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Introduction
Every Pleasure a Channel of Adoration
“PEACE THAT PASSES UNDERSTANDING.”
When I was in early middle school, that phrase, derived from Philippians 4:7, haunted me. We talked a lot about the peace of God, we sang about it, we preached sermons about it. But I didn’t feel it. Like most junior high kids, I was riddled with doubt and longing, plagued by insecurity, desperate for a place to belong. In my obsession, I would ask anyone who would listen, “What is this peace that passes understanding?” and more importantly, “How do I get it?”
When I look back over the course of my life and career, I see that same longing everywhere. I can remember in my early work as a minister feeling so unequal to the task and praying to feel God’s presence. I wanted not simply to know about God’s presence—I already had that. I wanted more. I asked for God’s presence and love to be the water I swam in and the air I breathed. In a way, my whole career as a scholar has been driven by the same passion. I studied the sermons of Martin Luther King Jr., captivated by the way they drew audiences into an almost ecstatic sense of transport.1 When he stood in the pulpit of the Mason Temple in Memphis that April evening in 1968 and proclaimed, “I’ve been to the mountaintop, and I’ve seen the Promise Land,” those folks were not thinking about Israel on the verge of the Jordan; they were in the moment, they were Israel, King was Moses, and they were poised to witness God’s mighty work in their own day. Later I brought that same search to the study of the New Testament, examining ways Paul and the other New Testament writers used language not to explain doctrinal concepts but to invite people into the visceral experience of those doctrines.2 For example, at the end of Romans 7, having argued about the role of the law in bringing us to the point of utter helplessness to create our own righteousness, Paul launches into a dramatic performance of despair over his inability to get it right. In that moment, we’re no longer evaluating the claims of his argument; instead, we’ve been transported into the experience, pacing back and forth, pounding our fists, crying out in desperation for someone to rescue us from this body of death.
In every case, what I was looking for was something beyond the concept; I ached for the experience. Nowhere else did I feel that longing more, however, than in my own spirit, seeking a deep, settled sense of well-being as God’s beloved. Peace that passes understanding.
It was only much later that I began to realize that what I had been looking for could be found in the traditions of mysticism, in the lives of those women and men of God in Scripture and even into our own day who somehow penetrated into the cloud to experience the presence of God unmediated by words and abstract ideas. People such as Moses and Isaiah, Hagar and Ezekiel, Mary and Stephen, Paul, Bernard of Clairvaux, Hildegard of Bingen, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Ávila, Thomas Merton, Howard Thurman, and so many others. Julian of Norwich went from gazing at a crucifix as she lay dying to being transported bodily to the foot of the cross, where she was overwhelmed by the love of God and Christ for all people and by the assurance that no matter what, “all shall be well.”3 Teresa of Ávila spoke of being transported into the “sheer beauty and sweetness of the Beloved’s presence,” overcome with “rapture and awe.”4 Thomas Merton recounted that famous moment at the corner of Fourth and Walnut in downtown Louisville when he was “suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all these people, that they were mine and I theirs.”5 African American scholar, pastor, and civil rights leader Howard Thurman spoke of sitting for “many hours alone” in his rowboat on the river as a child in Daytona, Florida: “There would come a moment when beyond the single pulse beat there was a sense of Presence which seemed always to speak to me. My response to the sense of Presence always had the quality of personal communion. There was no voice. There was no image. There was no vision. There was God.”6
These mystics describe being transported into a direct encounter with the presence of God. It wasn’t as if they stopped being conscious or aware, and they certainly possessed a rational conception of God in their mind. But in these encounters they found themselves carried into an immediate experience beyond words or concepts—indeed, beyond description. They came away from those moments knowing deep in their bones the reality of God’s grace, and they were filled with a pervasive love for the world and a passion for whatever mission God was calling them to. They also lived with a lifelong yearning and ache for that bliss of God’s presence. Although I didn’t have the language to put it into words, this was what I longed for—my own version of the mystical union with God.
