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I ha\ e long had a loYe-hate re lationship 
\\ ith C.S . Lewis. Like many ch ildren or 
the Anglophone ,,·arid. Lewis was one 

of m: first literary influences thanks to The 
Chronicles of Xarnia. th rough w hich hi s 
punchy. a thletic prose 
clearly made an early im-
pression on me . From there 

mous fictional apo logia, is particularly frus­
tra ting in this regard, because were it not for 
the obvious C hri s tian agenda it would stand 
(and potentia lly s till does) as one of the most 
brilliant treatises o n the nature of human con-

sciousness ever written b1 
a westerner. 

For those of you un­
1 later progressed to his 
adult works. both fic ti onal 
and essa) is ti c. and ,,.,b il e I 
didn·t necessarily find m y­
self agreeing with his con­
c lusions . the clarity a nd 
foc us of hi s \\ riting and 
his uncanny grasp of the 
inner workings of the hu­
man mind ah\ ays made for 
compelling reading. 

... as a non­
believing adult 
I increasingly 

found C.S. Lewis' 

familiar w ith C.S. Le\,·is· 
legendary novel la. The 
Scre 11·tape Lerters con­
s is ts o f a series of cor­
respondences written b, 
Screwtape. a cantankerous 
o ld demon and o ne of Hell's 
most senior tempters. to his 
apparently not-too-bri ght 
nephe w Wo rm\\'ood. a 
rookie demon who has just 
been assigned to secure 

Bible-thumping 
agenda hard 
to stomach or 

That said. as a non-be­
lie\ ing ad ult I increasing ly 

ignore. 

found C.S. Le,, is. Bibk-
thumping agenda hard to 
stomach or ignore. It 's o ne thing to e ndu re 
unlettered. in te llectuall y conrused argume nts 
for the existence or God. bu t quite a nothe r to 
contend with the v.,ri tings or a decrl y inte l­
li gent man with supreme ly refined reaso ning 
ski ll s who nonetheless rel iably arri , cs a t ( lo 
01) mind :it least) com pletely ,nong hcaded 
conclus ions about the nature or exis te nce 
- the latkr 1s ob\ ious l) for more inl'uriat­
ing. The Scre11 taJn' Letter.,, Le,, is' m os t fa-
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the damna ti o n of a young 
man recently converted to 
C hri s t ia ni ty. lt·s a short. 

c racking read tha t m a nages to delve into just 
a bout e,ery l~1cet ol'the human ps:che imag­
inable with unllinc hing c la rity and dry \\ it. 
Refreshing ly. the book d\\'clls less than one 
mi g ht expect 011 the more clichi:d Christian 
notions or s in (except when Sere\\ tap e.· is 
c hiding Wormwood for doing so). preferri ng 
the munda ne and impcrccptibk " ays in" hi,.:h 
humans sabotage their O\\ n ckar thi nking a nd 
sense ol" well-being. 



• .S Lc-, . _,,:~ ·i;e. 1:1<.1mcd /Jr,n i, 11hi11 him. (Source: iake11·eid111a1111.co111) 

-.__ ::.I..!: o:-. ln::r2r:- -,.po1 krs ahead] 

i :::--: rc,::'.a The Sr_n.:,\ wpe L efler .\ in my 
.:.:1:-·· :·.-.·.:'11:c, l ·.\J , an unbelie \·er then as I 

.:.:-:-, :- . : . ,... ~1 a ·, ..:r·, difll.:rent kind or unbeliev­
:::- , :,:; : ',o_ ; 1ke the:,, rJUng C.S. Lewis him­
se ll. :hir-:•.:d !'Jf the con·~ula tion~ of religious 
1ai1r. J ·-:.:d ;,; b cl i•..:'. e. I rc:a ll y tried . But I 
~ouldr. ·: ,:!r,. :. and(;\ c;n the: likes of Lewis and 
o thc:r crudn·.: pr,,pr1nc;nh of Ch ri <; tianity (and 
th.: ;r v, .... nt::rpart ', frr;m othc:r fait hs ) couldn't 
seem to pierce thc; armour 'Jf my skepticism . 
l rec..:ntl) picked up the b(JOk again , but thi s 
um,: reading it frr)m the: point of , icw of a 
pa-:,On i fJ(J percent comfortable ¼ ith hi s own 
ath::ism At nearly age 40. l have yet to en­
c.ount!.:r an argument for the ex istence or the 
Jud:: o-C.hnq1an god (or any other dei tyJ that 
didn"t appt:ar to ha1;e holes big enough lo fl y 

