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3. C.S. Lewis’s Experience of Joy 
 
Lewis wrote an autobiography about the first thirty years of his life, Surprised by Joy — up through his 
conversion to Christianity. He wrote it 20 years later. So its assessments are mature and thoughtful. 
In it he describes three instances as a child when a certain experience was awakened in him that later 
he came to call Joy. But he makes clear that this is not what we ordinarily mean by joy or happiness or 
pleasure. We must be patient here and let him describe it for us, before we jump to the conclusion 
that we know what he is talking about. 
The experience of this Joy is the most important theme of his life. He says so. It gives unity to 
everything else. He said of this experience, “In a sense the central story of my life is about nothing 
else” (C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1955), p. 17. Alan Jacobs 
agrees that this theme is pervasive in Lewis: “There lies in our hearts a longing that is also a delight, a 
longing that nothing in this world can satisfy and a delight that nothing in this world can match. . . . 
The thought expressed in those sentences is everywhere woven and into the fabric of Lewis’s work; it 
is the whole of what Narnia represents.” Alan Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 313.) Very seldom does a writer 
tell us what he believes is the central theme of his life. Lewis does tell us. Everything in his life gains 
its deepest meaning from its connection with this. 

Defining Joy 

Here’s the closest thing that Lewis gives to a definition of this Joy: It is the experience “of an 
unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction” (C.S. Lewis, Surprised by 
Joy, pp. 17–18.) This is why he chose the word Joy rather than “desire” or “longing” or “Sehnsucht” 
when writing his autobiography — because those words failed to convey the desirability of the 
longing itself. 

I call it Joy, which is here a technical term and must be sharply distinguished both from 
Happiness and from Pleasure. Joy (in my sense) has indeed one characteristic, and one only, 
in common with them; the fact that any one who has experienced it will want it again. Apart 
from that, and considered only in its quality, it might almost equally well be called a 
particular kind of unhappiness or grief. But then it is the kind we want. I doubt whether 
anyone who has tasted it would ever, if both were in his power, exchange it for all the 
pleasures in the world. But then Joy is never in our power and pleasure often is. (C.S. 
Lewis, Surprised by Joy, p. 18.) 

Or again he says, “Joy is distinct not only from pleasure in general but even from aesthetic pleasure. 
It must have the stab, the pang, the inconsolable longing” (C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, p. 72.) So on 
the one hand, Joy has this dimension of “inconsolable longing,” aching, yearning for something you 
don’t have. But on the other hand, the longing and aching and yearning is itself pleasurable. It is in 
itself not just a wanting to have but a having. 

True, it was desire, not possession. But then what I had felt on the walk had also been desire, 
and only possession in so far as that kind of desire is itself desirable, is the fullest possession 



we can know on earth; or rather, because the very nature of Joy makes nonsense of our 
common distinction between having and wanting. There, to have is to want and to want is to 
have. Thus, the very moment when I longed to be stabbed again, was itself again such a 
stabbing. (C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, p. 166) 

Alan Jacobs is right to say, “Nothing was closer to the core of his being than this experience” (Alan 
Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 42). And perhaps what sealed its significance for Lewis is that it brought him 
to Christ. He was an atheist in his twenties, but relentlessly God was pursuing him through the 
experience of “inconsolable longing.” And he was finding that the writers who awakened it most 
often were Christian writers. 

Made for Another World 

One decisive influence was J. R. R. Tolkein, author of The Lord of the Rings. He argued like this, as 
Lewis did for the rest of his life: When this Joy — this stab of inconsolable longing — is awakened by 
certain powerful “myths” or “stories,” it is evidence that behind these myths there is a true Myth, a 
true Story that really exists, and that the reason the Joy is desirable and inconsolable is that it’s not 
the real thing. The True Myth, the Real Joy is the original shout, so to speak, and the stories and 
myths of human making are only echoes. 
Tolkein pressed the analogous truth for Christianity. And Lewis did the same years later: “A man’s 
physical hunger does not prove that that man will get any bread: he may die of starvation on a raft in 
the Atlantic. But surely a man’s hunger does prove that he comes of a race which repairs its body by 
eating, and inhabits a world where eatable substances exist” (Alan Jacobs, The Narnian, p. 46). In 
other words, “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most 
probable explanation is that I was made for another world” (Clyde S. Kilby, A Mind Awake: An 
Anthology of C.S. Lewis, (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc, 1968), p. 22). 

