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1. As a character in The Screwtape Letters might say, religious division is “at a 

premium” (106) these days. In such times, it’s helpful to look at past Christians who 

found ways to overcome their differences. 

a. C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien present a great example of this, because their 

famous friendship existed in tension with their denominational beliefs. 

b. Today, we’re going to take a look at how their childhoods influenced their beliefs, 

how they worked out their disagreements over their beliefs, and how they dealt 

with a particular disagreement near the end of their lives.  

2. Lewis and Tolkien grew up in denominations that each actively hated the other. 

a. Tolkien’s family held various religious views – Baptists on his father’s side, 

Unitarians and Methodists on his mother’s side (Zaleski 19). However, they had 

one thing in common: they both hated Catholics. So, after his father died and his 

mother converted to Roman Catholicism in 1900, both families disowned her 

(Zaleski 19). She passed away four years later, and a Catholic priest raised 

Tolkien and his brother.  

b. Tolkien not only stuck to the Catholic faith his mother introduced him to, he also 

blamed his relatives for her death. Here’s how he described her in a 1941 letter to 

his son Michael: 
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“She was a gifted lady of great beauty and wit, greatly stricken by God 

with grief and suffering, who died in youth (at 34) of a disease hastened 

by persecution of her faith.”  

- Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, page 54 

So, Tolkien was not just Catholic but keenly sensitive to anti-Catholic bias. 

c. In contrast, Lewis grew up in a strongly Protestant part of Northern Ireland. Philip 

and Carol Zaleski describe the area as follows: 

“The counties that made up the Ulster region in the north were 

predominantly Protestant, home to Church of Ireland Anglicans and 

Presbyterian Ulster Scots, groups not always in harmony with each other 

but ready to close ranks against their Catholic neighbors.”  

- The Fellowship: The Literary Lives of the Inklings, page 32-33 

3. When Lewis and Tolkien met at Oxford in 1926, they found they not only came from 

denominations that didn’t like each other, they also worked in academic departments 

that didn’t like each other. Lewis puts it this way in his memoir Surprised by Joy: 

“At my first coming into the world I had been (implicitly) warned never to 

trust a Papist, and at my first coming into the English Faculty (explicitly) 

never to trust a philologist. Tolkien was both.”  

- Surprised by Joy, page 216 

a. However, they also discovered they both loved writing and Northern mythology. 

Consequently, they became good friends. Tolkien helped guide Lewis from 

atheism to Christianity (Pearce 36). 
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b. However, when Lewis converted to Christianity in 1931, he joined the Church of 

England. Humphrey Carpenter notes Tolkien took a dim view of this choice: 

“He had hoped that Lewis too might become a Catholic, and he was 

disappointed that he had returned to membership of the Church of England 

(the equivalent of the Church of Ireland in which Lewis had been 

baptized).”  

- The Inklings, page 51 

c. As far as Tolkien was concerned, becoming Anglican just meant Lewis had re-

adopted his childhood faith with its biases against Catholics. Carpenter indicates 

this may have been a valid concern:   

“Lewis retained more than a trace of the Belfast Protestant attitude to 

Catholics. In unguarded moments he and his brother Warnie might refer to 

Irish Catholics as ‘bog-trotters’ or ‘bog-rats,’ and, though they usually 

avoided such crude remarks in Tolkien’s presence, there were moments of 

tension.” 

- The Inklings, page 51-52 

4. Despite these disagreements, Lewis and Tolkien found ways to maintain their 

friendship. 

a. For one thing, Lewis worked to overcome his biases. He credited Tolkien with 

helping him lose his prejudices against Catholics (Surprised by Joy 216). Phillip 

and Carol Zalesky note Lewis had many other Catholic and Anglo-Catholic 

friends, including fellow Inkling Robert Havard (287-291). They also suggest 

Lewis may have seen Anglicanism as a way to get Catholicism’s best elements:  
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“As he put it in The Allegory of Love: ‘When Catholicism goes bad it 

becomes the world-old, world-wide religio of amulets and holy places and 

priestcraft; Protestantism, in its corresponding decay, becomes a vague 

mist of ethical platitudes.’ Anglicanism, he believed, avoided both kinds 

of decadence. As an Anglican, one could be Catholic without idolatry, 

Protestant without impoverishment, and orthodox where it really 

mattered.” 

-  The Fellowship: The Literary Lives of the Inklings, page 290 

5. In addition to overcoming their biases, Lewis and Tolkien also defined their 

friendship in ways that allowed constructive disagreement. 

a. Carpenter points out Lewis believed “friendship thrives not so much on agreeing 

about the answers as on agreeing what are the important questions” (168). 

Certainly, as Christians Lewis and Tolkien held some basic beliefs in common. 

For many areas though, they could agree a certain topic was important, and as 

friends who respected each other, they could freely argue about what stance they 

each took on it. 

b. This attitude extended to the Inklings. Many meetings had an “antagonistic 

quality” (Glyer 78) where members critiquing each other’s writing or debated 

their beliefs and took a certain pleasure in arguing. Tolkien describes a 1944 

where Lewis and Owen Barfield got into an argument as “a most amusing and 

highly contentious evening” (Glyer 77). In a similar vein, here’s how Lewis 

describes another meeting where the Inklings argued over how to interpret 

Matthew 7:14: 
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“I had a pleasant evening on Thursday with Williams, Tolkien and Wrenn, 

during which Wrenn almost seriously expressed a desire to burn Williams, 

or at least maintained that conversation with Williams enabled him to 

understand how inquisitors had felt it right to burn people. Tolkien and I 

agreed afterward that we just knew what he meant: that as some people at 

school… are eminently kickable, so Williams is eminently combustible.” 