At the same time, as I look back, I realize that I had encountered something like that mystical experience, even at an early age. It came in moments when I was in the presence of beauty and joy. Chasing fireflies on summer nights as a child. Gazing out on the mountains of southwest Virginia as my family drove south to visit my grandparents in Alabama. Being hit by that first crush on a girl. Getting lost in the haunting harmonies of the English rock group Yes on my record player when I was in high school. Pulling onto the property of the church camp I attended as a young person, Camp Wamava, early in the morning: You’d drive for several miles through the woods on a gravel road, pass through the gate, and suddenly the forest would open onto a green pasture shrouded with mist as the path wound up and disappeared over a low ridge. I felt it one fall morning riding on a commuter bus into Washington, DC, when I happened to look up to see a stand of trees afire with blazing autumn yellows and reds, all sheltering a small reservoir. I’ve felt it in the presence of beautiful music or as I’ve contemplated certain works of art. Elsewhere, I’ve described how moved I am by the sight of an Adirondack chair by the sea, by the faint smell of woodsmoke on a cold, brisk morning, or by the laughter of friends and family around my table.
These and so many more experiences represent my own glimpses of the mystical encounter—moments of awe and bliss, moments of excruciating longing, moments when I have had the sensation of being lifted out of myself and all my troubles, when the separateness I typically feel from all things and all people seemed to melt away as an illusion. Over the years I’ve described these experiences to people of all ages, and I have yet to find someone who hasn’t felt these stirrings. The problem, however, was that they seemed to have no connection to my life in God. They were glimpses of bliss, but nothing in my religious upbringing even hinted that they might be theophanies, encounters with the presence of God.
The person who helped me bring these threads of beauty, mysticism, and theophany together was C. S. Lewis. Lewis loved the mystics. He read them and knew them well, especially Julian of Norwich, and his understanding of the Christian life was deeply influenced by them. His fantasy and science-fiction writings are saturated with mystical themes and episodes, from direct, unmediated encounters with Aslan the lion, to ecstatic visions of how God sustains the cosmos, to depictions of personal union with God that make one almost impervious to the wiles of Satan. Lewis had an uncanny ability, as he put it, to “rip open the inconsolable secret” in each of us, to name that “secret . . . which pierces with such sweetness.”7 Yet for all that, Lewis would never have called himself a mystic. The mystics, he said, lived at alpine heights, whereas he was a person of the valleys or, at best, of the hills. In most of his fictional writings that show evidence of mystical influence, Lewis never uses the word mysticism. As David Downing quips, “Lewis must certainly have been one of the most mystical-minded of those who never formally embarked on the mystical way.”8 In this sense, Lewis was like most of us.
Alongside his intimate knowledge of mysticism, Lewis also drew from deep wells of historical theology, philosophy, and literature.9 He knew classical philosophy and literature well and read it in the original languages—Plato, Aristotle, Virgil, and so forth. Although he was a layman and not an academic theologian, he read widely in historical theology, from Irenaeus, Origen, Augustine, Gregory the Great, and Athanasius, to Anselm, Aquinas, Boethius, and Pseudo-Dionysius, to Blaise Pascal and John Calvin, to more contemporary figures such as Rudolf Otto and Paul Tillich.10 Although it isn’t always obvious, since his popular writings do not usually cite the authors he drew on, their voices nevertheless constantly bubble up in what he wrote.
Finally, Lewis’s account of his journey to faith is marked by his own experiences of awe and transcendence—he calls them moments of Joy—that turn out to be the gravitational pull leading him to God, shining through his encounters with art, poetry, music, and especially the beauty of nature. He struggled to put into words what these moments felt like, yet they seemed to transport him out of the day-to-day grind and into a direct encounter with something or Someone beyond this world. They were flashes of bliss that always left him with the deep ache of unfulfilled longing. But those experiences formed his conception of Christian spirituality, colored his understanding of prayer, and profoundly shaped his wisdom on what it might be like to live in the presence of God.
For this reason, I believe that if we were to ask C. S. Lewis, “Is there a mysticism for the rest of us?” his answer would be a resounding yes.
This book explores Lewis’s conviction that what Moses, Isaiah, Ezekiel, John, and figures in the tradition of Christian mysticism experienced in their theophany moments, when they were caught up in God’s presence, is in some way available to all of us. Lewis believed this possibility was rooted in our capacity to be worshipfully attentive to a central quality marking those biblical theophanies, and that is beauty. He believed the glory of God, the Glad Creator, was infused in all God had made, and so all creation was constantly teeming with God’s presence. As the angels in Isaiah’s vision of God’s throne exclaim in wonder, “The whole earth is full of your glory!” (Is 6:3). Lewis also believed that we each encounter that glory in our own moments of awe and transcendence, those moments when we have felt the deep longing of Joy—even when we’re not yet aware of whom it is we have encountered. But Lewis was also convinced that through constant practice we could cultivate what we might call a “theologically trained perception”—what one person called the “eyes of a . . . lover”—that would prepare us to receive even ordinary pleasures or passing flashes of beauty as tastes of God’s glory, as tiny theophanies.11 And if we practiced diligently enough, Lewis said, we could actually learn to live day by day with a deep, settled sense of God’s nearness, of the kind granted to the mystics when they received their momentary, passing visions. The purpose of this book is to explore that tantalizing possibility.
