The Last Battle as Disaster and Abundance
“The doctrine of the Second Coming is deeply uncongenial to the whole evolutionary or developmental character of modern thought. We have been taught to think of the world as something that grows slowly towards perfection, something that “progresses” or “evolves.” Christian Apocalyptic offers us no such hope. It does not even foretell (which would be more tolerable to our habits of thought) a gradual decay. It foretells a sudden, violent end imposed from without; an extinguisher popped onto the candle, a brick flung at the gramophone, a curtain rung down on the play—‘Halt!’”  

“I can imagine no man who will look with more horror on the End than a conscientious revolutionary who has, in a sense sincerely, been justifying cruelties and injustices inflicted on millions of his contemporaries by the benefits which he hopes to confer on future generations: generations who, as one terrible moment now reveals to him, were never going to exist. Then he will see the massacres, the faked trials, the deportations, to be all ineffaceably real, an essential part, his part, in the drama that has just ended: while the future Utopia had never been anything but a fantasy.” –The World’s Last Night
C. S. Lewis’ The Last Battle (1956) represents the last of the Narnia Chronicles in more than one way. The last book in the series, the novel is also about the end of that world. It is eschatological and apocalyptic in its gestures, as well as a meditation on sorrow, defeat, and death.  The following models of apocalypse and eschaton are to help us explore how these fundamentally basic Christian beliefs also shape the literary and imaginative shape of the novel:
The End and Theodicy

An apocalypse is a theodicy (i.e. an answer to the problem of evil) and, therefore, a meditation upon one large aspect of the educational project as well.   An apocalypse answers the problem of evil by tying a description of the world’s evil to hope in God’s actions and trust in God’s justice.   It suggests that the problem of evil is answered by the decisive, future answer that God will give—an eradication of all that offends.  Likewise, it trusts that the end result will be so decisive, so embarrassingly bountiful, as in some way to compensate or reconfigure what has come before.  An apocalypse, even in its stark ash and blood of destruction and judgment, is finally an epistemology of abundance. God will not leave us to ourselves, nor will he leave the evil of existence without a flood of good that promises to drown (baptize, if you will) and cleanse the sin-stained world.
Thus, apocalypse is also a word for justice. As Stephen O’Leary observes, “Evil is or will be justified and made sensible in the ultimate destiny of the cosmos."  Experientially in the present, an apocalypse is a theodicy because it offers the resources to name and manage evil's ability to unhinge the rationality of our lives.  Life makes sense again when we understand at least in part what the end will be to the story. But an apocalypse is not just an existential moment of deep and dependent awareness; it is also a socio-psychological response and one that can be defensive in nature.  Apocalypse operates as a “resistance to the powers that be," as Paul Fiddes puts it.  And because it often gives voice to the disenfranchised, it challenges the “imperial speech” that “all is well."  

Discussion Questions
· What are some ways the problem of evil is initially present in The Last Battle?

· How does the novel in the last analysis offer us an “epistemology of abundance”?

· How does the overall novel work to help make sense of the novel’s initial tragedies and failures?

· Can the novel offer us lessons about our own world?

Frank Kermode’s A Sense of an Ending (1967), in particular, explores how one’s beliefs about endings shape one’s literary interpretation. Note how some of the following are present in The Last Battle: 
1) These elements all help prepare us for a sense of reversal:

a) the sense of an end, 
b) a period of transition, 
c) the notion of crisis, 
d) the sense of decadence and catastrophe, 
e) the personal parousia of death. 

  

2) Our basic narrative set is like that of chronos (as understood as the temporal, linearly experience of ordinary time.), while we often make fictional narrative moves that resemble kairos (as understood as especially significant times).

 

3) Fictive endings often have a pleroma or pleromatic function of fullness that "redeems" that which has gone before in the narrative. 

  

4) The modern sense of crisis is one way of making sense of the world. Ironically, "crisis" has an ordering function of bringing meaning to forces that seek to disorder existence, for the sense of a crisis provides both an ending and a new beginning. 

    

5) Novels, in particular, by their varying approaches to time and narrative, are able to provide simultaneously differing visions of temporal existence and to let them stand side-by-side together. The "as if" of the novel provides a counter to simple determinism. 
 

6) Narrative form and continuity is essential to human form and responsibility. Our treatments of time make ethical living possible. They provide a moral concord that is necessary for human existence. They function like a language that we must learn to even "see" the world at all.

 

7) We all possess the character of "being-directed-toward-the End." We are born to die, and this knowledge brings a structure to our existence and its movements. Our literary and epistemic aevum (sense of the timeless while in time) function to defeat chaos; they provide us with kairos moments that transcend the chronological assurance of our own ends. 

 

8) We, he contends, in our present long for past and future, need to know that there are beginnings and endings, for without them we are left to absurdity and chaos. Our moments of a sensed transcendence punctuate our ordinary existence; they offer us hope that there is a realm where "as and is are one." 

 
