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Knocking Down the House of Cards: A Grief Observed (1961)
“If we will not learn to eat the only food the universe grows—the only food that any possible universe can grow—then we must starve eternally.”—The Problem of Pain
+ + +
Theodicy: A Brief Overview
theodicy: The word itself means "justification of God."  Theodicy proper considers a number of issues in philosophy and theology associated with the character and nature of God; however, theodicy is most often associated with the problem of evil.   Namely, if God is all knowing, all loving, and all powerful, why is there so much evil and suffering in the world?  
Eight Christian Responses to the Problem of Evil:
1. The Free Will Argument:  This argument states that God wanted us to freely love him, which meant allowing for the possibility that we might choose against him.  And we have--all of us since Adam and Eve.  So evil in the world is not entirely God's fault. It is an unfortunate result of the human ability to make choices, the biblical fall being its classic beginning.

2. The Soul Improvement Model: This model points out that God often allows the conditions of evil and suffering to improve us.  We are incomplete or marred beings in need of moral sanctification and growth. We become purified through life's trials. Many higher-order goods (e.g., self-sacrifice, endurance, courage, compassion for the poor) are not possible unless we have to overcome evil. 

3. The Great Design Argument: This suggests that God designed the world in such a way that it included the possibility of evil, but that if rightly perceived, we would understand that all of it works together for a greater good.

4. The Eschatological Answer: Granting all the above, God has also promised that such evil and suffering is only for a finite time in human history.   God will bring an end to it all, and evil will be rightly answered by its destruction.   An extension of this is that the Church should be a community that looks to that future justice by modeling it now: we are to work toward God's promised shalom.   We are not fatalists.

5. The Suffering of God Response: This response assures us that God has not abstracted himself from the human situation--that he, too, suffers with us. God weeps for Israel, the Holy Spirit grieves over sin, and Christ suffered for us that we might have an example of how to undergo suffering. Strictly speaking, this response isn’t about justifying why God allows evil, as much as affirming that God is involved in the problem. Some have suggested that God’s suffering teaches us to move from self-absorption to cooperation and compassion for others in their suffering. In this view God’s own suffering absorbs our hostile self-absorption. Others have gone farther, arguing that God actually feels and experiences our suffering and, by doing so, honors us as the infinite God and that this honoring actually addresses our experience of evil and suffering by defeating it in our own lives.

Not all theists accept the idea that God suffers, pointing to what has been called the impassability of God, that God being an eternal, infinite, perfect being is without change and, therefore, without suffering. And there is something to be said for this. If we hold that God suffers, it must be on a completely different level than ourselves. The question, then, becomes how does God suffer for us and with us and because of us. Some argue that Christ suffers at two levels—in his godhood and in his humanity. In this way, he endures like us as a human, even as he also suffers in another mysterious way as part of the Godhead. Some have suggested, following the lead of Paul, that Christ’s suffering on the cross included the total experience of all human suffering. And some go so far as to suggest that Christ’s experience of separation from the Father on the cross actually allows the Trinity to experience that ultimate element of human suffering—separation from God.

6. A Theology of the Cross: Contained in each view of the suffering of God above is a suggestion that in some fundamental way the work of the cross is God’s answer (or one of his answers) to the problem of evil, even that the cross is the only justification God gives of his responsibility for the existence of evil. In this sense, the work of redemption transcends the role of Christ’s suffering, for the cross is atonement for, victory over, and judgment upon evil and sin.

7. Theodicy as an Aporetic Puzzle: This approach breaks with the previous models in many ways. The problem of evil is not something to be solved, but something to encounter and be changed by within a certain theological belief and practice. The one who struggles with theodicy may do so to test and reaffirm a position of simple faith and trust in God; may have a mystical sense of suffering with or in God; may, in wisdom, reach one’s limitation before divine inscrutability; or may respond in the biblical tradition of protest, seeking to affirm God’s mystery and goodness even amidst confusion and doubt.

