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THEODICY (WITH)IN C.S. LEWIS 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 Theodicy. The questions that seek to defend the honor and righteousness of God in the 

light of the ferocity and ubiquity of trauma and human suffering in the world. It is an old 

question with a multiverse of responses and a never-ending relevance to the cries of the wounded 

in the moments of real and inescapable pain. It is a problem for some that is solved by recourse 

to abstract or theoretical replies, rooted in philosophy, theology, or some other ideological 

foundation. But it is a reality that is inevitably experienced as an impingement for all people, 

unwilling to be satiated by simple answers or even by articulate formulations. For those who 

attempt an explanation of suffering, these theoretical replies are essential, for those who cry out 

from an experience, their fundamental insufficiency, and oftentimes downright offensiveness, 

come to the fore.  

 This paper seeks to explore this inherent tension between explanation and experience, 

theory and reality, reflection and visceral reaction. It is my contention that this dissonance or this 

ideological multiverse exists within each and every person, and that the place of engaging 

suffering, as explanation or experience, will determine which of these models comes to the 

foreground. This tension will be characterized by contrasting the writings of C. S. Lewis in two 

important works, The Problem of Pain and A Grief Observed. While the specific context of 

Lewis’ life and experience are important to the proper interpretation of these two classic texts, 

they are outside the scope of this paper as we are seeking merely to highlight the kind of 

ideological spectrum that exists within each of us. We will begin by exploring The Problem of 

Pain, followed by a contrast with some of the fundamental turns of A Grief Observed and finally 
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we will trace the way in which one or both of these texts are taken up by those who refer to 

Lewis to think about theological and philosophical issues and questions about suffering and evil. 

Ultimately, I am claiming that we will discover that the experience of trauma and human 

suffering eventually undermines the integrity and continuity of the explanation of classical 

theodicies like the one articulated by Lewis.  

 

The Problem of Pain 

 Lewis begins the preface to this text with an important and insightful caveat: 

Let me confess at once, in the words of good Walter Hilton, that throughout this book “I 
feel myself so far from true feeling of that I speak, that I can naught else but cry mercy 
and desire after it as I may.” Yet for that very reason there is one criticism which cannot 
be brought against me. No one can say “He jests at scars who never felt a wound”, for I 
have never for one moment been in a state of mind to which even the imagination of 
serious pain was less than intolerable. If any man is safe from the danger of under-
estimating this adversary, I am that man. I must add, too, that the only purpose of the 
book is to solve the intellectual problem raised by suffering; for the far higher task of 
teaching fortitude and patience I was never fool enough to suppose myself qualifies, not 
have I anything to offer my readers except my conviction that when pain is to be borne, a 
little courage helps more than much knowledge, a little human sympathy more than much 
courage, and the least tincture of the love of God more than all.1  
 

 At the outset of this project Lewis clues us in that this is in fact a theoretical or 

explanatory reply to the realities of trauma and human suffering. This is not about Lewis’ own 

concrete experience, but about an overarching question, a search for meaning, a quest for an 

explanation that provides relief. Rooted in the classical questions of theodicy emerging during 

the Enlightenment about how an omnipotent, omniscient, benevolent God might orchestrate a 

world in which such realities of trauma and human suffering occur without respite, Lewis 

addresses the desire to imagine God’s goodness: 

																																																								
 1 C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1973), vii-viii, (emphasis 
mine). 
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What would really satisfy us would be a God who said of anything we happened to like 
doing, “What does it matter so long as they are contented?” We want, in fact, not so 
much a Father in Heaven as a grandfather in heaven – a senile benevolence who, as they 
say, “liked to see young people enjoying themselves” and whose plan for the universe 
was simply that it might be truly said at the end of each day, “a good time was had by 
all”.2  
 

 While Lewis rightly rejects this God for himself, his admission that this is the functional 

desire of so many who claim Christian faith is both instructive and only casts into sharper relief 

the tension that will be illustrated between the theoretical and experiential responses to trauma 

and human suffering. For Lewis, and for most contemporary theodicies, this kind of nuancing of 

the goodness of God, moving away from a senile benevolence towards an omnipotent goodness, 

almost inevitably is succeeded by an overwhelmingly negative appreciation for the nature of 

humanity.  

