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Who is C. S. Lewis? 
(a brief biography by Emilie Griffin) 

    

    

Clive Staples Lewis—known to his friends and family as “Jack”—is one 
of the most influential writers on Christian faith of the twentieth 

century. Author of more than 70 titles, including works of science 

fiction, fantasy, poetry, letters, autobiography and Christian 

apologetics, Lewis’ book sales are reported to be more than 2 million 

annually.  
    

Born in Belfast in 1898, Lewis was educated at home and at boarding 

schools in Britain. After his mother died when he was almost ten, 

“Jack” grew closer to his brother Warren, who was two years his 
senior. 

    

Lewis studied English and philosophy at Oxford and served in the 

military. He became a university man who taught (mostly English 
literature) at Oxford’s Magdalen (pronounced “Maudlin”) college for 

much of his life (more than thirty years). Later in life he was appointed 

to a professorship at Cambridge (where he remained teaching 

medieval and Renaissance literature until his death). As a member of 

the Oxford faculty, Lewis developed a strong reputation in English 
literary criticism and a much larger reputation as a witty and 

imaginative writer of poetry, fiction, and non-fiction works on Christian 

faith.  

    
In a time of growing secularism, Lewis was a persuasive defender of 

Christianity. Some of his best-known books began as broadcast talks 

in which he explained the essentials of the Christian faith to a broad 

listening audience. To do this, he spoke in simple terms, using homely 
comparisons. These talks were collected and published as Mere 

Christianity, one of the most popular books about Christian belief in 

recent history. Mere Christianity has brought many people to the 

Christian faith and contributed to ecumenical dialogue, moving easily 
across Christian denominations by focusing on the basic teachings that 

most Christians believe. 

    

Lewis also wrote an amusing book about temptation called The 

Screwtape Letters, popular on both sides of the Atlantic. The novel, 
cast in the form of a correspondence between a senior and a junior 

devil, offered a fresh angle on Christian belief. The Screwtape Letters 

landed Lewis on the cover of Time magazine. “Jack” Lewis also tried 

his hand at fiction, quite successfully. 
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Long a lover of adventure stories, he wrote three widely read novels 

(The Space Trilogy) about interplanetary travel. These space travel 
narratives were also about redemption, partly inspired by Lewis’s 

reading of John Milton’s Paradise Lost. The Chronicles of Narnia is a 

series of seven tales for children inspired by Lewis’s interest in myth 

and fairy tale. Written with an underlying Christian theme, the 
Chronicles have been enjoyed by children and adults for generations. 

    

How did Lewis, who was essentially a professor of English literature, 

become such an influential writer? C.S. Lewis was raised on books. 
Wide reading shaped his thought from childhood onwards. He had a 

vivid imagination and a broad education in ancient and medieval 

literature.  

    
As a young man, Lewis was agnostic—possibly even an atheist—

though he had been raised as a Christian. After serving in World War I, 

he returned to Oxford to teach, and there he experienced a religious 

conversion. His religious quest was stirred in part by literature and 

vigorous use of the intellect. He was partly influenced by friends at 
Oxford who were thoughtful believers, among them J.R.R. Tolkien. 

    

Because of his conversion experience, Lewis turned his creative energy 

toward Christian writing. Many of his books were attempts to answer 
his own nagging questions. The Problem of Pain took up the perennial 

question of how God, if he is good, permits suffering. Miracles 

examined questions about divine intervention and supernatural events. 

Lewis also wrote two treatments of his own conversion—The Pilgrim’s 
Regress, in which he attempted a modern narrative inspired by John 

Bunyan; and Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life, which 

traced his own pursuit of faith in a strongly literary vein, describing 

how books and events had converged to bring him to his knees. Lewis 

became a faithful member of the Church of England and developed a 
strong spiritual life. 

    

Friendship—especially male friendship—was vital to Lewis. Together 

with his brother Warren, a former military man and a writer, C.S. 
Lewis took part in a literary circle known as “The Inklings.” Over 

decades this group met to share their works in progress. Such works 

as Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings were first read at 

the Inklings. Many of these scholars and writers had a common view of 
literature and faith. One important member of the Inklings was the 

writer and editor Charles Williams. Williams was a poet and an 

authority on Milton and Dante. He also wrote a series of remarkable 

novels about Christian faith. 
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Another of Lewis’ ventures was the Socratic Club, in which he argued 

questions of faith with any atheists who were rash enough to debate 
him. In his personal life, Lewis had two important domestic alliances. 

For many years he lived with and helped support Mrs. Jane Moore, the 

mother of his friend “Paddy” Moore, who had been his comrade in 

World War I. When Paddy died in combat, Lewis fulfilled his promise to 
care for Paddy’s mother and sister. Lewis and the Moores shared a 

household near Oxford. Eventually Warren Lewis lived with his brother 

as well. (Lewis also maintained rooms in college.) 

    
Late in life, after Mrs. Moore’s death, Lewis became involved with an 

American divorcée, Helen Joy Davidman. Their romantic friendship and 

clandestine marriage are dramatized in the play Shadowlands (also a 

television drama and a film). Speaking of his marriage, Lewis told his 
longtime friend Nevill Coghill: “I never expected to have, in my sixties, 

the happiness that passed me by in my twenties.”  

