poetry or a chapter of a book in progress. The mem​bers of the group would offer advice and reactions that ranged from brutal criticism to praise and encouragement. An example of the caliber of member in this group was J. R. R. Tolkein, a Christian and author of Lord of the Rings. In general, each mem​ber became better at what they were doing as a result of the group. They raised each other(s standards.

C. S. Lewis loved to walk. A typical evening after dinner would be a long walk alone or a walk with someone with com​mon interests. Some walks lasted for hours or would result in a late evening chat to continue a conversation. The conver​sations would often end up on topics of a religious nature. Two of Lewis(s friends planted the seeds about the reality of the gospels on one of those walks. From there he wrote and walked and talked his way to a genuine belief that not only was there a God but that the gospel story about the Son of God was, in fact, true. And if the gospel story was true, then what did that mean to his life.

We would have to know how serious Lewis felt about friendships and covenants to realize how seriously he took this new insight. He generally made friendships that were deep and for life. He made a pact with a friend he met in World War I that whoever survived would take care of the other(s parents. His friend did indeed die and C. S. Lewis took the friend(s mother and sister into his home until her death.

He later met an American woman and became her friend - and then agreed to marry her in a civil ceremony so that she could stay in England. And finally, hosted by a clergy, he married her again on her death bed because his love had grown past a friendship and he wanted to be married in the eyes of God. I find it interesting and a coincidence that this lady(s name was Joy. Their story that took place towards the end of his life is in the recent movie Shadow​lands. 

But as an adult, perhaps the age of this congregation, he was searching for Truth. If you are search​ing for Truth and you find Truth, you take it seriously. And C. S. Lewis did just that. It took a year after he accepted that there was a God to fully accept that Jesus was the Son of God and was the way to Eternal Life.

His writings and public lectures then took on a new meaning and new fervor. Everything he had ever read, ev​erything he had ever done began to make sense and to take on a new meaning. He combined his rich imagination and com​mand for writing fantasy to produce the influential Christian stories for children that are still best sellers today. But before those writings he gave week​ly broad​casts on the BBC radio that are compiled in a little book, Mere Christianity that remains on the top ten Christ​ian book list today.

What does all this have to do with us today? Many things. One is the power of the laity. C. S. Lewis was a layperson. No doubt when a professor at one of the most prestigious but anti-religious schol​arly settings on all this earth starts to talk publicly and convincingly about Christian​ity, the heart and the mind is wooed in a way that surpasses the influence of even the most gifted clergy. Ask yourself why that is so. My guess is that you know the answer.

C. S. Lewis did exactly what most of us don(t do. He asked, he sought and he knocked. He wrote, he questioned, he talked. One day he realized that if we are to be born anew, to be transformed from our heathen nature to that nature of Christ, that we must seek that status and must simply ask. He wrote that we must understand that Christ is here with us this very minute, always has been and always will be. If you are not able to believe He is right beside you in your bedroom, in your garage and in your office, then you have yet to realize His nature. And what amazed Lewis was the fact that it is left up to us to ask. We don(t have to. It(s our call.

In many of his letters from people wanting to become a Christian but not knowing how, he simply wrote back to them that they need only to ask. He also said that if they didn’t(t believe fervently and had doubts, to not let that doubt get in their way of asking. I haven(t read yet that he explained prevenient grace as eloquently as John Wesley, but it was clear that Lewis knew the Holy Spirit will teach and illuminate in ways that all the preachers and lay people will fall short. Our assignment is simply to ask and en​courage others to ask.

I think Lewis( example is that we may release our anxieties and surely find Joy if we dedicate ourselves to the search. Our society has abandoned serious per​sonal correspondence and introspection found only in writing, conversation and meditation. Next Friday, Linda and I will celebrate our nineteenth anniversary. Not our wedding anniversary, we have been married almost 27 years. We have been writing letters to each other every day for 19 years. I am unsure if we would still be married today had it not been for constant loving and searching and growing that has been a part of our daily communication. There have been times when I have grown spiritually and pulled Linda with me and just as many times when she pulled me. That nurturing, instruction, encourage​ment and care is now what I include in my definition of leadership.