- The Company They Keep, page 77-78 

6. This mix of friendly disagreement with mutual respect worked well until Lewis did 

something Tolkien really didn’t approve of: he got married.  

a. To understand why this created problems, one must understand the context. In 

1952 Lewis met American writer Joy Davidman. She was married with two sons, 

one of whom later wrote that she couldn’t have had a more different upbringing 

than Lewis (A Grief Observed xvii). Joy’s husband was a philanderer and an 

abusive alcoholic who left her for one of her cousins. After getting a divorce, Joy 

and her sons moved to England. Consequently, she became better friends with 

Lewis. When the British government refused to renew her visa in 1956, Lewis 

married her in a civil union so she could stay.  

b. Lewis apparently saw the marriage as a friendly favor and didn’t tell many people 

about it (Brown 203-204). Initially, he and Joy maintained separate homes. 

However, the same year Joy contracted cancer and if he didn’t already, Lewis 

knew then that he loved her (Brown 204). They got married by an Anglican priest 

in 1957. 
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7.  Clearly this was an unusual marriage and it confused many of Lewis’ friends. For 

Tolkien, the problem was Lewis had married a divorced woman. 

a. Lewis believed Christians could divorce and remarry if one spouse had committed 

adultery (Carpenter 240). Tolkien believed Christians should view divorce as a 

kind of “human abuse” and avoid supporting it if at all possible (Letters of J.R.R. 

Tolkien 61). 

b. Tolkien would have also objected to the purely legal phase of Lewis’ marriage. 

Lewis believed his initial marriage to Joy had been just a formality because it had 

only been officiated by a state official. He argued years before in Mere 

Christianity that people should view civil unions and church marriages were 

separate things (Lewis 112). Tolkien criticized this two-system view in an 

unfinished letter to Lewis:  

“The last Christian marriage I attended was held under your system: the 

bridal pair were ‘married’ twice. They married one another before the 

Church’s witness (a priest), using one set of formulas, and making a vow 

of lifelong fidelity (and the woman of obedience); they then married again 

before the State’s witness (a registrar) … using another set of formulas 

and making no vow of fidelity or obedience. I felt it was an abominable 

proceeding – and also ridiculous, since the first set of formulas and vows 

included the latter as the lesser.” 

- Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, page 62  

c. Clearly Lewis and Tolkien held very different views on marriage and divorce, and 

Lewis’ marriage cut to the heart of those differences. Since they didn’t saw each 
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other much after Lewis’ marriage, this disagreement almost seems like the last 

straw that broke their friendship. 

8. However, meeting people face-to-face has a way of changing one’s views.  

a. In 1960, Joy entered a hospital for cancer treatment. While there, she met 

Tolkien’s wife, Edith, who was getting arthritis treatments. 

b. Consequently, when Tolkien visited Edith, he finally met Joy in person. Colin 

Duriez explains the meeting’s effect: 

“Edith becoming acquainted with Joy brought somewhat of a 

reconciliation between Tolkien and Lewis. Since Lewis’ marriage the two 

friends had seldom met. In fact, his relationship with Joy had cast a gloom 

over the friendship that had never fully dispersed… It is likely that 

meeting Joy helped Edith to see Lewis in a new light, and Tolkien to come 

to terms with his friend’s ‘strange marriage.’” 

- Tolkien and C.S. Lewis: The Gift of Friendship, page 160-161 

9. Three years later, a little after Joy had passed away, Tolkien did something that 

showed how much he had reconciled with Lewis. 

a. That year, Tolkien visited another hospital. This time he was see Lewis who was 

being treated for blood poisoning. As Tolkien entered the hospital he bumped into 

Joy’s son, Douglas. They didn’t know each other well. Tolkien’s only real 

connection would have been knowing Douglas was the son of a divorced woman 

who’d married his friend. Tolkien may or may not have known Douglas’ birth 

father had committed suicide the past year, another action he would have strongly 

disapproved of as a Roman Catholic. 
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b. But according to an interview Douglas gave in 2013, here’s what happened when 

they met:  

“I'd known that my mother was dying, I had watched her with cancer for 

five years, but nobody told me Jack was dying. The closest I came to 

understanding was when I met J.R.R. Tolkien outside the hospital. I was 

coming out as he was coming in to visit Jack. They were close friends. He 

approached me and said: 'Hello Douglas. You probably won't remember 

me. I'm Professor Tolkien.' He let me know that if anything happened to 

Jack and I had nowhere to go, I could come and live with him.” 

10. Looking at C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien’s friendship, we can see powerful values at 

play. We see repentance in the way Lewis fought his inherited biases. We see wisdom 

in the way they made their common beliefs more important than their differences, 

even as they often challenged those differences. We see great charity in Tolkien 

rethinking his view of Lewis’ marriage and reaching out to Lewis’ stepson. Today, as 

many of us work out our own theological differences with each other, these values 

couldn’t be more important to remember.  
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