C.S. Lewis’ Last Battle:
Keeping First Things First 

as We Prepare to Explore “The Bible and Homosexuality” Today 

The Rev. Dr. Chris Erdman, January 18, 2009

An address given to the University Presbyterian Church congregation on January 18, 2009.  The first lecture in the congregational study, “The Bible and Homosexuality,” it was designed to answer the question “What is the Call of Our Hearts?” and does not address homosexuality directly.  Rather, it was part of the first module of the study—four sessions entitled “Getting Ready”.  It was followed in subsequent weeks by lectures on “Humility: The Foundation of All Virtue,” and “God, God’s Will, and Our Obedience.”   The next module engaged the congregation in matters of biblical authority and historic principles of interpretation.  Later the congregation participated in a module that explored the use of the Bible in issues the church has faced in the past.  Then, in the final module, the congregation read the biblical texts that deal with homosexuality, and while listening to the testimony of experts and ordinary people affected by homosexuality.  

To say what I want to say today I’d like to explore the gospel through a playful little meditation.  Many know the first book of C.S. Lewis’ acclaimed series, The Chronicles of Narnia.  And now, the second book, Prince Caspian has, because of the recent film, joined The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe and become part of popular imagination.  Many in the non-Christian world are quite ignorant of the lovely, low-flying witness to Jesus Christ that Lewis artfully offers in these little books.  The final book in the series, The Final Battle, is as powerful as any of the others in its theological vision, and I think that for today its vision offers a stirring challenge that could lift us from the bog that could so easily mire us down, and lift us with a stirring vision, a call to our heart’s true call. 

1.  I begin with a summary of its plot—

Having entered its last days, Narnia faces its fiercest challenge—not an invader from without but an enemy from within.  Deceit, falsehood, and treachery have risen within Narnia through the teaching of an ape appropriately named Shift, who by confusing the docile donkey, Puzzle, seeks to construct a new world where there is “no more Aslan, no more Kings, no more silly stories about other worlds” (93).  

Of course, Shift is bright enough to know that he can’t attack the old faith directly.  Instead, he must slowly shift the minds of the Narnians to the new thought, not so much by questioning the existence of Aslan, but more subtly and powerfully by questioning the uniqueness and greatness of Aslan and by dismissing the truthfulness of the ancient stories and prophecies that testify to him.  Aslan, Shift teaches, is no greater and no more real than the gods of any other people.  I think Lewis may have his critical eye on the World Parliament of Religions and its effort to put bring a Modern perspective on religion, minimizing the distinctive claims of each and seeking the common ground shared by all.  Lewis’ ape, Shift, perhaps like many in the liberal camp over the past hundred years, teaches the Narnians that “Aslan means neither less nor more than Tash,” the god of the Calormenes, a people who Lewis makes to look and act very much like Muslims (46).  But by the time the remnant of those faithful to Aslan recognize the shift that’s taking place among them, the damage is done.  King Tirian, the King of Narnia and a loyalist to the old faith and to Aslan, stands in daring witness against this heresy but is denounced as unenlightened.  Carried away at the command of Shift the ape, he is bound hand and foot and tied to a tree.


Your mind is of course making its own associations to our situation today.  But my aim is not to leave you to your own associations.  Some of you will see in Narnia’s slide into falsehood our own denomination’s slide.  Others don’t see what’s happening in our church as particularly dangerous and who worry that my retelling of Lewis’ tale is simply adding fuel to the flame for those who do.  Frankly, I do believe we are in grave danger but it’s not the same danger most others see.  I can explore that danger best by re-entering Lewis’ story.


To make a long story rather short, there comes a point in the last battle for Narnia where the war has turned decisively against those still loyal to Aslan.  They are forced to make their final stand with their backs against a little stable in a wood.  They are vastly outnumbered by hostile forces made up of the invading army of the Calormenes summoned into Narnia by Shift the wily ape.  You who remember the story may remember this last stand and how one by one those loyal to Aslan are overpowered and tossed through the door of the Stable where they’ve been told that Tash himself, the terrible demon-god of the Calormenes waits to tear them to pieces.

2.  The world inside the Stable

But inside the crude and cramped stable they encounter something far different from what they expected.  They do meet Tash, but at the command of the High King who speaks in the name of Aslan, Tash is rendered powerless and cast out.


And there, inside the Stable, a whole new world opens up before them. 