A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for granted 
that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, though we are 
part of the world He came to save, we are not part of the audience to whom His words are 
addressed. … And when men attempt to be Christians without this preliminary 
consciousness of sin, the result is almost bound to be a certain resentment against God as 
to one who is always making impossible demands and always inexplicably angry. … 
When we merely say that we are bad, the “wrath” of God seems a barbarous doctrine; as 
soon as we perceive our badness, it appears inevitable, a mere corollary from God’s 
goodness.3 
 

 The culmination of this high Theology Proper and low theological anthropology are 

summarized in this way: “I have been aiming at an intellectual, not an emotional, effect: I have 

been trying to make the reader believe that we actually are, at present, creatures whose character 

																																																								
 2 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 28.  
 
 3 Ibid., 45, 46. While it is outside the scope of this paper, it does seem that this correlation between a 
carefully nuanced vision of the (total) goodness of God and such a low or negative theological anthropology, should 
be explored more fully. For Lewis in particular this is especially intriguing as he will go on shortly to give a full-
throated rejection of the doctrine of Total Depravity “on the logical ground that if our depravity were total we should 
not know ourselves to be depraved, and partly because experience shows us much goodness in human nature.” (54-
55) It seems to me that the theoretical/experiential question is not the only internal theological tension to people of 
Christian faith, but that it also includes a negative/positive appreciation of the capacities of human persons to live 
and respond in the world.  
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must be, in some respects, a horror to God, as it is, when we really see it, a horror to ourselves.”4 

In other words, we are terrifying creatures, and God is right to feel such revulsion to the way that 

we really are (and that we would comprehend more clearly if we were more faithful and 

reflective). The goodness of God is somehow inevitably connected to the depths to which we 

may “sink” the nature and embodied life of human persons and communities.5 

 Lewis culminates this work with two more major movements: (1) That evil is used to 

rally the awareness and provoke a response within human persons, and (2) that with the 

employment of simple evil, the production of complex good enters into the realm of possibilities. 

This final dual progression serves to accentuate the ways in which the goodness of God, 

magnified by the inherent and fundamental badness of humanity, can provide some kind of 

interpretive space to give meaning, purpose, and explanation to the concrete realities of suffering 

in the world.6 Lewis explains: 

But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in 
our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world. … 
When our ancestors referred to pains and sorrows as God’s “vengeance” upon sin they 
were not necessarily attributing evil passions to God; they may have been recognizing the 
good element in the idea of retribution. … No doubt Pain as God’s megaphone is a 
terrible instrument; it may lead to final and unrepented rebellion. But it gives the only 
opportunity the bad man can have for amendment. It removes the veil; it plants the flag of 
truth within the fortress of a rebel soul.7  
 

																																																								
 4 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 55.  
 
 5 For me, the irony here (at least philosophically) is that if God is portrayed as infinitely good what exactly 
is accomplished by pushing in the opposite direction the articulation of a low theological anthropology. Is God (who 
is infinitely good) somehow “magnified” by this negative view? Not only do I think this low anthropology is 
problematic, for reasons far outside this paper, but it also seems logically unnecessary to be so fundamental to the 
discipline of philosophical theology and philosophy of religion. 
 
 6 Whether or not Lewis (and others in this vein of theodicies) are able to accomplish this (I personally, am 
unconvinced) this is the intended goal. 
 