Drawing on Lewis’s unique background as a believer, scholar, and lay theologian, as well as a gifted author with a rare ability to make complex ideas come alive in compelling and practical ways, we will examine the theology behind this conviction, identify barriers that cut us off from this possibility, and explore the role of mysticism in Lewis’s own life. We will especially highlight how, at every turn, Lewis pushed back against what artist Makoto Fujimura describes as the pervasive tendency of Christians to reduce the gospel to “a set of propositions and beliefs such that understanding and explaining takes dominance over experiencing and intuiting”—almost as if explaining to a bird “the aerodynamic forces at work when the wings move” were the key to flight.12 As we will see, although Lewis did sometimes offer rational explanation, what he did much more was to stir our imaginations and our emotions, inviting us to soar on the wind of God’s glory, in poet Malcolm Guite’s words, lifting the “veil of familiarity” so ancient truth could “strike us in a fresh and immediate way.”13 At the same time, we will explore concrete practices that open us to this everyday mysticism, holding out the possibility that the peace that passes understanding is real.
We begin in chapter one by focusing on Letter 17 of C. S. Lewis’s book Letters to Malcolm, Chiefly on Prayer, as the outline of Lewis’s mystical spirituality. There we note the connection he makes between mundane experiences of sensory pleasure and the glory of God—the same glory that marks God’s dramatic appearances in Scripture. We also highlight how Lewis describes those encounters in language that sounds remarkably like that which the mystics used to talk about their own glimpses of union with God. We conclude with Lewis’s provocative suggestion that when pleasures are received in a spirit of worshipful attentiveness—“every pleasure . . . a channel of adoration”—they can become, even for us who are not mystics, “tiny theophanies” that usher us into the joyful presence of God.14
Then, in chapter two we explore the biblical foundation for Lewis’s suggestion that our experiences of beauty and pleasure offer us the possibility of theophany—a direct encounter with the presence of God. There we examine four paradigmatic theophany texts in Scripture, in which individuals find themselves caught up in the presence of God, and we highlight the central place beauty plays in each of these stories. In each case, the individual is transported into multisensory encounters with God’s glory, marked by color, light, music, perhaps even smell and other rich sensations, in experiences that defy description and yet change their life forever.
Having explored the theme of theophany in Scripture, we turn in chapter three to the tradition of mysticism, highlighting various examples of mystical experience across Christian history, focusing especially on the mystic who seemed most to have influenced Lewis: fourteenth-century anchoress Julian of Norwich. We observe how her mystical encounter with Christ filled her with an overwhelming sense of the unimaginable love of God and of Christ, and how that vision of love shaped her understanding of the physical creation, sin, and the afterlife, instilling within her the deep assurance that “all shall be well.” We conclude this chapter by examining concrete ways Julian’s story influenced Lewis’s life and thought.
In chapter four, we turn our attention to the motif running throughout the biblical theophanies and the experience of the mystics, which also links them to our own experiences: beauty. There we explore the tradition of theological aesthetics out of which Lewis created his compelling, imaginative depictions of beauty, and we highlight Lewis’s conviction that although the source of beauty is agapē, divine love, we actually receive beauty as eros, as the love that ravishes our heart, stirs our spirit, and fills us with “a piercing sweetness” that draws us like gravity more and more into the joyful life of God. We highlight how the ultimate incarnation of divine beauty in the world is to be found in the cross.
Chapter five examines how these elements of theophany, mysticism, and beauty all come together in Lewis’s own life. We begin by acknowledging Lewis’s concerns about mysticism, but then we highlight the numerous examples where mystical visions and journeys show up in his fantasy and fiction. We explore how, in his memoir Surprised by Joy, he frames his personal journey to faith in terms that implicitly reflect the mystic tradition. We conclude by suggesting that his conversion story was intended to model the posture toward beauty and pleasure that informs his explicit discussions of spiritual practice.
