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C.S.  LEWIS,  THE GREAT DIVORCE 
(1945)  

As I “converse” with Lewis’ “Preface” I make (indented) additions inside his 
text; I break his paragraphing into smaller ones when I find it helpful; I add 

footnotes. 

PREFACE 

Blake wrote The Marriage of Heaven and Hell [1793].  

Blake, William (1757–1827) Poet, artist, and visionary. Apprenticed to an 

engraver from 1771 to 1778, he became, through frequent work in *Westminster 
Abbey, imbued with the spirit of Gothic art and the contrast with classical 
architecture remained a feature of his images. In 1789 he finished his Songs of 

Innocence, a collection of poems of childlike simplicity which included ‘The 
Divine Image’, where God and his image, man, are hymned as ‘Mercy, Pity, 
Peace, and Love’. The book was engraved by hand and illustrated by coloured 
drawings, a technique used in the rest of his subsequent works. This was 

complemented by The Songs of Experience (1794), the juxtaposition of the two titles 
showing that they are about the ‘Contrary states of the Human Soul’. That 

emphasis on ‘contraries’ became a feature of his theological thought in the 

tradition of *Nicholas of Cusa and *Boehme. In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 
(1793), he takes up the issue of dualism in Christian thought and emphasizes that 
‘Without Contraries there is not progression’. In the process he challenged the 

centrality of holiness as a negation so prevalent in the Christian tradition, a 

theme to which he returns in his later works. The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 
closes with the assertion, ‘For Everything that lives is Holy’. [The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 4th edition (2022), edited by Andrew Louth (p. 

1534). OUP Oxford. Kindle Edition.] 

If I have written of their Divorce, this is not because I think myself a fit antagonist for so 
great a genius, nor even because I feel at all sure that I know what he meant. But in 
some sense or other the attempt to make that marriage is perennial.  

The Oxford English Dictionary at the 14th century noun “divorce” – Etymology: < 
French divorce (14th cent. in Hatzfeld & Darmesteter) = Italian divorzio, 

Spanish divorcio, Portuguese divorcio < Latin dīvortium (dīvertium) separation, 
dissolution of marriage by consent, noun of action <  dīvertĕre (earlier dīvortĕre) 
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to turn aside, spec. of a woman, to separate from or leave her husband. And its 
primary definition: “Legal dissolution of marriage by a court or other competent 

body, or according to forms recognized in the country, nation, or tribe.” 

The key point here is an issue of knowledge. When it comes to understanding 
people, the only way to get to the data we require to begin an act of 
understanding is through the establishment of a relationship with the particular 
person. If a divorce has happened, then the essential means for both sides to 

understand each other is lost. 

For Lewis to choose the noun “divorce” highlights the relational nature of 
religious knowledge. But we human beings do not have the means to 
reconstitute the “marriage” of Heaven and Hell; only God was able to do that in 

Christ. 

A DISASTROUS WAY OF THINKING - The attempt is based on the belief that reality 

never presents us with an absolutely unavoidable ‘either-or’; that, granted skill and 

patience and (above all) time enough, some way of embracing both alternatives can 

always be found; that mere development or adjustment or refinement will somehow 

turn evil into good without our being called on for a final and total rejection of anything 
we should like to retain. This belief I take to be a disastrous error.  

You cannot take all luggage with you on all journeys; on one journey even your right 
hand and your right eye may be among the things you have to leave behind.  

Matthew 18 – Temptations to Sin. 6 d“Whoever causes one of these little ones* 
who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone 

hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 7 *Woe to the 

 
d Mk 9:42; Lk 17:1–2. 

* One of these little ones: the thought passes from the child of Mt 18:2–4 to the disciples, little ones 
because of their becoming like children. It is difficult to know whether this is a designation of all who are 

disciples or of those who are insignificant in contrast to others, e.g., the leaders of the community. Since 

apart from this chapter the designation little ones occurs in Matthew only in Mt 10:42 where it means 

disciples as such, that is its more likely meaning here. Who believe in me: since discipleship is impossible 
without at least some degree of faith, this further specification seems superfluous. However, it serves to 

indicate that the warning against causing a little one to sin is principally directed against whatever would 

lead such a one to a weakening or loss of faith. The Greek verb skandalizein, here translated causes … to 

sin, means literally “causes to stumble”; what the stumbling is depends on the context. It is used of falling 
away from faith in Mt 13:21. According to the better reading of Mk 9:42, in me is a Matthean addition to 

the Marcan source. It would be better … depths of the sea: cf. Mk 9:42. 

* This is a Q saying; cf. Lk 17:1. The inevitability of things that cause sin (literally, “scandals”) does 
not take away the responsibility of the one through whom they come. 
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world because of things that cause sin! Such things must come, but woe to the 
one through whom they come! 8 eIf your hand or foot causes you to sin,* cut it off 

and throw it away. It is better for you to enter into life maimed or crippled than 
with two hands or two feet to be thrown into eternal fire. 9 And if your eye causes 
you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter into life with 
one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into fiery Gehenna. 1 

We are not living in a world where all roads are radii of a circle and where all, if 

followed long enough, will therefore draw gradually nearer and finally meet at the 
centre: rather in a world where every road, after a few miles, forks into two, and each 

of those into two again, and at each fork you must make a decision.  

Even on the biological level life is not like a river but like a tree. It does not move 

towards unity but away from it and the creatures grow further apart as they increase 

in perfection. Good, as it ripens, becomes continually more different not only from evil 
but from other good. 