    

Joy’s death from cancer shattered that happiness. Lewis captured his 

agony in a touching memoir, A Grief Observed. The influence of their 
marriage is also found in his book, The Four Loves, which he dedicated 

to his late wife. 

    

Lewis died at his home, "The Kilns," in Headington Quarry, near 
Oxford, on November 22, 1963, after a brief illness. On his gravestone 

is a line from King Lear—one of his mother’s favorites: “Men must 

endure their going hence.” 
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Additional Notes on the Author 
    

Religion, Christianity and C. S. Lewis  

Although raised in a church-going family in the Church of Ireland, 
Lewis became an atheist at the age of 13, and remained such until he 

was 31 years old. His separation from Christianity began when he 

started to view his religion as a chore and as a duty; around this time 

he also gained an interest in the occult as his studies expanded to 

include such topics. 
    

Influenced by arguments with his Oxford colleague and friend J.R.R. 

Tolkien, and by the book The Everlasting Man by Roman Catholic 

convert G. K. Chesterton, he slowly rediscovered Christianity. He 
fought greatly up to the moment of his conversion noting he likened 

himself to, ". . . a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, 

resentful, and darting his eyes in every direction for a chance to 

escape." He described his last struggle in Surprised by Joy: 
    

"You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night 

after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a 

second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of 
Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I 

greatly feared had at last come upon me. In the Trinity 

Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted that God was God, 

and knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most 

dejected and reluctant convert in all England." (Lewis 1966) 
    

After his conversion to theism in 1929, Lewis converted to Christianity 

in 1931. Following a long discussion and late-night walk with his close 

friends Tolkien and Hugo Dyson, he records making a specific 
commitment to Christian belief while on his way to the zoo with his 

brother. He became a member of the Church of England—somewhat to 

the disappointment of the devout Catholic Tolkien, who had hoped he 

would convert to Roman Catholicism. 
    

A committed Anglican, Lewis upheld a largely orthodox Anglican 

theology, though in his apologetic writings, he made an effort to avoid 

espousing any one denomination. In his later writings, some believe he 

proposed ideas such as purification of venial sins after death in 
purgatory (The Great Divorce) and mortal sin (The Screwtape Letters), 

which are generally considered to be Catholic teachings. Regardless, 

Lewis considered himself an entirely orthodox Anglican to the end of 

his life, reflecting that he had initially attended church only to receive 
communion and had been repelled by the hymns and the poor quality 
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of the sermons. He later came to consider himself honored to be 

worshipping with men of faith who came in shabby clothes and work 

boots and who sang all the verses to all the hymns. 
    

C. S. Lewis and Joy Gresham 

In Lewis' later life, he corresponded with and later met Joy Davidman 

Gresham, an American writer of Jewish background and a convert 
from atheistic communism to Christianity. She was separated from her 

husband and came to England with her two sons, David and Douglas 

Gresham. Lewis at first regarded her as an agreeable intellectual 

companion and personal friend, and it was at least overtly on this level 
that he agreed to enter into a civil marriage contract with her so that 

she could continue to live in the UK. Lewis' brother Warnie wrote: "For 

Jack the attraction was at first undoubtedly intellectual. Joy was the 

only woman whom he had met . . . who had a brain which matched his 
own in suppleness, in width of interest, and in analytical grasp, and 

above all in humor and a sense of fun." (Haven 2006) However, after 

complaining of a painful hip, she was diagnosed with terminal bone 

cancer, and the relationship developed to the point that they sought a 

Christian marriage. Since she was divorced, this was not 
straightforward in the Church of England at the time, but a friend, the 

Rev. Peter Bide, performed the ceremony at Joy's hospital bed in 

1956. 

    
Joy's cancer soon went into a remarkable yet brief remission, and the 

couple lived as a family (together with Warren Lewis) until her 

eventual relapse and death in 1960. 

    
The Chronicles of Narnia 

The Chronicles of Narnia is a series of seven fantasy novels for children 

and is considered a classic of children's literature. Written between 

1949 and 1954 and illustrated by Pauline Baynes, the series is Lewis' 

most popular work, having sold over 100 million copies in 41 
languages. It has been adapted several times, complete or in part, for 

radio, television, stage, and cinema. The series has been published in 

several different orders, and the preferred reading order for the series 

is often debated among fans; though Douglas Gresham has stated that 
Lewis preferred that they be read in "Narnian chronology", not the 

order in which they were published. 

    

The books contain many allusions to Christian ideas which are easily 
accessible to younger readers; however, the books are not weighty, 

and can be read for their adventure, color and richness of ideas alone. 

Because of this, they have become favorites of children and adults, 

Christians and non-Christians. In addition to Christian themes, Lewis 
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also borrows characters from Greek and Roman mythology as well as 

traditional British and Irish fairy tales. Lewis reportedly based his 

depiction of Narnia on the geography and scenery of the Mourne 
Mountains and "that part of Rostrevor which overlooks Carlingford 

Lough". Lewis cited George MacDonald's Christian fairy tales as an 

influence in writing the series. 

    
The Chronicles of Narnia present the adventures of children who play 

central roles in the unfolding history of the fictional realm of Narnia, a 

place where animals talk, magic is common, and good battles evil. In 

the majority of the books, children from our world find themselves 
transported to Narnia by a magical portal. Once there, they are quickly 

involved in setting some wrong to right with the help of the lion Aslan 

who is the central character of the series. (from Biography Online) 

      
      


