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description of them captures the ache that would become a theme of his
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and where he learned to smoke and to take on the dress, speech, and
demeanor of pompous dandy.32 Early in his time at Chartres he came to
know ambition and had many experiences of pleasure, but “the authentic
‘Joy’ . . . had vanished from my life: so completely that not even the
memory or the desire of it remained.”33
But then one day everything changed. Joy returned. It is a mark of the
kind of religion Lewis had been taught that this rediscovery of joy only
happened after he had ceased believing in God. He described that
moment in language that will be familiar to anyone who has read of
Aslan’s return to Narnia in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; he said
that it was as if the “long winter” had suddenly given way to “a landscape
of grass and primroses and orchards in bloom, deafened with bird songs
and astir with running water.”34 The winter ended so abruptly when he
happened on a literary magazine that someone had left lying on a
classroom table one afternoon. As he entered the room, he saw a headline
that read “Siegfried and the Twilight of the Gods” and, below it, an image
drawn by the famous illustrator Arthur Rackham. That magazine cover
instantly took him back to those powerful experiences from childhood
that he had all but forgotten. Overcome with what felt “almost like a
heartbreak,” he found that he had returned “at last from exile and desert
lands to my own country.”35 Then, just as quickly, the moment was gone
and he found himself in the same drab, unswept classroom. But from
that moment on, he was determined to recapture that sensation.
Through all of these experiences, Lewis traced the common thread of
joy, which he defined as “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable
than any other satisfaction.”36 Joy, he insisted, was different from happiness
or pleasure (the latter of which we, at least, have some power to produce
for ourselves). Joy might just as easily be described as a kind of bittersweet
sadness, and yet no one who had truly known that feeling would trade it
32
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for any other gratification the world could offer. It was this uncanny
melding of transcendent bliss, intense longing, and bittersweet sadness
that I felt that fall morning on the bus riding past the lake and the trees in
fall color, a sensation all of us have known in our own glimpses of Eden.
As Lewis made clear, these momentary visions of bliss mingled with
longing and sweet sadness were the richest experiences of his life. Although he came to realize that the longing’s fulfillment was unattainable,
that it was always over the next hill or around the next bend, he also
found that simply to feel the longing itself, unfulfilled though it was, was
more to be sought than any other satisfaction that might be attained in
his life. As chapter two will show, when Lewis moved further through
his education and into his early career as a scholar, the juxtaposition of
desire’s intensity with its ultimate frustration in this life became a vexing
existential problem for him. Complicating the matter, of course, was the
logical conviction he came to that the universe could not be dismissed
as meaningless or random, indeed, that attempting “to keep our minds,
even for ten seconds at a stretch, twisted into the shape that this philo
sophy demands” was simply impossible.37 Coming to terms with that
problem would be a key to his conversion—and would provide him with
one of his most compelling arguments for the reality of heaven. Although
he offered that argument in several places, one of the most e xplicit is in
his “Weight of Glory” sermon, where he spoke movingly of the “inconsolable secret . . . which hurts so much that you take your revenge on it
by calling it names like Nostalgia and Romanticism and Adolescence,”
that secret which is our “desire for our own far-off country.”38 In our
search for desire’s fulfillment we likewise come to realize that the longing
does not reside in the things that aroused it—the music, the book, the
sexual encounter, the accomplishment, the vacation, wherever the place
or image was that we thought would bring joy. Rather, we find that
37
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it only came through them. . . . These things, the beauty, the memory of
our own past—are good images of what we desire; but if they are mistaken for the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, breaking the hearts
of their worshippers.39

Thus, he concluded, “We remain conscious of a desire which no natural
happiness will satisfy.” Yet he looked around and realized that every other
desire we have finds its fulfillment in this country, save this one, which
is the longing that haunts us above all others. Might this tell us that we
were ultimately made for another country? While a man’s hunger does
not prove that he will get bread, surely it “does prove that he comes of a
race which repairs its body by eating and inhabits a world where eatable
substances exist.”40 For Lewis, then, this excruciating desire, uniquely
potent and yet unattainable in this life, would eventually become the key
to his understanding of God’s vision for human existence. But not yet.