I am reminded of the concept of “complexification” of Teilhard. From the Center 

for Christogenesis, based on the writings of Teilhard de Chardin, SJ -  “Although 

he saw himself as a scientist, Teilhard also realized the need for a new 
philosophy and metaphysics, new structural principles that could support the 
integration of faith and evolution.  He worked to develop a philosophy of love 

based on the dynamics of evolution using a phenomenological method of 

experience. One can follow his connections between love as a force of attraction 
and the complexification of matter in evolution.  His insights on love as the 
prime energy of the universe, following the law of complexity-consciousness, are 

woven throughout his writings and provide a metaphysical basis to his 
personalizing universe. ‘The physical structure of the universe is love,’ he wrote. 
It is in the framework of a love-centered universe that one must consider his 

comments on science, eugenics, and the socio-political movements of 
communism and fascism. While he rejected the destruction of these movements, 
he was fascinated by the capacity of humans to coalesce into a unified system 

 
e 5:29–30; Mk 9:43–47. 

* These verses are a doublet of Mt 5:29–30. In that context they have to do with causes of sexual 

sin. As in the Marcan source from which they have been drawn (Mk 9:42–48), they differ from the first 

warning about scandal, which deals with causing another person to sin, for they concern what causes 
oneself to sin and they do not seem to be related to another’s loss of faith, as the first warning is. It is 

difficult to know how Matthew understood the logical connection between these verses and Mt 18:6–7. 

1 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 2011), Mt 18:6–9. 
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of power. He wondered why Christianity could not tap into the same power of 
unification so that the whole evolutionary flow of biological life could be drawn 

into greater unity. Teilhard’s insights were always within the wider scope of 
evolution as cosmic personalization, that is, convergence of the multiple into a 

greater center of unity with a corresponding rise in consciousness.”2 

I do not think that all who choose wrong roads perish; but their rescue consists in being 
put back on the right road. A sum can be put right: but only by going back till you 

find the error and working it afresh from that point, never by simply going on.  

Here again is the significance of the title of his earliest published Christian book: 
The Pilgrim’s Regress. The largest part of that book is a pilgrim’s progress. But the 
last four chapters are about the pilgrim’s regress. That is, the pilgrim’s adventure 

or “progress” changed him, such that he now recognizes the fundamental 
mistakes he has made. He must now regress, must go back, in order to find the 
errors at their sources and correct them. 

Evil can be undone, but it cannot ‘develop’ into good. Time does not heal it. The spell 
must be unwound, bit by bit, ‘with backward mutters of dissevering power’—or else 

not. It is still ‘either-or’.  

If we insist on keeping Hell (or even Earth) we shall not see Heaven: if we accept 
Heaven we shall not be able to retain even the smallest and most intimate souvenirs 

of Hell.  

I believe, to be sure, that any man who reaches Heaven will find that what he 

abandoned (even in plucking out his right eye) has not been lost: that the kernel of 

what he was really seeking even in his most depraved wishes will be there, beyond 
expectation, waiting for him in ‘the High Countries’.  

In that sense it will be true for those who have completed the journey (and for no 
others) to say that good is everything and Heaven everywhere. But we, at this end of 

the road, must not try to anticipate that retrospective vision. If we do, we are likely to 
embrace the false and disastrous converse and fancy that everything is good and 
everywhere is Heaven. 

But what, you ask, of earth? Earth, I think, will not be found by anyone to be in the end 
a very distinct place. I think earth, if chosen instead of Heaven, will turn out to have 

been, all along, only a region in Hell: and earth, if put second to Heaven, to have 

been from the beginning a part of Heaven itself. 

 
2 See: https://christogenesis.org/teilhard-big-universe/.  
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There are only two things more to be said about this small book.  

Firstly, I must acknowledge my debt to a writer whose name I have forgotten and 
whom I read several years ago in a highly coloured American magazine of what they 

call ‘Scientifiction’. The unbendable and unbreakable quality of my heavenly matter 

was suggested to me by him, though he used the fancy for a different and most 

ingenious purpose. His hero travelled into the past: and there, very properly, found 

raindrops that would pierce him like bullets and sandwiches that no strength could 

bite—because, of course, nothing in the past can be altered. I, with less originality but 
(I hope) equal propriety; have transferred this to the eternal. If the writer of that story 
ever reads these lines I ask him to accept my grateful acknowledgement.  

The second thing is this. I beg readers to remember that this is a fantasy. It has of 

course—or I intended it to have—a moral. But the trans-mortal conditions are solely 

an imaginative supposal: they are not even a guess or a speculation at what may 

actually await us. The last thing I wish is to arouse factual curiosity about the details of 
the after-world. 

PURGATORY - A term used only in W. Catholic theology for the state (or place) 

of punishment and purification where the souls of those who have died in a state 
of grace undergo such punishment as is still due to forgiven sins and, perhaps, 
expiate their unforgiven *venial sins, before being admitted to the *beatific 

vision. In that explicit form the doctrine is not found before the 12th cent., but 
elements of it are much more ancient, esp. the notions that not all souls are 
condemned to hell or are worthy of heaven at the moment of death, and that 
prayer for the *dead is valuable. [The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 4th 

edition (2022), edited by Andrew Louth (p. 6292). OUP Oxford. Kindle Edition.] 

C.S. Lewis 

April, 19453   

 
3 C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce: A Dream (New York: HarperOne, 2001), vii–x. 