 7 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 81, 83.  
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 However, it is important to note, in keeping with the contention of this paper that Lewis 

himself recognizes a kind of dissonance between his theoretical approach and his self-awareness 

of his experiential response to trauma and human suffering. This inherent internal disconnect is 

articulated in a beautiful and almost haunting account of the reality of pain and his desire to 

escape it: 

All arguments in justification of suffering provoke bitter resentment against the author. 
You would like to know how I behave when I am experiencing pain, not writing books 
about it. You need not guess, for I will tell you; I am a great coward. But what is that to 
the purpose? When I think of pain – of anxiety that gnaws like fire and loneliness that 
spreads out like a desert, and the heartbreaking routine of monotonous misery, or again of 
dull aches that blacken our whole landscape or sudden nauseating pains that knock a 
man’s heart out at one blow, of pains that seem already intolerable and then are suddenly 
increased, of infuriating scorpion-stinging pains that startle into maniacal movement a 
man who seemed half dead with his previous tortures – it “quite o’ercrows my spirit”. If I 
knew any way of escape I would crawl through the sewers to find it. But what is the good 
of telling you about my feelings? You know them already: they are the same as yours. I 
am not arguing that pain is not painful. Pain hurts. That is what the word means. I am 
only trying to show that the old Christian doctrine of being made “perfect through 
suffering” is not incredible. To prove it palatable is beyond my design.8  
 

 The earlier connection of a nuanced account of the (perfect) goodness of God inevitably 

coupled with a low or negative theological anthropology creates a natural segue to the suggestion 

that while evil is, in fact, still evil, and deserving of punishment, it is also the mechanism by 

which God expands the presence of “the good” in the world.  

Now the fact that God can make complex good out of simple evil does not excuse – 
though by mercy it may save – those who do the simple evil. And this distinction is 
central. … A merciful man aims at his neighbour’s good and so does “God’s will”, 
consciously co-operating with “the simple good”. A cruel man opposes his neighbour, 
and do does simple evil. But in doing such evil, he is used by God as a son, and the 
second as a tool. For you will certainly carry out God’s purpose, however you act, but it 
makes a difference to you whether you serve like Judas or like John. The whole system 

																																																								
 8 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 93.  The internal tension, even within this quotation, of the 
acknowledgement of real emotions and fears as a part of the experience of pain and the theoretical undercutting of 
those emotions and experiences (“But what good is it to tell you about my feelings?”) is representative of the 
preference for an explanation over and against a mere response to the reality of trauma and human suffering. The 
irony, as this paper is seeking to demonstrate, is that this fundamentally breaks down (with)in the experience of 
suffering itself.  
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is, so to speak, calculated for the clash between good men and bad men, and the good 
fruits of fortitude, patience, pity and forgiveness for which the cruel man is permitted to 
be cruel, presuppose that the good man ordinarily continues to seek simple good. … To 
turn this into a general charter for afflicting humanity “because affliction is good for 
them” (as Marlowe’s lunatic Tamberlaine boasted himself the “scourge of God”) is not 
indeed to break the divine scheme but to volunteer for the post of Satan within that 
scheme. If you do his work, you must be prepared for his wages.9 
 

 In concluding this larger argument about the place of evil and sin in the larger 

constructive work of the Triune God in the world, Lewis attempts to remove any last hesitancy to 

the “mixed” character of his construction. He writes, “But suffering naturally produces in the 

spectators (unless they are unusually depraved) no bad effect, but a good one – pity. Thus that 

evil which God chiefly uses to produce the “complex good” is most markedly disinfected, or 

deprived of that proliferous tendency which is the worst characteristic of evil in general.”10 

 

A Grief Observed 

 What the reader finds immediately, in sharp contradistinction from The Problem of Pain 

is the sheer force and violence that has been done to Lewis in the loss of his wife. Published 

twenty-one years later, A Grief Observed moves without hesitation from the theoretical work of 

theodicy which seeks to provide an explanation of trauma and human suffering, towards a full-

throated experiential reflection of the experience of trauma and human suffering, particularly in 

grief after the painful loss of his wife to cancer. The book begins with a hurricane of emotion: 

No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like 
being afraid. The same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I 

																																																								
 9 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 99, 100. While outside the scope of this paper, it is worth noting that I 
wholeheartedly reject this idea that the fundamental role of “Satan” (in whatever form that might take) is to produce 
the rubble from which good things may be built. For me, this is not only theologically problematic, but 
philosophically it requires an additional effort to articulate the place of evil as simultaneously wicked (and rightly 
deserving of punishment) and simultaneously indispensable to the creative process of the good within God’s 
creation. To me this is nonsensical.  
 