8. Disavowal of Theodicy: There are, unsurprisingly, many who disavow theodicy. This position argues from a number of different directions that the theodicy project is misfounded. Some suggest that theodicies tend to deny, trivialize, or downplay the suffering of others. Or theodicy is a mistaken approach to the problem because it results in closing down what only God can truly answer. For some, theodicy if done at all must be done within the praxis of sufferers. Theodicies by their very structure seek to provide a totalizing account that attempts to best or exclude other accounts. For others, theodicy is misfounded because one cannot "justify" the supreme being, theodicy being a form of presumption and idolatry. 
The Problem of Pain (1940)

Lewis’ formal apologetic on the issue of evil and suffering adopts several of the approaches listed above. He insists that the problem of evil should be understood within the doctrines of the Christian faith. The issue isn’t the same on other grounds. 
I. Lewis begins by drawing from Rudolf Otto’s notion of the Numinous. All developed religions, he suggests, have a sense of the uncanny in the world, have a sense of right and wrong, and recognize that the Numinous is the guardian of right and wrong. Christians add the notion of the Incarnation: that the Numinous became one of us.
II. A material world provides us each with inner self-consciousness and with outer free relations to others. The fixed, independent nature of the world apart from us gives our free choices actual seriousness. God doesn’t constantly step in and alter our actions. Thus, we are capable of positive and negative actions of consequence.
III. God does not will that which impossible. Indeed, God always acts in the wisest and best manner, choosing the best course of action. His divine goodness can be terrifying just as love can demand the best for and of the one loved. Our best happiness exceeds that for which we too often settle. God wills our actual, real good.
IV. The divine and biblical “myth” of the fall of paradisial humanity is to teach us that we are a bent race in need of renewal that we cannot accomplish ourselves. We are too far gone. Lewis insists that this is not the doctrine of total depravity. We are still capable of great good, but our wickedness is more than sufficient to destroy us.

V. The Great Surgeon uses human pain for three broad purposes: 1) to teach us that pride and self-centeredness are not sufficient; 2) to show us that our lives are not our own; and 3) to enable us to rise to a love that is chosen for itself rather than its pleasures alone.
VI. The cross of Christ is the ultimate embodiment of these lessons, especially in its purest form the third, and his cross is working itself out in every sacrificial act of his followers.
VII. One can distinguish acts of rebellion and evil from the more complex good that God’s redemptive purposes accomplishes in response to these acts. The vale of soulmaking that is this world will not end until the world is remade in the end, and for now we are continually lessoned that this is not the end state of creation. We are also given opportunities for growth in goodness and pity. 
Exploratory Questions

· Have you ever lost a loved one? How would you describe the experience?

· Can one map grief? Can one model it?

· What are your deepest fears about God? About the world? About death?
· Can one sense the presence of the Christian dead? Why and/or why not?
A Grief Observed and Genre
A Grief Observed is not a theodicy in the same sense as The Problem of Pain. It is not seeking to build a formal  logical defense or even a more informal theology, yet it is obviously a text struggling with suffering and its purpose. While some have suggested that because Lewis chose to issue the book under the nom-de-plum of N. W. Clerk, the text has a fictional form, most would hold that it is better read as a non-fictional journal. Even here, there are a number of ways to read the journal: as meditation, as probe, as wisdom text, as record of temptation, as journey, as spiritual warfare, as dark night of the soul, as prayer. The journal both revisits and develops its themes; in a sense it recapitulates without complete resolution. The book, in many ways, is an expression of the practical problem of evil.
Chapter 1 (A Record of Grief): The physical sensation of grief like fear, drunkenness, or a concussion; desire to be with others yet not spoken to; common sense vs. painful memories; vibrant reality vs. weak pictures of one’s love; the laziness of grief; where is God? the feeling of God bolting the door; God’s absence or presence; married love not a substitute; assurance at Charles Williams’ death vs. hers; attitudes toward the dead; the boys’ embarrassment; being an embarrassment to others or a dread reminder of death; the bodily loss of one’s lover; no communication; still able to remember her voice
Chapter 2 (Clarity in Anger): desire to think more about her and less about oneself; the impact of the real beyond oneself in marriage; our need for the other in physical reality; the man with the burial plot—the material resistance of a physical place; praying for the dead; do we really have trust in God? the dead and eternity; purgatory and he Great Surgeon; God the vivisectionist; the Numinous; the extreme Calvinist Sadist God; grief like suspense or waiting without patience.
Chapter 3 (A Lightening of the Heart): fear of the end of grief as boredom and nausea; torture and high stakes for the truth; hitting back against God; still believes in God the good surgeon (i.e. vet); only God knows the quality of our love; begins to pray for her; a matter of faith in the good purpose behind the suffering; Christ who bore our sorrows; a lightening of the heart; the door no longer feels closed; all the good she contained; God the teacher moving us on in our lessons; bereavement in purgatory; the next figure in the great dance; being a one-legged man; mourning less and feeling her nearer; a return stab of pain and sorrow.
Chapter 4 (Renewed Hope): the journal as safety-value; more like a history of a process than a map of grief; hard to accept the invitation to old happiness; her loss includes even what he had before her; the need to turn to praise of her good, but especially of God’s; imagining her as a sword in God’s hand; an experience of the Presence; the non-resemblance of the Eucharist; God the great iconoclast; not a locked door but a silent, compassionate gaze; our ideas about the eschaon; do the dead see us? God’s enterprise to change us into gods; he business-like intimacy of the dead; an intimacy of active, intellectual love; the resurrection of the dead; her final smile. “Then unto the eternal fountain she turned.”
Discussion Questions