an A380 Superj umbo th rough, and I ha\'e my 
doubts I ever wi ll. 

Having sa id th is, however. I got a hell of a 
lot more out or my second reading or the book 
than I did from my first. As a youthful reader 
still grappling with his own religious uncer­
tainties, my conundrum over the existence or 
non-ex istence of God (and the urgings of my 
Bible-believ ing fri ends who foi sted the book 
on me) prevented me from reading it with :.i 

c lear mind , and while it ultimate ly fai led to 
" win me over'' to Team Yahweh , it did succeed 
in lc.:iv ing me more spiritually confused than 
cvcr. But with a ll that long out o f my system 
now. I was fina lly able to give the story my 
undi vided a ttenti on and recognize it for what 
it truly is: a brilliant analys is o f the true nature 
0 1· human consc iousness o r th<.: sort gcn1.:rall y 
a~~ociateu with Buddhism and related spiritual 
trad itions. 
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Sere\\ tape , !I. Siddhartha Right from the get­
go, the novella's 

fer l I J hc.1.I It , I m ht. .rd 
,111<I h1.:gun 10 af:L mp; cl 

c/,•/c nc L' '11 ,11xw11t.11i I 
,ltould 11c.11 L h, c n 11mlun1.: 

l nlik.: man~ .1th.:1-..i--.. 
I ,1111 ,1 tinn h.:I,c, .:r ,n th.: 
1mportarn.:c of n rich sptn­
tu,11 Ille. and like m~ philo­
,oph,cal hero and longti1111.: 
in~pirntion Sam I la1Tis. I 
ha, c mn.:asingly ::,ought 
this out through the prac­
tice t1f mindfulness medita­
tion. ::i prncticc de, eloped 
pnmanl) through the ,ari­
om, schools of Buddhism. 
There are clearl) great 
truths to be kno,, n about 
one ·s tm n mind and pos­
-,ible states of conscious­
ness seldom (if e,cr) 
experienced by human be­
ings, as ,,e ll as better and 
,, orse "a) s of stewarding 
the contents o r one's own 
mind . This. in my opin-

eponymous 
protagonist posits 
himself as a sort of 
anti-Buddha. While 

Hw I 11a, nor \11ch a Jrio. J 
,,,,·uc /,. 1mhml~\ u! th, p1.1rf 
"t 1/ic 111<111 11 /11c I, I l,.1J 
l1e,1 under 111_1 c.omrul <md 
, ug g e, red rltclf II II ti\ 'IIH 

ahem/ 1im , 1,,_, ha,, ,0111t 

l unch 

the Buddha urged 
his followers to 

"concentrate 
on the present 

Till En, 111_1 prL ,um­
abh- mad,· 1h,· c mmrt.1 -
,11ggur1011 (1·011 kno11· 
l1<J\\ 011t can llt!1'L'r quire 
01·er/,eor lf"/101 I IL ,,n-, iu 
them .') tha1 1hi, 11·, ,, mor1..' 
1mpor1w11 1h,111 l unch. A, 
leu,;r I 1/1111k 1h01 mwr hm·,· 
hee11 H15 line for II h, 11 I 
said "Q1111£!. /11 fm r 11111c/, 
IOO i111porfw1f fO fucklc 
if 1/u.• e11d o{ a morning ··. 

moment" 
' 

Screwtape 
implores his 
nephew to 

inspire the exact 
opposite .. . 

ion. 1s the great truth that 
Buddhist -..ages and ski lled meditators lun c been 
l!Spou<,mg for centuries. It is a lso, odd ly eno ugh, 
the great truth behind The Scre1,·1ape Le((en,. 
c:,en 1r the metaphysics behind it a re out to 
lunLh. 