 10 Ibid., 105. Doesn’t this idea of having to have some kind of “disinfecting” suggest that his construction 
might actually be untenable, in need not of a cleaning but an outright dismissal?  
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keep swallowing. … On the rebound one passes into tears and pathos. Maudlin tears. I 
almost prefer the moments of agony. These are at least clean and honest. But the bath of 
self-pity, the wallow, the loathsome sticky-sweet pleasure of indulging it – that disgusts 
me. … And no one ever told me about the laziness of grief. Except at my job – where the 
machine seems to run on much as usual – I loathe the slightest effort. … They say an 
unhappy man wants distractions – something to take him out of himself. Only as a dog-
tired man wants an extra blanket on a cold night; he’d rather like there shivering than get 
up and find one. It’s easy to see why the lonely become untidy; finally, dirty and 
disgusting.11  
 
And it immediately takes a turn toward the Divine absence, or even indifference:  
 
Meanwhile, where is God? This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. When you are 
happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, so happy that you are tempted to 
feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him 
with gratitude and praise, you will be – or so it feels – welcomed with open arms. But go 
to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A 
door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After 
that, silence. You may as well turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic the 
silence will become. There are no lights in the windows. It might be an empty house. 
Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so once. And that seeming was as strong as this. What 
can this mean? Why is He so present a commander in our time of prosperity and so very 
absent a help in time of trouble?12 
 

 But for Lewis, this cry from within the experience of suffering is not an exclamation of  
 
disbelief or atheism, but a more profound and more painful expression: 
 

Not that I am (I think) in much danger of ceasing to believe in God. The real danger is of 
coming to believe such dreadful things about Him. The conclusion I dread is not ‘So 
there’s no God after all,’ but ‘So this is what God’s really like. Deceive yourself no 
longer.’ … Of course it’s easy enough to say that God seems absent at our greatest need 
because He is absent – non-existent. But then why does He seem so present when, to put 
it quite frankly, we don’t ask for Him?13 
 

 Lewis goes on to talk about the gap he has discovered in his faith when applied to the 

Other from its application to his own experience, particularly within this experience of grief. He 

speaks specifically about his comfortability with praying for the dead, but being unable to do so 

																																																								
 11 C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (New York: The Seabury Press, 1961), 7, 8, 9. 
 

 12 Ibid., 9.   
 
 13 Ibid., 9-10 
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on behalf of his recently deceased wife. He hits on one of the fundamental truths that illustrates 

this inherent tension I am attempting to demonstrate: “You never know how much you really 

believe anything until its truth or falsehood becomes a matter of life and death to you.”14 He goes 

on, in even sharper relief to highlight this woundedness: “Talk to me about the truth of religion 

and I’ll listen gladly. Talk to me about the duty of religion and I’ll listen submissively. But don’t 

come talking about the consolations of religion or I shall suspect that you don’t understand.”15 

 Lewis finds himself, like all those overwhelmed by their suffering, with a clearer 

appreciation of the seemingly endless capacity to experience (not necessarily to endure) more 

pain.  

And I can believe He is a vet when I think of my own suffering. It is harder when I think 
of hers. What is grief compared with physical pain? Whatever fools may say, the body 
can suffer twenty times more than the mind. The mind has always some power of 
evasion. At worst, the unbearable thought only comes back and back, but the physical 
pain can be absolutely continuous. Grief is like a bomber circling round and dropping its 
bombs each time the circle brings it overhead; physical pain is like the steady barrage on 
a trench in World War One, hours of it with no let-up for a moment. Thought is never 
static; pain often is.16 
 

 But this recognition draws Lewis into a darker, nearly fatalistic kind of response: 
 

The terrible thing is that a perfectly good God is in this matter hardly less formidable than 
a Cosmic Sadist. The more we believe that God hurts only to heal, the less we can believe 
that there is any use in begging for tenderness. A cruel man might be bribed – might grow 
tired of his vile sport – might have a temporary fit of mercy, as alcoholics have fits of 
sobriety. But suppose that what you are up against is a surgeon whose intentions are 
wholly good. The kinder and more conscientious he is, the more inexorably he will go on 
cutting. If he yielded to your entreaties, if he stopped before the operation was complete, 
all the pain up to that point would have been useless. But is it credible that such 