1. What are some ways in which Lewis attempts to describe the bodily experience of grief?
2. How does Lewis’ journal progressively reexamine his darker questions and doubts?

3. How is Lewis tempted by a view of God as vivisectionist?

4. Likewise, how is he tempted by naturalism?

5. What are some of the ways that Lewis experiences Joy’s absence?

6. How important is it to Lewis to be able to affirm faith in God as the Great Surgeon (i.e. dentist, vet)?

7. What makes Christ’s co-inherence on the cross so important to Lewis?
8. Why does Lewis’ heart lighten for a season?
9. How does Lewis describe a sense of God’s presence?

10. Why does he describe God as the Great Iconoclast? 

11. What are some ways in which he reflects on the form that Joy might have in the afterlife?

12. Does A Grief Observed come to a resolution?

The Practical Problem of Evil

As often called the "religious," "personal," or "pastoral" problem of evil, the existential problem is one that asks, "Why my suffering and/or evil at this time in this way in this place?" In one sense, all theodicy is practical, in that it takes places within a specific social and intellectual context amidst an environment that is often polemical and focused on problem-solving, but the practical, existential theodicy is more concerned with providing answers for those who suffer in specific circumstances. Often, the existential problem turns from asking why God allow such-and-such an evil to what can humans made in the image of God do to alleviate or make manageable suffering and evil. At times, the focus turns more to how believers should respond to God while suffering (i.e. faith, protest, mysticism, the sacraments and worship). Likewise, the pastoral problem of evil can be one that explores the sufferer’s emotions as an in-road to the state of one’s struggles with trusting God. One can learn to move from:
· Impatience with God’s justice to joining him in pursuing it

· A loss of hope to a restored hope

· Mockery of truth to a hatred of evil

· Shame’s destruction to the beauty of restoration

· Jealousy and envy to a passion for the good
Praying for the Dead and Purgatory
“Of course I pray for the dead. The action is so spontaneous, so all but inevitable, that only the most compulsive theological case against it would deter me. And I hardly know how the rest of my prayers would survive if those for the dead were forbidden. At our age the majority of those we love best are dead. What sort of intercourse with God could I have if what I love best were unmentionable to Him?
“Our souls demand Purgatory, don't they? Would it not break the heart if God said to us, 'It is true, my son, that your breath smells and your rags drip with mud and slime, but we are charitable here and no one will upbraid you with these things, nor draw away from you. Enter into the joy'? Should we not reply, 'With submission, sir, and if there is no objection, I'd rather be cleaned first.' 'It may hurt, you know' - 'Even so, sir.' 