R 1ght from the get-go. the nO\ e lla ·s cpon­
y mou-., protagoni::,t posi ts himself as a sort or 
<1nt1-8uc..ldha. Whik the Buddha urged hi s lol­
lcl\\ er-.. to .. concemrnte o n the present mo ment." 
<;en:,, tape 1mplon:s his ncphe" to inspire the 
c:,act opposite in his .. patient·· : 

Remu11he1; /1/,e pu11e111/ I.\ 1101. l,l,c: 1·011. 
a p111e 'fJ/rll \'e1 er hu1·111g hec11 u l11lf11w1 (0/, 

1h01 alw11111wh/e uchtmlagc of 1/,e £11c:111r :, .') 
1011 don i rcol1::.c: /w11· emltll'ed 1he1· an' 10 1/,c 

JJrL'\\llre o/ 1he urc/111w:1•. I Olll l' had a 1wt1e111. 
a ,m111cl uthe1,1. 11 ho 11,ecl 10 rc:e1cl 111 1he Bri1i ,li 

\lme11111 One du_1. "' /,e ,u, reoc/111~. I .,a11 11 

1ra111 11/ 1lio11ght 111 Im 111111c/ hcg11111111g 10 go 1/,, • 

11 nmg II m The E 11c:111_1·, of t 'OtlrH', 11·c/\ "' hi, 
e/11011 111 a 111cJ1nc:111 Be/tire I /,.11c11 11 /n rl' I 1n/\ 

I ,mi 1111 · 111 e111r ,·eon · 11·or/,. hc~11111111~ 10 101-

1he pt11iem hrigl"ened up 
cvmiderahh·: and l:,1· fill 

1i111e I /,ad added ".\111ch helter come bmk a/fer 
lunch und go i1110 if II ifl, a /i·csh m111,/". ht IHI., 

ulreac~1· /,a(f 1rny 10 1/,e doo,: Once he: 11 a, in 1!,c 
.,,reef the ba((le 11·a., 11·011. I ,ho11·ed him a nc11s­
boy ,howing 1hc 111,dcla_, · papc:1; und a \ o -3 h11,; 

going past. and before ht! reacli<!d 1/,e /-,0((0 111 
of 1he s1ep., J had go, i/1(0 him ,111 1111a/1t•raf-,/,, 
c cml'ic1io11 1hm. ll'ht11c,·cr odd idem 111igh1 cn111,· 
into a 111a11 ~ heacl ll'he11 In 11 a., .,h111 1117 alone 
11·ith hi., hook.\, "hcalrh_1· do.,e o/ "real li/c ·· 1h_1· 
11·/,ic/1 ht.> mewlf 1hc hus u11d 1h,· 11e11 .,bo1-J m.1s 
e11011gh 10 sholl' him 1ha1 all ·•1!,ar wn <?/ lhing ·· 
j11s1 couldn i he true. He k11e11 he'd hC1d u 11ar­
rcJ 11· l'.\cupc am/ 111 lu1er _n ·w·.\ 11·a, _/011d u/ tu/k­

i ng about ··,hat 111ar11c11/a1e \Cll\l' /or ac11wli1y 
11 l11ch " our 11l,i111a1t._• ~at,:guar.! aga111,1 lh..! uh­
erra1iom <?/ /lll'rL logic ... /-IL' i, 11011 ,afc i n Our 