																																																								
 14 Lewis, A Grief Observed, 21. 
  
 15 Ibid., 23.  
 
 16 Ibid., 34. While contemporary understandings of pain, trauma, and human suffering would push back on 
the physical/psychological dualism that is at work here, the rhetorical force of his argument about the asymmetry of 
his suffering from that of his wife is absolutely true. Perhaps the most interesting next step, though outside the scope 
of this paper, would be to explore the ways in which the pain of the body and the “pain” of the mind are inevitably 
linked, though in pluriform ways. For this we might look to Simone Weil, Dorothee Soelle, Elie Weisel, or 
Emmanuel Levinas for guidance.  
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extremities of torture should be necessary for us? Well, take your choice. The tortures 
occur. If they are unnecessary, then there is no God or a bad one. If there is a good God, 
then these tortures are necessary. For no even moderately good Being could possibly 
inflict or permit them if they weren’t. Either way, we’re for it.17 
 

While it is important to recognize that Lewis himself speaks to a “thawing” of this anguish, of 

this inability to see the world as good or beautiful or filled with anything but gloom and 

shadows, it is equally vital to recognize that this does not allow him to resort back to the kind of 

theoretical approach that was articulated in The Problem of Pain.  

Five senses; an incurably abstract intellect; a haphazardly selective memory; a set of 
preconceptions and assumptions so numerous that I can never examine more than 
minority of them – never become even conscious of them all. How much of total reality 
can such an apparatus let through?  
 
I will not, if I can help it, shin up either the feathery or the prickly tree. Two widely 
different convictions press more and more on my mind. One is that the Eternal Vet is 
even more inexorable and the possible operations even more painful than our severest 
imaginings can forebode. But the other, that ‘all shall be well, and all shall be well, and 
all manner of thing shall be well’.18  
 

 Ultimately, Lewis concludes with a kind of Job-like posture: “When I lay these questions 

before God I get no answer. But a rather special sort of ‘No answer’. It is not the locked door. It 

is more like a silent, certainly not uncompassionate, gaze. As though He shook His head not in 

refusal by waiving the question. Like ‘Peace, child; you don’t understand.’”19 

 

The Tension of Theodicy and the Experience of Pain 

 For Lewis, there is a fundamental and irreparable breech between the theoretical 

explanation of theodicy in The Problem of Pain and the experiential response of pain and 

suffering in A Grief Observed. While Lewis has not disavowed his earlier work in this later text, 

																																																								
 17 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 35-36. 
 
 18 Ibid., 51. 
 
 19 Ibid., 54-55.  
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I would argue that he has drained it of its capacity to be persuasive. While others might argue 

that A Grief Observed would be a phase from which Lewis might eventually recover in order to 

take up again his theodicy as his interpretive vision of suffering, it is my experience that this is 

not the case.20  

 Perhaps one of the most effective and brief ways in which to measure the impact of this 

dissonance is to look ever so briefly at the scholarship surrounding Lewis’s writings and 

questions about suffering. Which of these two works, these two perspectives, emerges victorious 

as a part of Lewis’s legacy and the ongoing conversation with the Christian tradition. 

Unfortunately, the answer to this questions is this: There is an almost categorical preference or 

outright exclusion of A Grief Observed (AGO) for The Problem of Pain (TPP). And while I 

would like to argue at length that this is in fact rooted in historic and concrete personal 

experiences of trauma and human suffering, a mere demonstration of this lopsidedness will have 

to suffice.  

 John Hick in the Oxford Readings in Philosophy series mentions both pieces, but sees 

TPP as the substantive engagement with the questions about suffering and AGO as merely a 

“meditation on bereavement.”21  John Wenham in The Enigma of Evil never mentions AGO, but 

finds the contribution of TPP to be generative and meaningful.22 A more balanced presentation 

of these two works is seen in McWilliams treatment of suffering as a question of God’s justice. 