Overcoming Atheism 

God overcame Lewis’s atheism in the spring term of 1929. He was thirty years old. 
You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever 
my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him 
Whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had come upon me. In 
the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt and prayed: 
perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all England. . . . Who can duly 
adore that love which will open the high gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, 
struggling, resentful, darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape? (C. S. 
Lewis, Surprised by Joy, pp. 228–229.) 

That was not the end of the struggle. It was two years later on October 1, 1931, that he wrote to his 
friend Arthur, “I have just passed on from believing in God to definitely believing in Christ — in 
Christianity” (The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, Vol. 1, Family Letters 1905–1931, ed. Walter Hooper 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), p. 974). The Great Story really is true. God really sent his 
Son. He really died for our sins. We really can have forgiveness and eternal life in the presence of the 
One to whom all the Joy was pointing. 

Desiring God 



Lewis looked back on all his experiences of Joy differently now. Now he knew why the desire was 
inconsolable, and yet pleasant. It was a desire for God. It was evidence that he was made for God. 

The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust 
to them; it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through them was 
longing. These things — the beauty, the memory of our own past — are good images of what 
we really desire; but if they are mistaken for the thing itself, they turn into dumb idols, 
breaking the hearts of their worshipers. For they are not the thing itself; they are only the 
scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of the tune we have not heard, news from a 
country we have never yet visited. (C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1949). pp. 4–5.) 

All his life, he said, “an unattainable ecstasy has hovered just beyond the grasp of [my] consciousness” 
(C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p. 148). “The sweetest thing of all my life has been the longing . . . to 
find the place where all the beauty came from” (Clyde S. Kilby, A Mind Awake, p. 25, quoted from Till 
We Have Faces.) But when Lewis was born again to see the glory of God in Christ, he never said again 
that he didn’t know where the beauty came from. Now he knew where all the joy was pointing. On the 
last page of his autobiography, he explained the difference in his experience of Joy now and before. 

I believe . . . that the old stab, the old bittersweet, has come to me as often and as sharply 
since my conversion as at any time of my life whatever. But I now know that the experience, 
considered as a state of my own mind, had never had the kind of importance I once gave it. It 
was valuable only as a pointer to something other and outer. While that other was in doubt, 
the pointer naturally loomed large in my thoughts. When we are lost in the woods the site of 
the signpost is a great matter. He who first sees it cries, ‘Look!’ The whole party gathers 
around and stares. But when we have found the road and are passing signposts every few 
miles, we shall not stop and stare. They will encourage us and we shall be grateful to the 
authority that set them up. But we shall not stop and stare, or not much; not on this road, 
though their pillars are of silver and their lettering of gold. ‘We would be at Jerusalem.’ (C. S. 
Lewis, Surprised by Joy, p. 238.) 

So Lewis stopped turning Joy into an idol when he found, by grace, that it was “a pointer to 
something other and outer,” namely to God. Clyde Kilby gave the highest estimation of this theme in 
Lewis: 

[For Lewis Joy is] a desire which no natural happiness can ever satisfy, the lifelong pointer 
toward heaven . . . which gave us such delight and yet are the meager signs of the true 
rapture He has in heaven for redeemed souls. . . . The culmination of Sehnsucht [Longing, 
Joy] in the rhapsodic joy of heaven is, for me at least, the strongest single element in Lewis. 
In one way or other it hovers over nearly every one of his books and suggests to me that 
Lewis’s apocalyptic vision is perhaps more real than that of anyone since St. John on Patmos. 
(Clyde S. Kilby, The Christian World of C. S. Lewis (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1964), p. 187.) 
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