I assume that the process of purification will normally involve suffering. Partly from tradition; partly because most real good that has been done me in this life has involved it. But I don't think the suffering is the purpose of the purgation. I can well believe that people neither much worse nor much better than I will suffer less than I or more. ‘No nonsense about merit.’ The treatment given will be the one required, whether it hurts little or much.”-- Letters to Malcolm
“I have often had the fancy that one stage in Purgatory might be a great big kitchen in which things are always going wrong - milk boiling over, crockery getting smashed, toast burning, animals stealing. The women have to learn to sit still and mind their own business: the men have to learn to jump up and do something about it. When both sexes have mastered this exercise, they go on to the next.” Letter to Mary Willis Shelburne, 31 July 1962

Why did Lewis believe in purgatory and what did he believe about it? He insisted that he did not hold to what he called the “Romish” view, that is the one taught by Thomas More in his Supplication of Souls and John Fisher in his Sermons on the Seven Penitential Psalms. Both sixteenth-century authors picture Purgatory as a temporal Hell, a place of torture in which one paid for one’s sins, fire so intense that one is unable to think on God. Lewis preferred the picture of Purgatory set forth by Dante in his Purgatorio and by John Henry Newman in his The Dream of Gerontius. In these works, Purgatory is a place of purification, a reformatory and cleansing of one’s remaining lack of sanctity. The length of one’s stay or the exact method of one’s cooperation with the process was secondary for Lewis.  What mattered to him was the completion of the sanctifying process for the Christian, one that most of us do not seem to complete in this life. 
Much of this has to do with both Lewis’ soteriology and his spirituality. He believed that the total salvation of the Christian would result in complete perfection, and this process is one that takes time over one’s whole Christian experience. It is also one that must be cooperated with and can be resisted, even eventually rejected. One cannot achieve anything without grace; there is “no nonsense about merit.” At the same time, entering eternity is not simply a matter of judicial fiat; there must be an actual grace-infused transformation. Lewis understood various theories of the atonement, but thought the arguments surrounding them were mostly counter-productive. He was influenced by Gustaf Aulén’s Christus Victor (1931), so Lewis was more drawn to an understanding of the cross as Christ’s triumph over the powers of darkness than to it being mere substitution, though obviously Aslan’s sacrifice for Edmund in The Lion, the Witch, and Wardrobe has aspects of ransom and debt-payment to it, as well. For Lewis, in the last analysis, the Incarnate One as revealed in his cross is the medicine of our immortality, the only one who can change us.
Discussion Questions
1. How do Lewis’ beliefs about purgatory shape his fears and hopes about Joy’s eternal destiny?
2. How do Lewis’ beliefs in this area shape your own reading of A Grief Observed?

3. What are some ways readers can interact with these expectations?

4. Can one sense any sanctifying movement in Lewis’ reflections? 

“Remember, this repentance, this willing submission to humiliation and a kind of death, is not something God demands of you before He will take you back and which He could let you off of if He chose: it is simply a description of what going back to Him is like.  If you ask God to take you back without it, you are really asking Him to let you go back without going back.  It cannot happen.  Very well, then, we must go through with it.  But the same badness which makes us need it, makes us unable to do it.  Can we do it if God helps us?  Yes, but what do we mean when we talk of God helping us?  We mean God putting into us a bit of Himself, so to speak.  He lends us a little of His reasoning powers and that is how we think: He puts a little of His love into us and that is how we love one another.  When you teach a child writing, you hold its hand while it forms the letters: that is, it forms the letters because you are forming them.  We love and reason because God loves and reasons and holds our hand while we do it.  Now if we had not fallen, that would all be plain sailing.  But unfortunately we now need God's help in order to do something which God, in His own nature, never does at all - to surrender, to suffer, to submit, to die.  Nothing in God's nature corresponds to this process at all.  So that the one road for which we now need God's leadership most of all is a road God, in His own nature, has never walked.  God can share only what He has: this thing, in His own nature, He has not. But supposing God became a man - suppose our human nature which can suffer and die was amalgamated with God's nature in one person - then that person could help us.  He could surrender His will, and suffer and die, because He was man; and He could do it perfectly because He was God.  You and I can go through this process only if God does it in us; but God can do it only if He becomes man.  Our attempts at this dying will succeed only if we men share in God's dying, just as our thinking can succeed only because it is a drop out of the ocean of His intelligence: but we cannot share God's dying unless God dies; and he cannot die except by being a man.  That is the sense in which He pays our debt, and suffers for us what He Himself need not suffer at all.”—Mere Christianity