In chapters six and seven, we turn to practical matters by exploring concrete practices of mystical spirituality. In chapter six, we note that Lewis frames discipleship in terms of cultivating a posture of receptivity, a stance that befits beauty’s nature as a gift we receive rather than a good we secure through our own efforts. We note what Lewis identifies as the primary obstacle to that receptivity, the problem of inattention, and we explore a set of practices that can help us release distractions and expectations, let go of worldly attachments, and open ourselves to the gifts of God’s goodness. Then, in chapter seven, we focus on Lewis’s example and wisdom regarding our need to connect our reception of beauty and pleasure to a knowledge of God. Lewis believed that for these experiences to be more than merely passing, subjective sensations, we must be rooted in the Christian story, which gives us a meaning structure in which we come to recognize them as signs of God’s love. This, in turn, highlights the importance of the church, the community of sacred memory, where we learn the doctrines we need to make sense of our experiences. In this chapter, then, we focus on congregational practices that help plant God’s story in our hearts.
Finally, the book concludes by examining contemporary neuroscientific and psychological research into the human emotion of awe, highlighting ways this research recalls and mirrors hallmarks and outcomes of mystical experience and reinforces the theological contention that we are hardwired to receive the gifts of divine beauty scattered throughout our world. But we also emphasize how Lewis goes beyond this research by offering the provocative suggestion that our experiences of beauty might give us a clue to the nature of ultimate reality, the character of God, and the joyful life that awaits us.
In what follows, I hope, of course, to shed some light on Lewis’s life and work. I also hope to offer a lens through which we can catch a glimpse of the rich theology on which Lewis drew. But most of all, my hope is that in what follows, we see practical—indeed, life-changing—possibilities for the life of faith. In his essay “Meditation in a Toolshed,” Lewis describes the experience of entering a shed with a small hole in its roof through which a beam of sunlight shone into the dark room.15 He muses on the difference between the experience of viewing the beam of light from the outside and actually stepping into the beam—“looking along the beam”—so that the light now allowed him to see and make sense of the world around him. For me, Lewis’s life and writings invite examination in their own right. But much more, when we look along them we find that we see the world in a new way. That is my prayer.
Before we turn to chapter one, I end this introduction with one word of caution. This invitation to be attentive to beauty is not a call to sentimentality, by which we gloss over the brokenness and pain in the world, withdraw from the needs of our neighbors, or retreat into a saccharine obsession with feelings of sweetness and light. As theologian and musician Jeremy Begbie notes, this is the charge that is sometimes leveled against conversations about beauty, as if thinking about beauty were the mark of self-indulgence and superficiality and a distraction from the work of pursuing justice. But in truth, rather than ignoring those realities, the call of beauty is an invitation to look again, to be open to the possibility that even in the ugliness of our world there are hints of glory. For artist Fujimura, whose studio was just three blocks from the World Trade Center when 9/11 happened, it meant facing the reality of “Ground Zero every day and yet also having the faith to ask, ‘What New can be made upon these Ground Zero ashes?’”16 It is an invitation to be anchored in the conviction that God’s character is one of abundant grace, so nothing can finally keep God’s glory from being known in the world. It is a call to enter what Begbie calls the “countersentimentality of the three days of Easter,” where in the cross and the resurrection, God embraces and somehow transforms the world’s most abysmal ugliness into a work of divine art.17 And it is an invitation to open ourselves to the ways that beauty and awe, in Elaine Scarry’s words, intensify “the pressure we feel to repair existing injuries.”18
Lewis knew all of this, of course. He wasn’t naive to the fact that we live in a “‘valley of tears,’ cursed with labor, hemmed round with necessities, tripped up with frustrations, doomed to perpetual plannings, puzzlings, and anxieties.” He knew that the invitation to beauty opened him to being called heartless or at least frivolous, that calling attention to pleasure could seem a “brutal mockery of every martyr and every slave.”19 As we will see, he also stressed that being attentive to beauty was hard work, an arduous discipline. He recognized that we need the capacity to see through others’ eyes to take in the beauty around us, and he understood that beauty could compel us to stand against the ugliness of evil. But most of all, he believed that beauty was the fundamental quality of God’s presence and that God’s ultimate work of love was the divine embrace and redemption of all that is ugly, brought about in the cross. He challenged us to ask what we believe has the final word: hope or despair, beauty or ugliness, misery or joy. And if the final word is joy, he wondered, how else can that word come to us apart from the gifts of beauty and pleasure God has strewn along our path?