Neither of us like large crowds or loud gatherings where you carry on a dozen conversations about nonsense. We prefer dinner with just ourselves or a couple of friends where we can talk about the fears and evils and joys of the world in the context of whether we are maturing spiritually or not. I have developed a relationship with my entire client base in my business where the central question (asked in various ways) is (what is the condition of your soul( - a Wesleyan ques​tion usually asked as small groups met 200 years ago. I grieve with the personal losses of these friends and I celebrate in their joys. I have tried to surround myself with friends who will help me raise my standards.

My doctor tells me I don(t exercise enough, but when I do I no longer have on headphones or any other distraction. Prayer and quiet meditation preserve my sanity from my otherwise busy life. Lewis preferred the things of simplicity - some​thing I dream of. The very moment he took the last step in his full belief in Jesus Christ came as he rode down the road in a motorcycle sidecar, deep in thought and meditation. By the time the short trip was complete, he believed. He had no doubts. The earth did not shake, but he was un​shakeable for the rest of his life.

Oh, I(m not where I want to be. I work long hours at the computer, listening to my 1,000 channel radio scanner with a watch on my arm that has a barometer, compass, altimeter, stopwatch and five alarms. I can be the perfect example of the technocrat immersed in the modern world.

Yet, as it turns out, my leadership has been more effective than I ever dream​ed, but not at all as I envisioned 25 years ago. But I(m trying to witness to my family. A few year ago I asked my church and my community to give me a breather. I sold a business and house a few years ago to be more available to our son. We started taking longer and more regular vacations years ago. I(ll never regret these opportunities for bonding and memory making.

I do believe that there is a differ​ence between knowing about Christ and knowing Christ as a personal friend and Savior. The former you can get just by attending church. The latter you get by filling a portion of your daily thoughts and actions with active thoughts and love as you seek to make the nature of Christ your very own. My evaluation question, made necessary because I am still so far from the place I want to be, is am I closer today than I was yesterday?

Lewis( simple word Joy is sufficient to describe the combination of the physical, emotional, and spiritual condi​tion that I would like to reach. Actually, I believe that I have reached it on many occasions. The desire I have is to sustain Joy as the nature of my daily walk. It am certain that I may be the only person in this world preventing me from being ful​filled in life on a daily basis. When I have asked, it has been granted. When I seek Christ, Joy is not hard to find.

An easy place is at the communion rail. Etched in my memory forever is the wrinkled and crooked hand of an elderly lady reaching for the bread as I assisted in a communion service one time. Last month there was a couple holding each other and praying into each other(s ear after taking communion. That is joy.

I think joy is embodied in animals. I have often wondered why the Lord pro​vided us with domestic pets. It strikes me that our only experience of unconditional love on any given day may have come from those four legged creature caring not a whit whether we are rich or successful in life.

I see joy or at least hear about it almost everyday as Linda tells me how she turned a student(s crisis into a life lesson as she reveals the nature of Christ in her encouraging words. I saw the very essence of Jesu, Joy of Man(s Desiring in the eyes of many of those students last week before the graduating processional start​ed, most of them spontaneously hugging Linda just before she sent them down the aisle.

For the last two years, I(ve seen joy in the eyes of teenagers as they gasped at the beauty of an European cathedral or piece of religious art, tears streaming down their faces. This year I was choking back the tears as I looked in all directions at the gorgeous green mountains in the part of England where Wordsworth was also inspired. 

I feel joy when I know, without a doubt in my mind, that the Lord is work​ing in my life. There are thoughts I know couldn(t think on my own. There are sensations eliciting the highest expres​sions of praise in my heart that are not man made. There have been moments of calm and comfort that can only be from the grace of Jesus Christ himself.

I think that it is joy that is found in the hymns, with words and music that tugs at us to return to the fold of the Shepherd. Thank you. LFM. 


