
 

  1 

Rachel Landers Vaagenes   C.S. Lewis: The Fantastic Saint 
The Georgetown Presbyterian Church  July 10, 2016 
July 10, 2016     Psalm 19:7-14 
      1 Corinthians 1:18-25 
 
Dear God, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your 
sight, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.  
 
May the meditations of our hearts be acceptable. My prayer before each of my sermons is one my home 
pastor prayed while I was growing up. It seemed natural to take it as my prayer when I took the 
pulpit. The Hebrew word for meditations is not a common one. It means to moan, growl, utter, 
speak, or muse. At one point it is used to describe the solemn tones of the lyre played for God. In 
several places, the King James translation of the Bible renders the word as “imagine.” “May the 
imaginations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight.” 
 
For me this means that as Christians to hear the Word is to engage it creatively. As we engage with 
it, we are challenged to cast our vision beyond the limits and horizons of our day-to-day world, and 
exercise our hearts’ imaginations.  
 
As any exercise, this is not easy to do. It takes practice and discipline. The Psalm we just heard asks 
who can detect their own errors? How can we know that our hearts are imagining correctly? How 
can we know what to think? What to do when dabbling in the eternal? 
 
It is helpful to remember that this is a prayer: may our imaginations be acceptable, O Lord. When 
we enter into the terrifying but essential work of living into a world beyond our own, we are not 
alone. We go with God, and with one another 
  
Today we study C.S. Lewis in our series on Christian Saints.1 Lewis, an Irishman who was neither 
Catholic, nor ordained, seems a far cry from a saint. His personal and romantic life was “non-
traditional” at best, and he loved to drink, saying, “I didn’t go to religion to make me happy. I always 
knew a bottle of port would do that. If you want a religion to make you feel really comfortable, I 
certainly don’t recommend Christianity.” But maybe his most damning mark: he began his adult life 
as an ardent atheist, writing scathing attacks on belief during his time serving in the First Great War.  
 
In his 1918 battle hymn, Ode for New Year’s Day, he writes against God: 
 
…Do you think he ever hears 
The wail of hearts he has broken, the sound of human ill? 
He cares not for our virtues, our little hopes and fears, 
And how could it all go on, love, if he knew of laughter and tears? 
 
The horrors of the First Great War were profoundly disturbing for Lewis. The very meaning of 
reality had unraveled, and after the war, Lewis devoted himself to reason and sought what he called a 
“treaty with reality” which allowed him to put the horrors of the First World War out of his mind, as 
well as (he supposed) to keep a disappointing God out of his business. Yet like many before and 
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after him, he was on a journey—one which would take him from a desperate atheism to being 
England’s pastor during the Second World War.  
 
Faced with unemployment upon graduation, he stayed at Oxford and studied in the newly formed 
English department, where he encountered a great deal of Christian thought, and it was here that 
Lewis came to see God—not a powerful rational argument for the fact of God, but compelling 
witnesses to the person of God.  
 
In his later memoir, Surprised by Joy, he comments that “A young man who wishes to remain a sound 
Athiest cannot be too careful of his reading. There are traps everywhere.”2  In these “traps,” these 
pieces of literature, Lewis found what he called a “realizing imagination”—a way of seeing or 
“picturing” reality that was in fact ultimately faithful to the way things actually are.3 
 
Eventually he gave in, writing later that “Amiable agnostics will talk cheerfully about ‘man’s search 
for God.’ To me, as I then was, they might as well have talked about the mouse’s search for the cat.” 
“The reality with which no treaty can be made was upon me.”4  
 
Yet Lewis’s conversion was not complete. A rational belief in God seemed to have been forced 
upon him, but he still could not understand Jesus’s death as salvation. 
 
Lewis shared these thoughts with fellow professor, fantasy writer, and long-time friend J.R.R. 
Tolkien.  
 
Lewis biographer Alister McGrath writes that “Tolkien helped Lewis to realize that the problem lay 
not in Lewis’s rational failure to understand the theory, but in his imaginative failure to grasp its 
significance. The issue was not primarily about truth, but about meaning. When engaging the Christian 
narrative, Lewis was limiting himself to his reason when he ought to be opening himself to the 
deepest intuitions of his imagination . . . When rightly understood, the Christian faith could integrate 
reason . . . and imagination.”5 
 
And so, a saint was born. This marriage of reason and imagination became a hallmark of Lewis’s 
writing. From his non-fiction work as a Christian apologist, to the satirical Screwtape Letters to the 
epic Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis sought to help the reader see the world in a new way, viewed through 
an “imaginative” framework. Like the medieval stories of old, Lewis sought to joyfully and creatively 
describe the truth of God through fantasy. 
 
For a large part of his career Lewis was an apologist—defending a rational understanding of 
Christianity. But this was exhausting for him. “A man can’t be always defending the truth; there 
must be a time to feed on it.” And Lewis’s feast was Narnia. A fantastic world of magic doors, 
talking animals, witches and knights: the world of Aslan, the Lion, savior of Narnia. 
 

