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This  is  a  f ine book,  wri t ten by a  Cathol ic  admirer  of  C.  S.  Lewis .  I ts  main  concern  is  

the quest ion why Lewis never  became a Roman Cathol ic ,  despi te  the inf luence of  

Cathol ic  doctr ines  upon his  thought.  To th is  end,  the book provides background 

information on Lewis’  wri t ings,  offers  insights  in to  the development of  h is  v iews,  

and discusses the d iff icul t ies  he had with  some Cathol ics .  

Notwithstanding i ts  r ich content ,  my pr imary purpose here  is  to  discuss the 

problematic  aspects  of  Pearce’s  work.  These ar ise  pr imari ly  f rom his  polemical  

approach,  rather  than from lack of  understanding.  As far  as  I  can see,  there is  only 

one ser ious misunderstanding on Pearce’s  par t ,  namely when he wrongly construes a  

quest ion ‘Lewis’  poses to  h is  ‘ teacher’  George MacDonald in  The Great  Divorce:  

‘But  there  is  a  real  choice af ter  death?  My Roman Cathol ic  fr iends  would be  

surpr ised,  for  to  them souls  in  Purgatory are  already saved.  And my Protestant  

f r iends would l ike i t  no bet ter ,  for  they’d say that  the tree l ies  as  i t  fa l ls . ’  

From this ,  Pearce a t tr ibutes  to  Lewis the  bel ief  that  people  lose  their  f ree  wil l  af ter  

death ,  and assumes Lewis projects  th is  v iew onto  Roman Cathol ics  as  wel l  (pp.  107-

08).  Pearce’s  mis takes are  two:  One,  he  shortens  ‘a  real  choice’  to  ‘ real  choice’ ,  

equates  ‘ real  choice’  with  ‘ f ree  wil l ’ ,  and concludes that  Lewis does not  bel ieve in  

f ree  wil l  af ter  death.  But  ‘a  real  choice’  and ‘free  wil l’  are  not  the same th ing.  A 

choice is  the exercise  of  one’s  f ree wil l  with in the confines  of  the circumstances;  i t  

i s  not  f ree  wil l  i tself .  Two,  Pearce assumes that  the quote  real ly  ref lects  Lewis’s  

v iewpoint ,  when in  fact  Lewis  is  depict ing himself  as  a  naive quest ioner  whom 

MacDonald  has to  correct  and repr imand.  (Lewis’  pr ior  quest ion was,  ‘Then those 

people  are r ight  who say that  Heaven and Hell  are  only s ta tes  of  mind?’  to which 

MacDonald repl ies ,  ‘Hush, . . .Do not b laspheme’.)  

I  assume Lewis’  quest ion about  a  real  choice was prompted by what  he saw: ghosts  

being given the choice of  returning to Hell  or  accept ing God’s  mercy and coming 

in to  heaven.  Thus the character  Lewis  is  asking if  the heterodox idea of  having a  



second chance af ter  death  is  r ight  af ter  a l l .  To which MacDonald repl ies ,  ‘Do not  

fash  yourself  with such quest ions.  Ye cannot  fu l ly understand the re lat ions of  choice 

and Time t i l l  you are  beyond both’ .  

Pearce occasional ly  draws conclusions  f rom Lewis’  s i lence,  such as in  a  passage 

from That  Hideous Strength  in  which Merl in  asks  about  possible  a l l ies  in  their  f ight  

against  a  diabol ical  conspiracy.  Merl in  does  not  suggest  cal l ing on the Pope for  

help,  and Pearce,  fo l lowing Chris topher  Derr ick’s  C.S.  Lewis  and the Church of  

Rome ,  bel ieves  th is  is  evidence of  Lewis  not  want ing to  address  the  issue of  the  

papacy (pp.  97-100).  Pearce and Derr ick  might  be ascr ibing undue s ignif icance to  

th is  s i lence.  Lewis may have considered such a  quest ion out  of  the mouth  of  a  5 th-

century character  anachronist ic .  Pope Urban II  ra l l ied  al l  of  Europe for  the Firs t  

Crusade in  the  la te  11th  century,  but  d id  a  5th-century Pope have such power?  I  

doubt i t .  