Fl1d1er, ho11H · 

This delightful 1xi:...sagl! 111 Lcttl!r :: I sci ::, thl! 
tone ti)r thl! rcma1nd~r of the book. in " h ich 
\\ 'ornl\\ ood dumsi l) (anc..l ultimatd> un~ut:­
cc~~lull)) " ork.., 10 Lim c his p,11i.:n1 uut llf 
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111111Jfu lne::-s ( i.e .. 
and 1111n Ji..,traet1011 b) 
\\ ..I) l1f hunger. frustralil111. 
lln l'. :inger. de..,pa1r. lust. 
e,ce:,,::-1\e p1L'I). \an it). 
or \\ hall'\ er L'lse happens 
to be l1n h:rnd at an) gi, -
en moment. . .\::- su1:h. the 
dl'\ ib in the Sl01> :irl.' L'S­
sent ial I) personi fie at ion::­
l1f thl' ror1:es that arl' pL'r­
petuJl l) bnmb:irding hu­
man minds Jnd dri \ ing u::-
10 th111k. thoughts \\ ithout 
bl.'ing a\\ arc that \\ e :1rl.' 
think.ing thL'm. I ha,·\.' no 

I do wonder, 
though, what 
would have 

happened if he'd 
spent his wartime 
years in Tibet or 

Thailand instead of 

hut frl'l' 1"11,rn thl' J 1s-
1:,1mton I onLl' kit read­
lllg < \. I l'\\ i I no lnngl'r 
kl'I lhl' 111.!l'U Ill bll\ lnlll 

hi :-- bl'i1l'I '>;, -..tun to .:11_10) 

his \\ 1 ni ng'>. :.rnd rndl'.l.!d 
garn gl'.n uine ,, l',dom frolll 

thl'.lll . 
I J o ,, l,nder. though. 

\\ hat ,,ould hJ\e hap­
pened it" he·d spl'.nt hr:-­
" artime ) eJr'i 111 Trb..:t l1r 
Thailand lll'>lcad pf Jm1d 
the creature comfort'> nf 
O.,ford Uni\ er~i r,. Had 

amid the creature 
comforts of Oxford 

University. 

doubt that any plausible 
uni, erse gO\ erned b) Judeo-Christian meta­
ph) :,,ics \\ ould probabl) funct ion th is \\ ay. and 
\\ ith ,e~ simil3r results. 

Thi:,, i~ sea~ inasmuch as. \\'ere this imag­
imng of thr..:- uniYerse to be true. the Prince of 
Darkness \\ ould clearly ha, e the upper hand at 
thi'.'.\ point in history. The Scre11·((jpe Let1e1:-s was 
published in 19-+2 , a fu ll half-century before 
the ad, ent or the Internet and 60-plus years be­
fore the social media revolution, developments 
\\ hich \\ ould have vastly expanded Screwtape 
and Womnrnod's temptat ional toolkit. We live 
in an era of nearly perpetual distraction, and 
ifs rather a good th ing the Biblica l Hell a lmost 
certa111I) doesn·t ex ist because l doubt even the 
most de, out and serious Christians o f this world 
are able 10 reliably keep ho ld of their fa ith amid 
the um:ea<,ing bombard ment our conscious 
minds no,, endure thanks to our computers, 
-,martphone'>. and vi rtual Ii, cs. And I haven't 
e, en mentioned Pokemon Go yet! 

Thankfu l!}. I th ink we can a ll take the saga 
o f Sere,, tape and Wormwood, much like the fo­
mou'> anecdote o r Zen master G utci Osho and 
the '>en:red fingcr kocm , as a fi ctitious teaching 
point on the nature o f consc iousness and enlight­
enment \\ hile discardi ng the un founded Judco­
Chri-,tian assertions about I lea, en and Hell. 
Ha, ing reali1:ed this. l fed I' m fin a lly free. Not 
free from the bounds of terrestria l distractions 
and dissatisfaction 1 ·m no,, here c lose to that 

he done so. Thi! Sc ,nrtap~ 
Lettff,· might ha, l' bl'en a 

very d iffe rent book.• 

Beu Freeland: Writer h1· 1·ocatio11. lmtorian h 
training, PR pro hy profession. poet b_, (~ttliuiun. 
long -d istance runner and spic.yfood ac.ldit t b_,. 11.1-
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