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VI 

Human Pain 
     I have tried to show in a previous chapter that the possibility of pain is inherent in the very existence of 

a world where souls can meet. When souls become wicked they will certainly use this possibility to hurt 

one another; and this, perhaps, accounts for four-fifths of the sufferings of men. It is men, not God, who 

have produced racks, whips, prisons, slavery, guns, bayonets, and bombs; it is by human avarice or 

human stupidity, not by the churlishness of nature, that we have poverty and overwork. But there remains, 

none the less, much suffering which cannot thus be traced to ourselves. Even if all suffering were man-

made, we should like to know the reason for the enormous permission to torture their fellows which God 

gives to the worst of men. To say, as was said in the last chapter, that good, for such creatures as we now 

are, means primarily corrective or remedial good, is an incomplete answer. Not all medicine tastes nasty: 

or if it did, that is itself one of the unpleasant facts for which we should like to know the reason.  [p. 55] 

     Now the proper good of a creature is to surrender itself to its Creator — to enact intellectually, 

volitionally, and emotionally, that relationship which is given in the mere fact of its being a creature. 

When it does so, it is good and happy. Lest we should think this a hardship, this kind of good begins on a 

level far above the creatures, for God Himself, as Son, from all eternity renders back to God as Father by 

filial obedience the being which the Father by paternal love eternally generates in the Son. This is the 

pattern which man was made to imitate — which Paradisal man did imitate and wherever the will 

conferred by the Creator is thus perfectly offered back in delighted and delighting obedience by the 

creature, there, most undoubtedly, is Heaven, and there the Holy Ghost proceeds. In the world as we now 

know it, the problem is how to recover this self surrender. We are not merely imperfect creatures who 

must be improved: we are, as Newman said, rebels who must lay down our arms. The first answer, then, 

to the question why our cure should be painful, is that to render back the will which we have so long 

claimed for our own, is in itself, wherever and however it is done, a grievous pain. Even in Paradise I 

have supposed a minimal self adherence to be overcome, though the overcoming, and the yielding, would 

there be rapturous. But to surrender a self will inflamed and swollen with years of usurpation is a kind of 

death. We all remember this self will as it was in childhood the bitter, prolonged rage at every thwarting, 

the burst of passionate tears, the black, Satanic wish to kill or die rather than to give in. Hence the older 

type of nurse or parent was quite right in thinking that the first step in education is “to break the child’s 

will”. Their methods were often wrong: but not to see the necessity is, I think, to cut oneself off from all 

understanding of spiritual laws. And if, now that we are grown up, we do not howl and stamp quite so 

much, that is partly because our elders began the process of breaking or killing our self will in the 

nursery, and partly because the same passions now take more subtle forms and have grown clever at 

avoiding death by various “compensations”.  Hence the necessity to die daily: however often we think we 

have broken the rebellious self we shall still find it alive. That this process cannot be without pain is 

sufficiently witnessed by the very history of the word “mortification”.  [pp. 56-57] 

     The human spirit will not even begin to try to surrender self will as long as all seems to be well with it. 

Now error and sin both have this property, that the deeper they are the less their victim suspects their 

existence; they are masked evil. Pain is unmasked, unmistakable evil; every man knows that something is 

wrong when he is being hurt. And pain is not only immediately recognizable evil, but evil impossible to 

ignore. We can rest contentedly in our sins and in our stupidities; and anyone who has watched gluttons 

shovelling down the most exquisite foods as if they did not know what they were eating, will admit that 

we can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, 

speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.  [pp. 57-58] 

     If pain sometimes shatters the creature’s false self sufficiency, yet in supreme “Trial” or “Sacrifice” it 

teaches him the self sufficiency which really ought to be his — the “strength, which, if Heaven gave it, 

may be called his own”; for then, in the absence of all merely natural motives and supports, he acts in that 

strength, and that alone, which God confers upon him through his subjected will.  Human will becomes 

truly creative and truly our own when it is wholly God’s, and this is one of the many senses in which he 



that loses his soul shall find it. In all other acts our will is fed through nature, that is, through created 

things other than the self through the desires which our physical organism and our heredity supply to us. 