As one might  expect ,  Pearce also  addresses  Lewis’  supposed s i lence about  our  

Lord’s  Mother .  Here he g ives  a  long,  hard-hi t t ing  quote  from Peter  Milward,  who 

notes  that  Lewis  avoided the topic  of  Mary in  both  Mere Chris t iani ty  and in  h is  

scholar ly works where one could  r ightful ly  expect  her  to  appear .  Milward does not  

conceal  his  disappointment :  

So again  I  can’ t  help wonder ing at  the insensi t iv i ty  of  th is  scholar ,  who . . .  

c la ims to  speak as  a  nat ive of  mediaeval  England . . .  yet  has  no appreciat ion of  

her  whom the people  of  the  Middle  Ages,  including Dante and Chaucer ,  hai led as  

their  queen and mother . . . .  And in th is  s i lence I  can’t  help  feel ing not  so  much 

reverence,  or  mere indifference,  as  suppression of  a  deep Protestant  prejudice.  

(Quoted p.  123)  

Lewis’s  s i lence on th is  topic  is  perplexing,  but  people  usual ly  avoid  a  subject  not  

out  of  insensi t iv i ty ,  but  oversensi t iv i ty.  I f  Lewis  had a  ‘deep Protes tant  prejudice’ ,  

i t  i s  remarkable  how well  he  was able  to  h ide i t .  Again ,  one can only infer  prejudice 

f rom his  s i lence;  there  is  a lmost  no direct  evidence for  i t .  In  the  same sect ion Pearce 

adds:  

Fai lure  to  sympathize with,  empathize  with,  or  even ment ion the  Mother  of  

Chr is t  or ,  for  that  matter ,  the host  of . . . sain ts  who have been venerated down the 

centur ies ,  i s  not  to  place oneself  a t  the centre  of  what  ‘near ly  a l l  Chris t ians  a t  a l l  

t imes’  have bel ieved,  i t  i s  to  p lace oneself  in  the ranks of  an  iconoclast ic  

minori ty  who have only r isen  to  prominence in  relat ively recent  t imes on  

the. . . f r inges of  mainstream Chris t ian opinion.  A ‘mere Chris t iani ty’  thus 



formulated and propagated,  is  outs ide ‘ the great  central  t radi t ion’  and cannot  

claim to be representat ive of  i t .  (p .  124)  

This  is  doubt less  one of  the sect ions  which Pearce h imself  admits  were wri t ten  in  a  

‘somewhat  rhetor ical  fashion’ ,  by which he means no offense and is  not  p icking a  

quarrel ,  but  which he rather  in tends for  argument (p .  xxix) .  I  wil l  a lso  add that  th is  

passage does not  ref lect  the general  tone of  the book.  The problem is  that  rhetor ic  is  

of ten  imprecise  and thus  unsui table  for  a  ser ious argument.  In  th is  case accusing 

Lewis of  not  even mentioning Mary is  s imply not  true.  As Pearce h imself  notes ,  

Lewis  mentions Mary in  Mere Chris t iani ty  and gives  his  reason for  not  d iscuss ing 

her .  Allus ions  to  her  are  in  o ther  works  of  h is ,  too.  In  chapter  f ive  of  Perelandra,  for  

example,  Ransom descr ibes  Tinidr i l ,  the unfal len Eve of  Perelandra,  as  fo l lows: 

‘Beautifu l ,  naked,  shameless ,  young-she was obviouly a  goddess:  but  then the 

face,  the  face so  calm that  i t  escaped insipidity  by the  very concentrat ion of  i ts  

mildness ,  the face that  was l ike the sudden coldness  and s t i l lness  of  a  church 

when we enter  i t  f rom a hot  s treet  -  that  made her  a  Madonna’ .  

As for  Protestant ism,  i t  was over  400 years  o ld  by the mid-20th  century and 

encompassed most  of  the English-speaking world  (Lewis’  main  readership) .  That  

does not  sound l ike a  f r inge group to  me.  One could  argue that  Protestant ism is  

impoverished because i t  re jects  the venerat ion of  the sain ts .  But  i f  such venerat ion is  

‘centra l’  to  Chris t iani ty,  one must  infer  that  Protes tants  are  not  real  Chris t ians .  