Signposts
On the final page of Surprised by Joy Lewis asked, “But what, in conclusion,
of Joy?” He answered by saying that after he became a Christian, the
subject “lost nearly all interest for me.”41 It wasn’t that he no longer felt
the pull of that deep longing. But now he realized that its value really lay
in the way it pointed to something beyond itself. In one sense, this was
true. He came to believe that the longing was never intended for fulfillment in this life, but only in God. Once he realized its true purpose,
finding it in this life no longer held the urgency that it once did.
But this is not the entire story. Although these glimpses of Eden no
longer had power over him in the way they had before he came to faith,
they nevertheless remained a foundational element of his spiritual life,
pointing him to the presence and goodness of the God he had come to
know. As he would put it in “The Weight of Glory,” they are the “faint,
far-off results of those energies which God’s creative rapture implanted
39
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in matter when He made the worlds.”42 In Lewis’s view of the spiritual life,
they were sacraments, signs of grace and gifts from God, the glad Creator.
Lewis would also come to see in these experiences the foundation of
our hope, a perspective also captured on the final page of Surprised by
Joy. He described what it was like to find a signpost when we are lost in
the woods. We all excitedly gather around it. But once we’ve found our
way and are passing signposts regularly, we no longer stop and gaze at
them as we did at first. Of course, they encourage us, and we are grateful
to the One who put them there. “But we shall not stop and stare, or not
much; not on this road. Though their pillars are of silver and their letters
of gold, ‘We would be at Jerusalem.’”43 As signposts, they were never ends
in themselves but instead pointed beyond themselves to God. Lewis
would frequently warn against the dangers of focusing on pleasures apart
from the presence of God. In The Great Divorce, hell turns out to be the
place where you can have anything you want, just by wishing it to be—
the kind of place that most of us imagine (and that most advertising
offers) as pure paradise. Yet the people there are quarrelsome, lonely, and
miserable. Even the new, larger house that one gains by wishing it into
existence cannot keep out the rain. And yet, Lewis also came to believe
that as Christians, we ought to savor these experiences as glimpses of the
coming glory vouchsafed to us who now live in this “valley of tears.”44
Thus, for Lewis, what began in that nursery before he had the language
to put it into words became the basis for his understanding of God, as
well as a theme running throughout much of his writing.
In almost thirty years of talking about that longing with audiences
young and old and at dramatically different stages of faith, I have yet to
find one that hasn’t felt it, in spite of Lewis’s advice in the opening pages
of Surprised by Joy to anyone who had not experienced that ache, that
they should put the book down and move on. Rather, what I always see
come over people’s faces is a knowing, if also a faraway, wistful look.
42
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We’ve all felt it. And I always ask these questions: What do these glimpses
of joy mean? What might they be pointing us to? To folks who are not
yet followers of Jesus, I acknowledge that they might not mean anything.
But wouldn’t that be the ultimate tragedy, if the richest, most exquisite
moments of our lives, when we are overcome with transcendent longing,
didn’t point to anything, but instead were just a cruel joke played on us
by our brains. On the other hand, what if they do mean something? What
if they actually are signposts pointing us to the purpose for which we
were made? Wouldn’t that be a possibility more wonderful than we can
imagine? Wouldn’t it at least be worth serious consideration? For Christians, of course, the question goes deeper. What do these experiences tell
us about the nature of God and the life that God intends for us? What
would it mean for us if our faith and our deepest longing were brought,
finally, together?
That is the question that runs through all of Lewis’s Christian writings.
He believed that we are each imprinted with a desire that, for all our attempts to fulfill it in other ways, is really the longing for one thing:
heaven. In The Problem of Pain, he said that, although he had sometimes
wondered if we desired heaven at all, more often he was convinced that
we have never desired anything else. The longing for heaven is “the secret
signature of each soul, . . . the thing we desired before we met our wives
[or husbands] or made our friends or chose our work, and which we shall
still desire on our deathbeds, when the mind no longer knows wife
[or husband] or friend or work.” All our lives this “unattainable ecstasy”
has hovered just beyond our consciousness. In our happiest moments we
have only known “hints of it—tantalizing glimpses, promises never quite
fulfilled, echoes that died away just as they caught your ear.” And yet, he
said wistfully, if you should ever find it, “if there ever came an echo that
did not die away but swelled into the sound itself—you would know it.
Beyond all possibility of doubt you would say ‘Here at last is the thing I
was made for.’”45
45
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