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C

.S. Lewis’s classic The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe begins,

Once there were four children whose names were
Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucy. This story is about something that happened to them when they were sent away
from London during the war because of the air-raids. They
were sent to the house of an old Professor who lived in the
heart of the country . . . He had no wife and he lived in a
very large house with a housekeeper . . . and
three servants.1

What Lewis doesn’t tell the reader is that in real life
he was the generous old (middle-aged) professor who
opened up his home near Oxford to provide shelter
and care for children who were evacuated from London and other cities during the German air raids of
World War II. This act of hospitality was in part the
inspiration behind the Chronicles of Narnia and is just
one example of the kindness that permeated the life of
C.S. Lewis, a generous follower of Christ.

The Reluctant Convert
In Lewis’s earlier years, generous probably wouldn’t
have been the word used to describe the erudite young
scholar. Some who knew him in those days might have
preferred the word smug. His pride came to him naturally out of a brilliant mind, hardened on the battlefields of World War I and acclaimed through academic
success. In the 1920s he finished his student years at
Oxford with a rare “triple first,” graduating with firstclass honors in three different disciplines, philosophy, classics, and English language and literature. He

won the Chancellor’s Prize for
an English essay. And he began
lecturing at Oxford and published his first book, Dymer, a
poem in rhyme royal, all by the
age of twenty-eight. Lewis was
eloquent, quick on his feet, and
ready to ride roughshod over
others in debate with his sarJoel S. Woodruff, Ed. D.
casm and satirical wit.
His prideful ways, however, were tempered as he
began his search for truth and meaning in life. This
quest, chronicled in his book Surprised by Joy, eventually came to a crisis point: “That which I greatly feared
had at last come upon me. In the Trinity term of 1929
I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt
and prayed: perhaps that night, the most dejected and
reluctant convert in all England.”2 Lewis soon would
wholeheartedly commit his life to serving Jesus Christ
as Lord. One of the first fruits of his conversion was
the generosity that began to exude from Lewis. As he
studied the Scriptures, he came to the conclusion that
it truly is “better to give than to receive.”

The Gift of Hospitality
Hospitality, a natural trait of Lewis’s generosity, expanded as his faith grew. Lewis had been supported
by his father, Albert Lewis, through all of his student
years at Oxford. Upon employment as an Oxford don
or professor, Lewis was finally able to support himself,
although the salary of a don was meager. On a modest
income, he was also providing food and shelter for
Mrs. “Jane” Moore, the mother of his deceased war
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buddy, Paddie Moore. Mrs. Moore’s daughter, Maureen, also lived with them. Lewis had made a pact
with Paddie that if either of them were killed in the
war, the survivor would take care of the other’s family. True to his word, Lewis ended up caring for Mrs.
Moore for the rest of her life. With little money to
spare, Lewis lived a simple life.
Upon the death of their father, C.S. Lewis and his
brother, Warnie, pooled their inheritance and purchased a home in Headington Quarry, just outside of
Oxford. There, at “The Kilns,” the Lewis brothers, both
single, lived with Mrs. Moore and her daughter. The
Kilns became a place of generous hospitality. For thirty years Lewis cared tenderly and tirelessly for Mrs.
Moore at The Kilns until she died, often doing dishes,
laundry and other household chores for her, even as he
managed to write his books and do his scholarly work.
After the Germans invaded Poland, the Lewis
brothers opened up The Kilns to children forced to
evacuate the big cities. The first group was four school
girls, and throughout the war several other groups of
children came in and out of their home. The highlight
during this time was a delightful sixteen-year-old
named June Flewett. She brought much fun and laughter to the household. The Lewises’ gift of hospitality
was being reciprocated by the gift of joy that emanated
from this young lady.
In his later years Lewis opened his home to a brash,
gifted, divorced, Jewish American follower of Jesus,
Joy Gresham Davidman, and her two sons. This relationship, retold in the movie Shadowlands, once again
highlights Lewis’s hospitality. After spending time
with Joy’s sons, David and Douglas, Lewis wrote humorously in a letter to his friend Ruth Pitter, “I never
knew what we celibates are shielded from. I will never
laugh at parents again. Not that the boys weren’t a
delight: but a delight like surf-bathing which leaves
one breathless and aching. The energy, the tempo, is
what kills.”3
Eventually Lewis married Joy in a civil ceremony,
so she could gain British citizenship and remain in
the United Kingdom. Though he did this out of his
generous spirit, this friendship over time led to romantic love; Lewis and Joy were married by a priest in
the hospital where Joy was battling cancer. After only
four years of marriage, Joy succumbed to the ravages
of cancer and died. Grief stricken, Lewis wrote one of
the most powerful books ever written on grief, A Grief
Observed. This didn’t stop him, however, from continuing to raise Joy’s two sons, David and Douglas, paying
for their education and including them in his estate.
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C.S. Lewis’s hospitality was one that permeated his
life and blessed many people.