When we act from ourselves alone — that is, from God in ourselves — we are collaborators in, or live 

instruments of, creation: and that is why such an act undoes with “backward mutters of dissevering 

power” the uncreative spell which Adam laid upon his species. Hence as suicide is the typical expression 

of the stoic spirit, and battle of the warrior spirit, martyrdom always remains the supreme enacting and 

perfection of Christianity. This great action has been initiated for us, done on our behalf, exemplified for 

our imitation, and inconceivably communicated to all believers, by Christ on Calvary. There the degree of 

accepted Death reaches the utmost bounds of the imaginable and perhaps goes beyond them; not only all 

natural supports, but the presence of the very Father to whom the sacrifice is made deserts the victim, and 

surrender to God does not falter though God “forsakes” it.  [pp. 63-64] 

     The sacrifice of Christ is repeated, or re-echoed, among His followers in very varying degrees, from 

the cruellest martyrdom down to a self submission of intention whose outward signs have nothing to 

distinguish them from the ordinary fruits of temperance and “sweet reasonableness”. The causes of this 

distribution I do not know; but from our present point of view it ought to be clear that the real problem is 

not why some humble, pious, believing people suffer, but why some do not. Our Lord Himself, it will be 

remembered, explained the salvation of those who are fortunate in this world only by referring to the 

unsearchable omnipotence of God (Mark 10:27).  [p. 65] 

     All arguments in justification of suffering provoke bitter resentment against the author. You would 

like to know how I behave when I am experiencing pain, not writing books about it. You need not guess, 

for I will tell you; I am a great coward. But what is that to the purpose? When I think of pain — of 

anxiety that gnaws like fire and loneliness that spreads out like a desert, and the heart-breaking routine of 

monotonous misery, or again of dull aches that blacken our whole landscape or sudden nauseating pains 

that knock a man’s heart out at one blow, of pains that seem already intolerable and then are suddenly 

increased, of infuriating scorpion-stinging pains that startle into maniacal movement a man who seemed 

half dead with his previous tortures — it “quite o’ercrows my spirit”. If I knew any way of escape I would 

crawl through sewers to find it. But what is the good of telling you about my feelings? You know them 

already: they are the same as yours. I am not arguing that pain is not painful. Pain hurts. That is what the 

word means. I am only trying to show that the old Christian doctrine of being made “perfect through 

suffering” (Hebrews 2:10) is not incredible. To prove it palatable is beyond my design.  [pp. 65-66] 

 

 

 

  



Excerpts from A Grief Observed 

One thing, however, marriage has done for me. I can never again believe that religion is manufactured 

out of our unconscious, starved desires and is a substitute for sex. For those few years H. and I feasted 

on love; every mode of it — solemn and merry, romantic and realistic, sometimes as dramatic as a 

thunderstorm, sometimes as comfortable and unemphatic as putting on your soft slippers. No cranny of 

heart or body remained unsatisfied. If God were a substitute for love we ought to have lost all interest in 

Him. Who’d bother about substitutes when he has the thing itself? But that isn’t what happens. We 

both knew we wanted something besides one another — quite a different kind of something, a quite 

different kind of want. You might as well say that when lovers have one another they will never want to 

read, or eat — or breathe.  [Ch. 1, pp. 7-8] 

The most precious gift that marriage gave me was this constant impact of something very close and 

intimate yet all the time unmistakably other, resistant — in a word, real. Is all that work to be undone? 

Is what I shall still call H. to sink back horribly into being not much more than one of my old bachelor 

pipe-dreams? Oh my dear, my dear, come back for one moment and drive that miserable phantom 

away. Oh God, God, why did you take such trouble to force this creature out of its shell if it is now 

doomed to crawl back — to be sucked back — into it?  [Ch. 2, pp. 18-19] 

If H. ‘is not’, then she never was. I mistook a cloud of atoms for a person. There aren’t, and never were, 

any people. Death only reveals the vacuity that was always there. What we call the living are simply 

those who have not yet been unmasked. All equally bankrupt, but some not yet declared. But this must 

be nonsense; vacuity revealed to whom? bankruptcy declared to whom? To other boxes of fireworks or 

clouds of atoms. I will never believe — more strictly I can’t believe — that one set of physical events 

could be, or make, a mistake about other sets.  [Ch. 2, pp. 28-29] 

The agonies, the mad midnight moments, must, in the course of nature, die away. But what will follow? 

Just this apathy, this dead flatness? Will there come a time when I no longer ask why the world is like a 

mean street, because I shall take the squalor as normal? Does grief finally subside into boredom tinged 

by faint nausea?       Feelings, and feelings, and feelings. Let me try thinking instead. From the rational 

point of view, what new factor has H’s death introduced into the problem of the universe? What 

grounds has it given me for doubting all that I believe? I knew already that these things, and worse, 

happened daily. I would have said that I had taken them into account. I had been warned — I had 

warned myself — not to reckon on worldly happiness. We were even promised sufferings. They were 

part of the programme. We were even told ‘Blessed are they that mourn’ and I accepted it. I’ve got 

nothing that I hadn’t bargained for. Of course it is different when the thing happens to oneself, not to 

others, and in reality, not in imagination. Yes; but should it, for a sane man, make quite such a difference 

as this? No. And it wouldn’t for a man whose faith had been real faith and whose concern for other 

people’s sorrows had been real concern. The case is too plain. If my house has collapsed at one blow, 

that is because it was a house of cards. The faith which ‘took these things into account’ was not faith but 

imagination. The taking them into account was not real sympathy. If I had really cared, as I thought I did, 

about the sorrows of the world, I should not have been so overwhelmed when my own sorrow came. It 

has been an imaginary faith playing with innocuous counters labelled ‘Illness’, ‘Pain’, ‘Death’ and 

