The Screwtape Letters, by C.S. Lewis


The Screwtape Letters, by C.S. Lewis, having been first published during World War II, has now attained the status of a classic, and like many classics, it is worth revisiting.  Unlike many classics, it is also immensely readable, and LOL funny, even on the fourth or fifth time of reading. His writing is erudite and witty, and also lucid and easy to read.


Lewis’ premise is deceptively simple; Screwtape, a Senior Tempter (devil), is writing letters of advice to his nephew Wormwood, a very junior Tempter.  The purpose of the advice is to help Wormwood lead his ‘client’, a very ordinary human being, into that state of separation from God which constitutes damnation.  In the upside down world of The Screwtape Letters, God is “the Enemy”, Satan is “Our Father Below”, and virtues are only useful if they can be corrupted into vices.


Within this simple premise, Lewis serves up devastatingly insightful commentary on love, laughter, lust, faith, food, prayer, humility, vice, virtue, death, courage, cowardice – a whole gamut of human experience.  The particular references are firmly set in their historical period, but the emotions and experiences are universal – and timeless.  

For example, we are as subject to the temptations of ‘Christianity and’ as ever.  Consider this passage from Letter VII.


“Let him [Wormwood’s human ‘client’] begin by treating the Patriotism or the Pacifism as a part of his religion.  Then let him, under the influence of partisan spirit, come to regard it as the most important part.  Then quietly and gradually nurse him on to the stage at which the religion becomes merely part of the ‘Cause,’ in which Christianity is valued chiefly because of the excellent arguments it can produce in favour of the British war effort or of pacifism.  The attitude which you want to guard against is that in which temporal affairs are treated primarily as material for obedience.  Once you have made the World an end, and faith a means, you have almost won your man, and it makes very little difference what kind of worldly end he is pursuing.”  

How many of us have not been tempted to use God, and the Bible, as an argument in support of something we favor, or against something we oppose?  Note that it’s just as dangerous to our relationship with God to put Him second to an end He would consider good, as it is to put Him second to an end He would consider evil.  It’s a subtle – but critically important – distinction between working for (say) social justice in obedience to God’s call, and working for social justice while regarding God as a helper in the cause.


The Screwtape Letters is full of such “ouch” moments of recognition.  In Letter XXI, Lewis wrote: “We teach them not to notice the different senses of the possessive pronoun – the finely graded differences that run from ‘my boots’ through ‘ my dog,’ ‘my servant,’ ‘my wife,’ ‘my father,’ ‘my master,’ and ‘my country,’ to ‘my God.’  They can be taught to reduce all these senses to that of ‘my boots,’ the ‘my’ of ownership.”  

Sound familiar, anyone?  It does to me. In the same passage, Lewis adds: “And all the time the joke is that the word ‘mine’ in its fully possessive sense cannot be uttered by a human being about anything.  In the long run either Our Father or the Enemy will say ‘mine’ of each thing that exists, and specially of each man.  They will find out in the end, never fear, to whom their time, their souls, and their bodies really belong – certainly not to them, whatever happens.  At present the Enemy says ‘mine’ of everything on the pedantic, legalistic ground that He made it.  Our Father hopes in the end to say ‘mine’ of all things on the more realistic and dynamic grounds of conquest.”

For all its entertaining language and images, The Screwtape Letters is never ‘theology lite.’ C.S. Lewis is probably best known for his children’s fantasy series, The Chronicles of Narnia.  But he was an Oxford don, a scholar, and a formidable Christian apologist.  

He was careful in his books, particularly Mere Christianity – but also The Screwtape Letters – to get down to the bedrock of Christian belief.  On the subject of unimportant differences between Christians (over which people have nevertheless condemned and even killed one another through the centuries), Lewis has Screwtape say: “The real fun is working up hatred between those who say ‘mass’ and those who say ‘holy communion’ ...  And all the purely indifferent things – candles and clothes and what not – are an admirable ground for our activities.  We have quite removed from men’s minds what that pestilent fellow Paul used to teach about food and other unessentials – namely, that the human without scruples should always give into the human with scruples.  You would think they could not fail to see the application.”  Lewis certainly kept it firmly in focus.

 Instead, he wrote about the things that are essential.  Here is Lewis’ description of humility: “The Enemy wants to bring the man to a state mind in which he could design the best cathedral in the world, and know it to be the best, and rejoice in the fact, without being any more (or less) or otherwise glad at having done it than he would be if it had been done by another… He wants each man, in the long run, to be able to recognize all creatures (even himself) as glorious and excellent things.  He wants to kill their animal self-love as soon as possible, but it is His long-term policy, I fear, to restore to them a new kind of self-love – a charity and gratitude for all selves, including their own; when they have really learned to love their neighbours as themselves, they will be allowed to love themselves as their neighbours.”


The Letters are also encouraging. In Letter VIII, Lewis has Screwtape say: “We want cattle who can finally become food; He wants servants who can finally become sons.  We want to suck in; He wants to give out. We are empty and would be filled; He is full and flows over.  Our war aim is a world in which Our Father Below has drawn all other beings into himself: the Enemy wants a world full of beings united to Him but still distinct.”  Amen!


I strongly recommend that anyone who has not read The Screwtape Letters pick it up.  It’s a little book, and doesn’t take long to read, but the ideas in it will reverberate in your spiritual life long after you’ve finished it.  And if you’ve read it already, but not for a while – read it again.  As we grow spiritually, we gain a deeper understanding of others’ ideas.  Lewis has plenty to say, not just to the young Christian, but (perhaps especially) to the mature Christian.