1
Touched by God’s Finger
Lewis’s Mystic Spirituality
EACH FALL, I BEGIN my Spiritual Formation course with the same activity. My students, brand-new to the seminary, file into my classroom and take their seats. They are fresh and eager, even the ones who are older and for whom seminary offers the possibility for a second or even a third career. But they are also nervous and uncertain about what lies ahead. I welcome them and immediately pass around a little bag of chocolates, and I ask them to take one and simply set it on their desk in front of them. (I usually repeat this and even tell them explicitly, “Don’t eat your chocolate yet! I’ll tell you what to do with it in a few minutes.”) By this point, I have their attention.
Next, I give them a handout that includes Letter 17 from Lewis’s book Letters to Malcolm, which I also ask them to set aside for a few minutes. As the class settles down and students gaze longingly at their candy, I introduce myself and go over some preliminary course business, and then we turn to what I call our “chocolate spiritual practice.” First, we read Paul’s words in Philippians 4:4-7:
Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

We walk through the text, noting all the qualities of life Paul describes: A persistent joyfulness. A calm presence around other people, especially those who irritate us or provoke us to anger. A nonanxious disposition regardless of circumstances. A habit of bringing everything in our lives before God in prayer. A continual spirit of gratitude. And finally, that sense of “peace . . . which surpasses all understanding,” an inner peace that simply can’t be put into words. “Who would not want this?” I ask.
Then I tell my students that in my brief discussion of Paul’s text, I left out one sentence: It’s that small phrase, “The Lord is near.” And that brings me to the point of the whole activity: All these qualities of life—persistent joy, gentleness, a lack of anxiety, gratitude, peace beyond understanding—these are not the goal of the spiritual life but rather the byproducts of that goal, which is union with God.1 As the Lord’s nearness becomes more and more real to us, real not just in our heads as a theological fact but in our consciousness, in our gut, these qualities will show up in our life. And that, I say, is the whole point of spiritual formation. Cultivating our shared awareness of the nearness of the Lord, living more and more into the reality of the Lord’s presence—that is what the entire course is all about. As wise teacher Parker Palmer put it, this is the big idea at the center of the room.2
And now it’s time to eat our chocolate.
“We’re going to eat our little piece of chocolate slowly and mindfully,” I tell the class. I invite them to close their eyes, soften their face, take a couple of deep breaths to calm and center themselves, and then to take their piece of chocolate and simply roll it around between their fingers to get the feel of its shape and texture and, without opening it, to take a whiff. Even through its packaging they can detect the unmistakable aroma. I hear soft murmurs of delight across the room. I invite them to pay close attention to what’s going on in their body, especially in their mouth. (I can feel myself salivating even as I write this!) Slowly, I guide them through the process of opening the foil around the chocolate and smelling it again—by this point, the aroma is strong—and then popping it on their tongue and closing their mouth around it (without biting down yet), and then finally eating it, all the while paying close attention to the sensations and textures, tastes and aromas flooding their senses. The whole thing takes about five minutes for something we normally devour in about two seconds. “Wow! That’s good chocolate!” I exclaim excitedly. “And isn’t God wonderful to have created this, and created us with the capacity to enjoy it?”
While the aroma of chocolate still lingers in the room and the taste is still on their tongue, we turn to Letter 17.
HEDONISM . . . AND AN ARDUOUS DISCIPLINE
We start our examination of Letter 17 by noting a statement from the middle of the letter, in which Lewis says, “If this is Hedonism it is also a somewhat arduous discipline.”3 “What is hedonism?” I ask. Most will know that it has to do with orienting one’s entire life toward the pursuit of pleasure. And most will assume that that’s a bad thing to do—certainly for a Christian! Yet, whatever Lewis is talking about regarding Christian spirituality, he admits that it sounds a lot like hedonism. But then, juxtaposed with the appearance of hedonism, he also says that this approach to Christian life demands “arduous discipline.” Whatever kind of spirituality Lewis is advocating here looks a lot like hedonism, but it’s also hard work.