[King Tirian, the last defender of Narnia] looked round again and could hardly believe his eyes.  There was the blue sky overhead, and grassy country spreading as far as he could see in every direction, and his new friends all round him, laughing.


“It seems, then,” said Tirian, smiling himself, “that the Stable seen from within and the Stable seen from without are two different places.”


“Yes,” said the Lord Digory.  “Its inside is bigger than its outside.”


“Yes,” said Queen Lucy.  “In our world too, a Stable once had something inside it that was bigger than our whole world.”

“In our world,” says Lucy, “a Stable once had something inside it that was bigger than our whole world.”  Did you hear that?  There’s something inside this cramped and fearful place we’ve gotten ourselves into that is bigger than our whole world!  Will you take your stand on this gospel truth, or will you let the pitch and fever of this present battle bully you into a functional atheism, a denial of the sovereignty of God?  

Lewis charges us not to lose our footing, not to lose our perspective, not to waver in our commitment, but instead to remember our heart’s true call—the summons that comes from Jesus Christ to go “farther up and farther in.”  It’s so terribly easy to let our anxiety over the shifts in our denomination to rise large in our minds.  It’s so seductively simple for us to become suspicious of those around us in the church, wondering if they’ve sold out to the other side.  We’re so alarmingly able to rise up and pick up weapons we use against sisters and brothers in Christ.  “You are still so terribly worldly,” says St. Paul (1 Cor. 3.3).  Worldly, because when it comes to the wrangling and quarreling in our denomination we are still too attached to the Narnia we once knew and loved.  We have “stored up treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in an steal.”  Our minds so easily get fixated on false or superficial treasures when all the while the true treasure of the Kingdom of God is all around us.  

Our hearts, says St. Paul, are the door of Lewis’ Stable, the entrance to the Kingdom. “Christ dwells in your hearts through faith,” and from within “you are filled with all the fullness of God,” (Ephesians 3.17, 19).  But attached to the things of this world—our opinions and our organizations, our programs and our Presbyterianism—attached to these we are tempted to wring our hands in despair and frustration, we are tempted to fight among and against ourselves, and soil the witness we are supposed to offer the world on Christ’s behalf.


It’s this that Lewis most forcefully indicts, and we must feel the full force of his indictment if we are to save ourselves for the sake of Jesus Christ. 

3.  The trouble of the dwarfs

Do you, who know Lewis’ story, remember the tragic case of the Dwarfs?  Dear God may they not be us!  The Dwarfs were Narnians once loyal to Aslan, but in the midst of the battle they became so disillusioned with everything that they turned in upon themselves, became embittered and blind, caring much for themselves and little for others.  In the end, they too, by the grace of Aslan, wind up inside the Stable and the world that’s bigger and better and more beautiful than anything they could have imagined.  You’d think they’d see it.  But they don’t; they’re too accustomed to trouble, too in love with the battle, and too attached to the cramped little world they think they must hold on to.  If we’re not careful and prayerful, it’s us Presbyterians Lewis could have been writing about.  

“Aslan,” said Lucy through her tears, “could you—will you—do something for these poor Dwarfs?” 


“Dearest,” said Aslan, “I will show you both what I can, and what I cannot do.”  He came close to the Dwarfs and gave a low growl: low, but it set all the air shaking.  But the Dwarfs said to one another, “Hear that?  That’s the gang at the other end of the Stable. Trying to frighten us.  They do it with a machine of some kind.  Don’t take any notice.  They won’t take us in again!”


Aslan raised his head and shook his mane.  Instantly a glorious feast appeared on the Dwarf’s knees: pies and tongues and pigeons and trifles and ices, and each Dwarf had a goblet of good wine in his right hand.  But it wasn’t much use.  They began eating and drinking greedily enough, but it was clear that they couldn’t taste it properly.  They thought they were eating and drinking only the sort of things you might find in a Stable.  One said he was trying to eat hay and another said he had got a bit of an old turnip and a third said he’d found a raw cabbage leaf.  And they raised golden goblets of rich red wine to their lips and said “Ugh!  Fancy drinking dirty water out of a trough that a donkey’s been at!  Never thought we’d come to this.”


But very soon every Dwarf began suspecting that every other Dwarf had found something nicer than he had, and they started grabbing and snatching, and went on to quarrelling, till in a few minutes there was a free fight and all the good food was smeared on their faces and clothes or trodden under foot.