‘Loneliness’. I thought I trusted the rope until it mattered to me whether it would bear me. Now it 

matters, and I find I didn’t.  [Ch. 3, pp. 36-37] 



[O]ne babbles — ’If only I could bear it, or the worst of it, or any of it, instead of her.’ But one can’t tell 

how serious that bid is, for nothing is staked on it. If it suddenly became a real possibility, then, for the 

first time, we should discover how seriously we had meant it. But is it ever allowed? It was allowed to 

One, we are told, and I find I can now believe again, that He has done vicariously whatever can be so 

done. He replies to our babble, ‘You cannot and you dare not. I could and dared.’                         

Something quite unexpected has happened. It came this morning early. For various reasons, not in 

themselves at all mysterious, my heart was lighter than it had been for many weeks. For one thing, I 

suppose I am recovering physically from a good deal of mere exhaustion. And I’d had a very tiring but 

very healthy twelve hours the day before, and a sounder night’s sleep; and after ten days of low-hung 

grey skies and motionless warm dampness, the sun was shining and there was a light breeze. And 

suddenly at the very moment when, so far, I mourned H. least, I remembered her best. Indeed it was 

something (almost) better than memory; an instantaneous, unanswerable impression. To say it was like 

a meeting would be going too far. Yet there was that in it which tempts one to use those words. It was 

as if the lifting of the sorrow removed a barrier.  [Ch. 3, pp. 44-45] 

You can’t see anything properly while your eyes are blurred with tears. You can’t, in most things, get 

what you want if you want it too desperately: anyway, you can’t get the best out of it. ‘Now! Let’s have 

a real good talk’ reduces everyone to silence, ‘I must get a good sleep tonight’ ushers in hours of 

wakefulness. Delicious drinks are wasted on a really ravenous thirst. Is it similarly the very intensity of 

the longing that draws the iron curtain, that makes us feel we are staring into a vacuum when we think 

about our dead? ‘Them as asks’ (at any rate ‘as asks too importunately’) don’t get. Perhaps can’t. And 

so, perhaps, with God. I have gradually been coming to feel that the door is no longer shut and bolted. 

Was it my own frantic need that slammed it in my face? The time when there is nothing at all in your 

soul except a cry for help may be just the time when God can’t give it: you are like the drowning man 

who can’t be helped because he clutches and grabs. Perhaps your own reiterated cries deafen you to 

the voice you hoped to hear.  [Ch. 3, p. 46] 

[B]ereavement is a universal and integral part of our experience of love. It follows marriage as normally 

as marriage follows courtship or as autumn follows summer. It is not a truncation of the process but one 

of its phases; not the interruption of the dance, but the next figure.  [Ch. 3, p. 50] 

If you’re approaching Him not as the goal but as a road, not as the end but as a means, you’re not really 

approaching Him at all. That’s what was really wrong with all those popular pictures of happy re-unions 

‘on the further shore’; not the simple-minded and very earthly images, but the fact that they make an 

End of what we can get only as a bye-product of the true End.                                                                      

Lord, are these your real terms? Can I meet H. again only if I learn to love you so much that I don’t care 

whether I meet her or not? Consider, Lord, how it looks to us. What would anyone think of me if I said to 

the boys, ‘No toffee now. But when you’ve grown up and don’t really want toffee you shall have as 

much of it as you choose?’                                                                                                                                  

When I lay these questions before God I get no answer. But a rather special sort of ‘No answer’. It is not 

the locked door. It is more like a silent, certainly not uncompassionate, gaze. As though He shook His 

head not in refusal but waiving the question. Like, ‘Peace, child; you don’t understand.’                           

Can a mortal ask questions which God finds unanswerable? Quite easily, I should think. All nonsense 

questions are unanswerable. How many hours are there in a mile? Is yellow square or round? Probably 

half the questions we ask — half our great theological and metaphysical problems — are like that.  [Ch. 4, 

pp. 68-69] 



Mere Christianity, Book 3: Christian Behavior, Chapter 10. Hope 

 

Hope is one of the Theological virtues. This means that a continual looking forward to the eternal 

world is not (as some modern people think) a form of escapism or wishful thinking, but one of the 

things a Christian is meant to do. It does not mean that we are to leave the present world as it is. If you 

read history you will find that the Christians who did most for the present world were just those who 

thought most of the next The Apostles themselves, who set on foot the conversion of the Roman 

Empire, the great men who built up the Middle Ages, the English Evangelicals who abolished the 

Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven. 