While giving credence to both, and noting their dissonance, TPP emerges as the clear winner for 

																																																								
 20 While clearly outside the scope of this paper, I feel it important to say that I disagree wholeheartedly with 
Lewis’s theodicy in The Problem of Pain. This rejection is particularly informed by the work of a number of 
philosophers and theologians who are writing in the vein of post-Holocaust approaches to these questions, 
particularly Emmanuel Levinas, Primo Levi, and Dorothee Soelle.  
 
 21 John Hick, “Soul-Making and Suffering,” in The Problem of Evil, ed. Marilyn McCord Adams and 
Robert Merrihew Adams, Oxford Readings in Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 174, 184. 
 
 22 John W. Wenham, The Enigma of Evil: Can We Believe in the Goodness of God?, 2nd ed. (Leicester, 
England: InterVarsity Press, 1985). 
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its contribution to “real” reflection.23 Gregory Boyd, while ultimately rejecting Lewis’ theodicy, 

still recognizes that TPP has been the more influential and “important” of Lewis’ two works.24 

William Hasker’s lengthy volume from a consciously Evangelical perspective never even cites 

AGO, but finds TPP to be instructive and helpful.25 And in the influential Blackwell Reader, TPP 

is the only source ever mentioned.26  

 The scholarly journals are even more lopsided. One of the only articles I was able to 

secure that dealt directly with AGO did so only because its concern was not theodicy, but the 

aesthetics of suffering as an abstract idea.27 The others mention only that the work exists, but fail 

entirely to engage its contents whatsoever.28 

 One article actually places these two pieces into dialogue, and it does so in much the way 

that I have attempted to demonstrate in this paper. Robert Walter Wall summarizes the dialectic 

like this: 

Thus our thesis is that Grief modifies Pain in many ways, but chiefly in the questions one 
asks. The questions of Pain are “legal” questions, so that suffering is best subdued by a 
system of cogent (and perhaps accurate) propositions of theology and philosophy with 
their logical conclusions. Yet when Lewis actually lives within the context of suffering 

																																																								
 23 Warren McWilliams, Where Is the God of Justice?: Biblical Perspectives on Suffering (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2005). 
 
 24 Gregory A. Boyd, Satan and the Problem of Evil: Constructing A Trinitarian Warfare Theodicy 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001). 
 
 25 William Hasker, The Triumph of God Over Evil: Theodicy for a World of Suffering, Strategic Initiatives 
in Evangelical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008). 
 
 26 Nel Noddings, “Women and Evil,” in The Problem of Evil: A Reader, ed. Mark Larrimore (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2001), 381–386. 
 
 27 David Neals Henderson, “Light Within Darkness: The Aesthetics of Suffering,” Journal of Theta Alpha 
Kappa 29, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 33–47. 
 
 28 See for example the following: Gavin Ortlund, “On the Fall of Angels and the Fallenness of Nature: An 
Evangelical Hypothesis Regarding Natural Evil,” The Evangelical Quarterly 87, no. 2 (136 114AD): April 2015.; 
Joshua Seachris and Linda Zagzebski, “Weighing Evils: The C. S. Lewis Approach,” International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion 62, no. 2 (October 2007): 81–88.; Sharon Jebb Smith, “Of Mirth and Misery: Some Literary 
and Theological Reflections,” Crux 47, no. 3 (Fall 2011): 15–27.; and Philip Tallon, “Pro: The Problem of Pain 
Defended,” Value Inquiry Book Series 286 (2015): 211–225. 
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and experiences pain first-hand, as Grief describes, he calls into question the legitimacy 
of and then finally extends those very beliefs developed in Pain. Two different contexts, 
two different treatments of the problem are brought into a profound dialectic that 
provides the reader with a more comprehensive picture of what is really at stake in 
human suffering.29 

 
 
 

 
 
 

																																																								
	 29	Robert Walter Wall, “The Problem of Observed Pain: A Study of C. S. Lewis on Suffering,” Journal of 
the Evangelical Theological Society 26, no. 4 (December 1983): 445. 
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