From there, we go the opening of the letter, where Lewis describes a time when he and Malcolm were on a walk in a forest talking about Lewis’s struggle with “adoring God.” As Lewis depicts it, it was a hot day, and they happened to be standing beside a small brook as the moment unfolded. Lewis knew that as part of his prayer life, he ought to glorify God, to praise and adore God. What was tripping him up was the fact that his mind immediately went to ideas about God: “I had thought one had to start by summoning up what we believe about the goodness and greatness of God, by thinking about creation and redemption and ‘all the blessings of this life.’” Notice that small word about. Rather than praising in response to an experience of God, Lewis was trying to conjure up some spiritual fervor in response to ideas about God, in response to theological propositions, and it just wasn’t working. Those propositions are vital, of course. They name God, they help us understand qualities of God, and they give us a framework, what some would call a metanarrative, in which our particular experiences of reality have meaning. But they also interpose themselves between us and the actual presence of God. They are ideas about God. They are not God. In response, Malcolm simply puts his hands together, scoops up some of the cold water from the brook, splashes his fevered skin, and asks a question: “Why not begin with this?”4
“And it worked,” Lewis exclaims. “Apparently you have never guessed how much.” Lewis admits that that cold water on his face was a minor blessing compared to the grand theological idea expressed in church’s liturgy, “the means of grace and the hope of glory.” He’s right, of course—at least technically. What is a little water on the face compared to this grand theological proposition? But then, in a stroke of rhetorical genius, Lewis reverses the value hierarchy. He describes the moment so richly and artfully that the scene beside the brook comes alive with beauty. He evokes great longing within us as we imagine “that cushiony moss, that coldness and sound and dancing light.” Set against that beauty, the theological idea seems pretty boring. And that’s his point. Not that the theological idea is unimportant. It just doesn’t reach us in quite the same way the actual experience of nature does. Unlike the theological idea, which distances us from the reality by “talking about it,” the sound, sight, aroma, perhaps even the taste of the scene—these are all directly present: “So far as they were concerned, sight had replaced faith. They [the pleasurable sensations of touch, sound, and light] were not the hope of glory; they were an exposition of the glory itself.”5
Perhaps realizing how easily we fall back on abstract concepts rather than the direct experience, he reminds Malcolm that he had not pointed Lewis to the “idea” of Nature, or to the “beauties of Nature” as a concept, but rather to the sensations themselves.6 What Lewis is hinting at here is the possibility that a particular kind of Christian discipline has the potential to take us beyond the idea of God into a direct experience of God. Although that experience clearly involves cognitive understanding, it comes to us most immediately in physical sensation and thus takes us more directly into a sense of God’s presence than mere ideas can. As he will emphasize throughout the letter, the experience can be rich and joyful, but it is also hard work. Here at the start, Lewis identifies one reason why, and that is our constant tendency to intellectualize our experience. When we do that, we remove ourselves from the pleasure of the experience itself and close ourselves off from the direct encounter with God’s glory.7

AN EXPOSITION OF THE GLORY
As he unfolds this possibility for adoring God through something as simple as a splash of cold water on a hot day, Lewis makes this astounding statement: “Pleasures are shafts of the glory as it strikes our sensibility.”8 This is the fifth time in just over three paragraphs that Lewis has used the word glory—that isn’t an accident—and now he comes out and declares his point: When we experience pleasure, especially pleasure that comes to us through the beauty of nature, we are experiencing firsthand, through our senses, the glory of God.
This word glory, an important word to Lewis, runs deep in Scripture and in Christian theology. Its root meaning in the Old Testament had to do with weight or mass.9 Glory has about it the quality of heaviness, the sense of gravitas. As it comes to be used in both the Old Testament and New Testament, however, that gravitas typically takes the form of the brightness or splendor that accompanies God’s appearance. Not surprisingly, then, as Lewis unfolds his explanation, he gives us a host of metaphors that cluster around the idea of light, words such as shaft, strike, flash, beam, and so on. He wants to be clear that these pleasures truly are manifestations of God’s luminosity.