 

It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the other world that they have become so 

ineffective in this. Aim at Heaven and you will get earth "thrown in": aim at earth and you will get 

neither. It seems a strange rule, but something like it can be seen at work in other matters. Health is a 

great blessing, but the moment you make health one of your main, direct objects you start becoming a 

crank and imagining there is something wrong with you. You are only likely to get health provided 

you want other things more —food, games, work, fun, open air. In the same way, we shall never save 

civilisation as long as civilisation is our main object. We must learn to want something else even 

more. 

 

Most of us find it very difficult to want "Heaven" at all—except in so far as "Heaven" means meeting 

again our friends who have died. One reason for this difficulty is that we have not been trained: our 

whole education tends to fix our minds on this world. Another reason is that when the real want for 

Heaven is present in us, we do not recognise it. Most people, if they had really learned to look into 

their own hearts, would know that they do want, and want acutely, something that cannot be had in 

this world. There are all sorts of things in this world that offer to give it to you, but they never quite 

keep their promise. 

 

The longings which arise in us when we first fall in love, or first think of some foreign country, or 

first take up some subject that excites us, are longings which no marriage, no travel, no learning, can 

really satisfy. I am not now speaking of what would be ordinarily called unsuccessful marriages, or 

holidays, or learned careers. I am speaking of the best possible ones. There was something we grasped 

at, in that first moment of longing, which just fades away in the reality. I think everyone knows what I 

mean. The wife may be a good wife, and the hotels and scenery may have been excellent, and 

chemistry may be a very interesting job: but something has evaded us. Now there are two wrong ways 

of dealing with this fact, and one right one. 

 

(1) The Fool's Way.—He puts the blame on the things themselves. He goes on all his life thinking that 

if only he tried another woman, or went for a more expensive holiday, or whatever it is, then, this 

time, he really would catch the mysterious something we are all after. Most of the bored, discontented, 

rich people in the world are of this type. They spend their whole lives trotting from woman to woman 

(through the divorce courts), from continent to continent, from hobby to hobby, always thinking that 

the latest is "the Real Thing" at last, and always disappointed. 

 

(2) The Way of the Disillusioned "Sensible Man."—He soon decides that the whole thing was 

moonshine. "Of course," he says, "one feels like that when one's young. But by the time you get to my 

age you've given up chasing the rainbow's end." And so he settles down and learns not to expect too 

much and represses the part of himself which used, as he would say, "to cry for the moon." This is, of 

course, a much better way than the first, and makes a man much happier, and less of a nuisance to 

society. It tends to make him a prig (he is apt to be rather superior towards what he calls "adolescents"), 

but, on the whole, he rubs along fairly comfortably. 

 



It would be the best line we could take if man did not live forever. But supposing infinite happiness 

really is there, waiting for us? Supposing one really can reach the rainbow's end? In that case it would 

be a pity to find out too late (a moment after death) that by our supposed "common sense" we had 

stifled in ourselves the faculty of enjoying it. 

 

(3) The Christian Way.—The Christian says, "Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction 

for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to 

swim: well, there is such a thing as water. Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as sex. If 

I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation 

is that I was made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy it, that does not prove that 

the universe is a fraud. Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, 

to suggest the real thing. If that is so, I must take care, on the one hand, never to despise, or be 

unthankful for, these earthly blessings, and on the other, never to mistake them for the something else 

of which they are only a kind of copy, or echo, or mirage.  I must keep alive in myself the desire for my 

true country, which I shall not find till after death; I must never let it get snowed under or turned aside; I 

must make it the main object of life to press on to that other country and to help others to do the same." 

 

There is no need to be worried by facetious people who try to make the Christian hope of "Heaven" 

ridiculous by saying they do not want "to spend eternity playing harps." The answer to such people is 

that if they cannot understand books written for grown-ups, they should not talk about them. All the 

scriptural imagery (harps, crowns, gold, etc.) is, of course, a merely symbolical attempt to express the 

inexpressible. Musical instruments are mentioned because for many people (not all) music is the thing 

known in the present life which most strongly suggests ecstasy and infinity.  Crowns are mentioned to 

suggest the fact that those who are united with God in eternity share His splendour and power and joy. 

Gold is mentioned to suggest the timelessness of Heaven (gold does not rust) and the preciousness of it 

People who take these symbols literally might as well think that when Christ told us to be like doves, He 

meant that we were to lay eggs. 
 