But when at last they sat down to nurse their black eyes and their bleeding noses, they all said: “Well, at any rate there’s no Humbug here.   We haven’t let anyone take us in.  The Dwarfs are for the Dwarfs.”


“You see,” said Aslan.  “They will not let us help them.  They have chosen cunning instead of belief.  Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison; and so afraid of being taken in that they cannot be taken out.  But come, children.  I have other work to do” (181-3). 

If we’re not careful, Dwarfs are exactly what we could be, and if that’s what we become then we’ll get nothing more than what they got—when all around us is gold and goodness, bounty and beauty.


The best years of the church are not behind us; they are before us.  If we don’t believe that, we’re Dwarfs, not disciples of Jesus Christ.  If we worry about the future we deny Christ’s Lordship, we dismiss his Word, we betray his command, and we fail to respond to the call of our hearts to enter fully the Kingdom of Jesus Christ, our Lord.

4.  We are to press “farther up and farther in”

There’s one last turn Lewis makes in his book, and it may be the most remarkable vision yet, one that sets us free to seek the truth without worrying too much about it. 

Emeth is one of the Calormenes, a hated enemy of Narnia.  He is “the seventh son of Harpha Tarkaan of the city of Tehishbaan, Westward beyond the desert” (198).  He despised Aslan, and fought hard to see the triumph of the god Tash over Aslan and all other rivals to the truth.  He too had hated the ape, Shift, for his deceptive teaching about the god Tash and the lion Aslan being one and the same.  He was an ardent and brave warrior for the truth.  Late in the book and inside the Stable the servants of Aslan find themselves standing face to face with one they thought should in no uncertain terms be standing inside the Stable, a citizen of the true Narnia.    


By some strange turn of events, the Calormene warrior, Emeth, found himself inside the Stable and inside the splendor of the true Narnia.  And then, in language reminiscent used by John to describe the appearance of Jesus in the first chapter of Revelation, Emeth says, 

“lo! in a narrow place between two rocks there came to meet me a great Lion.  The speed of him was like an ostrich, and his size was an elephant’s; his hair was like pure gold and the brightness of his eyes like gold that is liquid in the furnace.  He was more terrible than the Flaming Mountain of Lagour, and in beauty he surpassed all that is in the world een as the rose in bloom surpasses the dust of the desert.  Then I fell at his feet and thought, Surely this is the hour of death, for the Lion (who is worthy of all honour) will know that I have served Tash all my days and not him . . . . But the Glorious One bent down his golden head and touched my forehead with his tongue and said, ‘Son, thou are welcome” (201). 

So stunned is Emeth by this news that he is thrown into great fear, terrified that when Aslan finds out he is an imposter, inside the Kingdom of Narnia by accident, a believer in Tash and once an enemy of Aslan, that Aslan will tear him limb from limb. 


But Aslan does know all this about Emeth.  Aslan knows how earnestly Emeth has sought the truth, with what integrity Emeth has sought to live the truth.  Emeth continues his testimony about his meeting of the great Aslan:

“‘Beloved,’ said the Glorious One, ‘unless thy desire had been for me thou wouldst not have sought so long and so truly.  For all find what they truly seek.’  Then he breathed upon me and took away the trembling from my limbs and caused me to stand upon my feet . . . . Since then, O Kings and Ladies, I have been wandering to find him and my happiness is so great that it even weakens me like a wound.  And this is the marvel of marvels, that he called me Beloved, me who am but as a dog—”

C.S. Lewis doesn’t make truth relative.  He doesn’t soften the Christian conviction in the supremacy of Jesus Christ.  But he does offer a vision of humility before those with whom we might disagree.  All of us will be put right when we meet him face to face.  And he may well call each of us, including our enemies, “Beloved,” because they, like we, have sought the truth, even if not always in the right places or ways.


All together then the pilgrims journeyed deeper into the true Narnia, realizing that what they had once cherished so deeply and fought for so passionately was merely a “shadowland” in comparison with the wonder of the world inside the Stable, within each of us, entered through our hearts.


[Finish by reading from page 210 to the middle of 212]


This is what our hearts yearn for.  This “world” Lewis describes is the true call of our hearts—union with God through Christ, and the promise of the gospel is that we can enter it now and live there now. 
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