Perhaps the reason Lewis is so careful with his language is that we don’t usually think of glory in this way. The Oxford Companion to the Bible explains that although God is invisible, God’s glory as it appears in Scripture typically “manifests itself in theophanies, usually associated with storms, fire, and earthquake (see Hab. 3.1-19; Ps. 18.7-15).”10 As we will see in chapter two, when the nation of Israel meets God at Mount Sinai, the “glory of the LORD” settles on the top of the mountain and appears to the people “like a devouring fire” (Ex 24:17). Later in Exodus, when Moses returns from talking with God, the glow of his face is so bright that it frightens the Israelites, so he takes to wearing a veil to hide the dazzling splendor that remains from his encounters with God’s glory (Ex 34:29-35). In the New Testament, when the angel appears to the shepherds out in the fields to announce the birth of the Messiah, the text says that the “glory of the Lord shone around them,” and, as the old King James Version puts it, “they were sore afraid” (Lk 2:9). At the transfiguration, Matthew says, Jesus’ “face shone like the sun, and his clothes became bright as light” (Mt 17:2)—in Mark’s account, whiter than anyone “on earth could bleach them” (Mk 9:3). In that moment, Moses and Elijah suddenly appear beside Jesus, Luke adds, “in glory” (Lk 9:31). The glory of God is the overwhelmingly blinding brightness of God’s presence.
From this perspective, where glory designates the dazzling presence of the Lord, we see how striking it was for Lewis to describe his encounter that day on his walk not simply as the idea of glory or even the hope of glory. It wasn’t as if this pleasurable moment made him think about God’s glory or hope for a time when he would see that brightness in person. Rather, it was “an exposition of the glory itself,” and not just any glory but “the glory,” the very glory of God, directly manifested to his senses in the present through something as simple as cold water splashed on his burning face. Lest we miss the full import of his argument, he says that in that encounter, “sight had replaced faith.”11 His statement recalls the language of the New Testament’s well-known declarations about faith as “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb 11:1). In other words, faith stands between us and the things we hope for, mediating our relationship to what we cannot see, almost as if the conviction we hold is a stand-in for the real thing. And for the most part, that is the nature of the Christian life, for, as Paul puts it, “we walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor 5:7). But in this moment, Lewis experienced the reversal of that equation. He had glimpsed the reality itself.
But notice—he glimpsed this glory in what we would call ordinary things: a bit of moss, a rippling creek, a cool breeze, some cold water splashed on his face. Indeed, Lewis’s account stresses their ordinariness. What made them extraordinary in this moment was not that God suddenly chose to make a unique appearance in these things. Rather, as we will see in our exploration of the theological foundations of this spirituality, Lewis believed the glory was already there; it had always been there, waiting to be received. God had always been present. When I do the mindful chocolate activity, I point out that I didn’t go buy extra-special chocolates just for this class. They are the same chocolates we’ve eaten hundreds of times. What made them so exquisite this time? The answer is simple: We were paying attention. So also for Lewis on that walk in the Forest of Dean, these simple, mundane pleasures became a theophany, an appearance of God. Why? Because, under Malcolm’s guidance, he paid careful, theologically formed attention to them. He received them and savored them as tastes of God’s glory.

THE PLEASURE OF GLORY
Lewis has made a stunning claim, that in the simple act of splashing his face on a hot day, standing there surrounded by natural beauty, he had directly encountered the glory of God. In the next breath, he makes the equally astounding statement, what he calls the “secret doctrine,” that all human pleasures are glimpses of God’s presence, “shafts of the glory” as it strikes our senses. In the simplest of pleasures, we encounter the same quality of God that rested on Mount Sinai in fire and that made Moses’ face glow with such luminescence that he had to wear a veil to keep from frightening the Israelites. Lewis then offers this brief elaboration: “As it impinges on our will or our understanding, we give it different names—goodness or truth or the like. But its flash upon our senses and mood is pleasure.”12
This almost seems like an aside, a throwaway line. But in truth Lewis is doing something radical here. He is connecting mundane human pleasures to the long-held doctrine about the nature of God known as the transcendentals, considered to be the trinity of fundamental qualities or divine perfections intertwined in God’s nature. This tradition grew out of the efforts of Christian thinkers in the Middle Ages, drawing on pre-Christian philosophy, to articulate the core properties of God’s very being, those qualities through which the glory of God flows out into the world. Although the list has varied slightly through the centuries, certainly by the twentieth century the standard conception included these three: truth, goodness, and beauty.13 God is ultimate reality, and so God is fundamentally what is true or real. God is ultimate goodness. All righteousness and justice flow from God’s nature. God is ultimate beauty. All that is beautiful flows from the very being
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