Pearce surely does not  mean that .  Pearce hopes that  his  book wil l  be read by 

Protestants  as  wel l  as  Cathol ics .  I  hear t i ly recommend i t  to  any Protestant  fan  of  

Lewis,  but  I  bel ieve the book would have been more useful  to  Protestants ,  and to 

Cathol ics  for  that  mat ter ,  i f  Pearce had explained bet ter  the Catholic  posi t ion on 

cer ta in  issues.  Purgatory is  an example:  

The ‘Reformers’  d id  not  quibble over  whether  Dante’s  v iew of  Purgatory was 

correct  whereas  the  v iews of  More and Fisher  were wrong;  they s imply rejected  

the very exis tence of  Purgatory i tself .  (p .  146)  

Dante’s  Purgatory was a  place for  the  soul’s  pur if icat ion;  for  More and Fisher ,  

Purgatory was apparently for  ‘ retr ibut ive punishment’ .  I  do  not  see th is  d is t inct ion 

as  quibbl ing.  I f  Purgatory is  for  retr ibut ive punishment  -  and in  my exper ience th is  

is  how most  Protes tants  unders tand i t-quest ions ar ise  as  to  what  Chris t ’s  death  on 

the cross  achieved for  us .  Did  not  Chr is t  take the punishment  for  our  s ins  upon 

himself?  Why do we need Purgatory af ter  Chr is t ’s  sacr if ice?  Considering the abuses  

surrounding Purgatory in  the 16th  century,  we owe Protestants  an  explanat ion of  th is  

doctr ine.  We should  show that  i t  does not  detract  f rom the importance of  our  Lord’s 



crucif ix ion.  Pearce,  who apparent ly does not  see the need for  this ,  argues from the 

t ru th,  not  to  the tru th of  his  posi t ion ( to  borrow a phrase from Lewis) .  The las t  

chapter  g ives an  exposi t ion of  the woes of  the Anglican Church s ince Lewis’  t ime.  

Pearce’s  descr ip t ion does sound dire.  The trouble is  that  a  s imilar  ‘ l is t  of  woes’  

could  be made for  the Cathol ic  Church,  especial ly  in  Central  Europe,  where I  l ive.  

But  I  wil l  not  focus on that .  I  wil l  only note  that  the Cathol ic  Church of  the 1930s-

50s was probably less  congenial  to  outs iders  than i t  is  today.  Though many 

accusat ions  against  the  Church are  s implis t ic ,  d is tor ted or  outr ight  fa lse,  there  is  no 

denying that  the  Catholic  Church had t ies  to  fascis t  movements  in  Lewis’  t ime,  and 

Lewis  was  sensi t ive  to  th is .  Much has  changed s ince  then.  Pope John Paul  II ,  for  

example,  has  apologized for  the cr imes commit ted  by Cathol ics  against  o thers ,  

including the  persecut ions of  the  Jews.  Opinions  vary on whether  the Pope went too 

far  or  not  far  enough in  h is  apologies ,  but  th is  a t tempt  at  reconci l ia t ion with  peoples  

whom Cathol ics  had wronged has  been long overdue.  A Pope who does  th is  is  more  

deserving of  respect ,  and I’m sure Lewis would have acknowledged th is .  As 

disappoint ing as  i t  is  for  some that  Lewis never  became a Cathol ic ,  I  bel ieve his  

minis t ry has  been r icher  by his  remaining an Anglican.  As Pearce  notes,  the  main 

readers  of  Lewis today are  Cathol ics  and Evangel ical  Chr is t ians.  I f  Lewis had 

become a Roman Cathol ic ,  I  doubt  that  th is  Evangel ical  readership  would  have 

developed,  so deep is  the gap between us .  As an  Anglican,  Lewis helped many on the 

way to  becoming Roman Cathol ics ,  and he has helped others  to  better  understand 

central  Cathol ic  teachings.  This  is  more than many Cathol ic  wri ters  can boast .  

Wil l iam R.  Gal lagher  

 