                                                 
2 Lewis, Surprised by Joy, 221-2.  
3 McGrath p 135  
4 Joy p265 
5 McGrath p. 150-1 
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For him “Narnia [was] an imaginative, not an imaginary, world.” Imaginary is a lie which seeks to 
flee from reality. But the imaginative is a way that the mind seeks to engage with a reality greater 
than itself.”6 The mind can leave its moral coil and go wandering.  
 
I can still remember hearing the Narnia stories as a kid, watching the BBC series on VHS with my 
sister. I remember reading of Lucy’s walk with Mr. Tumnus the faun, and the first time I read that 
Aslan “isn’t a tame lion.”  
 
McGrath summarizes this nicely: “Lewis always recognized that the stories of Narnia seem childish 
nonsense to some. But to others, they are utterly transformative. For the latter group, these 
evocative stories affirm that it is possible for the weak and foolish to have a noble calling in a dark 
world; that our deepest intuitions point us to the true meaning of things; that there is indeed 
something beautiful and wonderful at the heart of the universe, and that this may be found, 
embraced, and adored.”7 
 
Narnia tells the story that we are not merely creatures adrift in a universe of meaninglessness, but we 
are sought out—and found!—by a loving God. 
 
To claim that life has meaning after the week we’ve had is not easy. News about our country’s 
partisan intractability threatens to overwhelm us. Two bombings in Iraq leave over 300 dead. Early 
Tuesday morning, Alton Sterling was shot and killed by police in Baton Rouge, LA. Wednesday 
night, Philando Castile had been shot and killed in a neighborhood in St. Paul, MN where my 
husband Adrian had his first high school job. Thursday night, five police officers were shot and 
killed while working with protesters in Dallas. Michael Smith, Lorne Ahrens, Michael Kroll, Patrick 
Zamarripa, and Brent Thompson.  
 
Our faith is focused on a reality which is beyond us. That reality is not a series of logical 
prepositions or religious markers. That reality we reach for is alive. A living God made known to us 
in the love of Christ who died. Fantastic and imaginative works such as Lewis’s help us to view our 
own reality in a deeper way. A way that might seem foolish to others.  
 
Commentator Richard Hays writes that “God . . . has revealed in Christ another kind of wisdom that 
radically subverts the wisdom of the world: God has chosen to save the world through the cross, 
through the shameful and powerless death of the crucified Messiah. If that shocking event is the 
revelation of the deepest truth about the character of God, then our whole way of seeing the world 
is turned upside down. Everything has to be reevaluated in light of the cross.” 
 
For the church, the cross is not simply the central event of the Christian story. It is instead the lens 
through which everything else should be viewed. To borrow from Lewis, it is not just a “spectacle,” 
but a “pair of spectacles” through which we see the world as it truly is.  
 
The church’s mission in the world is to act as creative and imaginative agents, casting a vision of the 
reality which has been revealed to us. The foolish reality of the triumph of a murdered God. When 
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we are confronted with this vision, when we are captured by this reality, it can and it will change the 
way we see our own, broken world.  
 
Because we are sinful, because we participate in sin in ways that are not obvious to us, we must cast 
our view beyond our immediate perceptions and circumstances, and view our world through the 
lens of the saving death of our God.  
 
Through the lens of the cross, we are forced to reimagine our understanding of the world—of 
wisdom, power, privilege, safety. Hays writes that “To enter the symbolic world of the gospel is to 
undergo a conversion of the imagination, to see all values transformed by the foolish and weak 
death of Jesus on the cross.”  
 
Another literary saint, Marilynne Robinson, writes in her novel Gilead: Wherever you turn your eyes 
the world can shine like transfiguration. You don’t have to bring a thing to it except a little 
willingness to see. Only, who could have the courage to see it?”8  
 
Do we want to see the truth? Do we dare? The truth is that we are still very much creatures of the 
old age. A sinful, perishing generation, selfish and afraid. To view the world through the lens of the 
cross is to cast a sober light on the failures of the church. I have to tell you, as a leader of that 
church, it is hard to be standing in this pulpit right now.  
 
God has called us and God loves us, just as we are. But God is no doting grandparent, blind to our 
shortcomings. The cost of the cross was a high price to pay, and God paid it with eyes wide open. 
For you. For me. For all. That is the truth. God’s death for us exposes our sin and saves us from it 
at the same time.  
 
We need to do this hard work, but honestly, I don’t want to do it. I’m tired of the conflict, 
embarrassed of my inability to act, devastated by so many deaths, overwhelmed by the hatred of 
God’s children against one another.  
 
But, like Lewis, I am not my own. I strive to live my life in service to another. And God keeps 
pushing, saying, “Push through, push through difficulty, suffering, division, push through death. 
Don’t be afraid. Yes, it is hard, but it is better than sitting in the death-filled lie of the world-as-it-
seems. My weakness is stronger than the world’s strength. Keep going. I’m here. I go before you.”  
 
Through the lens of the cross we are invited to see beyond the brokenness of the world. In Jesus, 
God is doing a fantastic new thing. We need clear hearts and engaged imaginations to see God in the 
bloody brokenness of the world, even when that means seeing and acknowledging our own sin. 
Because then we can pray with hope: May the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight. 
O Lord, Our Rock, and our Redeemer. Amen. 
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