Lewis Shares His Time and Talent
A second area of generosity evident in Lewis was
his gift of time to others. Austin Farrer, a close friend
of Lewis, remarked about Lewis’s “taking of the world
into his heart.”4 Lewis was able to connect with people; he could make them feel that what they had to say
was important and, more important, that they were
of value. This came out in the amount of time Lewis
spent communicating in various forms, from meeting
with people for lunch and dinner regularly, following
up with them by letter, and praying for them.
As his books became well-known, and as soon as
he was discovered in America, Lewis began receiving fan mail, particularly from the English-speaking
world. Lewis believed that it was his duty to reply to
each letter. Eventually he would spend at least an hour
every morning responding to letters. His brother, Warnie, would help him with the logistics of organizing
and mailing the correspondence. These letters today
provide wonderful insights into ways to live out the
Christian faith in daily life, while giving us a glimpse
into Lewis’s warm personality and sense of humor.
An amusing string of letters was written to an
American named Dr. Warfield Firor, who regularly
sent Lewis care packages of canned hams. Great Britain was still recovering from the war, so the specialty
foods were greatly appreciated. Lewis received so
much food from Americans that he gladly shared the
spoils with others in town. His letters show not only
that he could be generous himself, but also that he
knew how to receive generosity with gratitude. For
example, he writes to Dr. Firor, “The arrival of that
magnificent ham leaves me just not knowing what to
say. If it were known that it was in my house, it would
draw every housebreaker in the neighbourhood more
surely than would a collection of gold plate! . . . I am
very deeply grateful to you for your great kindness.”5
In A Severe Mercy, Sheldon Vanauken tells how
while a student at Oxford, Lewis would eat dinner
with him and his wife, Davy, engaging in rich conversation well into the night. Through Lewis’s mentoring
influence and openness, both Sheldon and Davy eventually were pointed toward receiving Christ’s mercy
and grace.6
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Endlessly Generous
Finally, Lewis both preached and practiced his deep
conviction that he was to use his material wealth to
serve the needs of others. He writes in Mere Christianity, “Christ says ‘Give me All. I don’t want so much of
your time and so much of your money and so much
of your work: I want You.’”7 Lewis understood this to
mean that all of his life was to be surrendered to God
including how he used the money and other resources
that had been given to him. He also realized the dangers of materialism. He writes in The Screwtape Letters,
“Prosperity knits a man to the world. He feels that he
is finding his place in it, while really it is finding its
place in him.”8
As Lewis’s books became popular, large royalties
poured in. Rather than upgrade his lifestyle, Lewis
decided to maintain his current standard of living and
give the rest away. As he got paid for The Screwtape
Letters, which were published in The Guardian, he
instructed the newspaper to send the royalties to a
Clergy Widows fund. He did the same with the BBC
when they sent money for his radio broadcasts. This
generosity got him into some trouble, however, when,
after having given the money away, he learned that he
owed taxes on it. One of Lewis’s weaknesses was math
and numbers. One of the fortunate circumstances of
Lewis’s life was that as a war veteran he was exempt
from taking Oxford’s math entrance exam; some propose that he may not have passed the test. This should
be encouraging to those who struggle with math to
know that one of the world’s most brilliant men also
didn’t care for numbers.
Fortunately for Lewis, his good friend and lawyer
Owen Barfield set up a charitable trust for him called
the Agape Fund. From then on, two-thirds of Lewis’s royalties were paid into the trust and distributed
anonymously to many people, including those in poverty, clergy widows, seminary students, churches, and
many other ministries. Lewis went to great lengths to
ensure that his name would not be tied to any of the
gifts. He detested the idea of conspicuous living, writing, “This must often be recognized as a temptation.
Sometimes our pride also hinders our charity; we are
tempted to spend more than we ought on the showy
forms of generosity (tipping, hospitality) and less than
we ought on those who really need our help.”9
Lewis also took great joy in giving spontaneously
and with fun. In a letter to an American, he wrote,
It will not bother me in the hour of death to reflect that I
have been “had for a sucker” by any number of impostors;
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but it would be a torment to know that one had refused
even one person in need . . . Another thing that annoys me
is when people say “Why did you give that man money?
He’ll probably go and drink it.” My reply is “But if I’d kept
[it] I should probably have drunk it.”10

This doesn’t mean that Lewis didn’t struggle with
giving or worry about money. In fact, one of Lewis’s
greatest fears was the idea of ending up in poverty.
Following the writing of A Grief Observed, he became
very worried about money. Hooper writes, Lewis “had
spent so much over the last years that he now began
keeping a minute account of his expenses.”11
It was from deep within his own personal experience that Lewis wrote, “For many of us the great obstacle to charity lies not in our luxurious living or desire
for more money, but in our fear—fear of insecurity.”12
However, Lewis, in surrendering his life to Christ, consistently sought to overcome this insecurity by trusting
God and giving generously, the antidote to fear, worry,
and materialism.
Lewis gave us some wise advice about how much
we should give.
I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give.
I am afraid the only safe rule is to give more than we can
spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts,
luxuries, amusement, etc., is up to the standard common
among those with the same income as our own, we are
probably giving away too little. If our giving does not at
all pinch or hamper us, I should say it is too small. There
ought to be things we should like to do and cannot because
our commitment to giving excludes them.13

At the end of Lewis’s life, his total estate was worth
only £37,772. Not a great deal considering the amount
of money, royalties, that had passed through Lewis’s
bank accounts, including his Agape Fund.
On December 7, 1963, at the memorial service for
C.S. Lewis in the Chapel of Magdalen College, Oxford, Austin Farrar, Lewis’s good friend and pastor,
said this about Lewis:
His characteristic attitude to people in general was one of
consideration and respect. He did his best for them and he
appreciated them. He paid you the compliment of attending to your words. He did not pretend to read your heart.
He was endlessly generous. He gave without stint, to
all who seemed to care for them, the riches of his mind and
the effort of his wit: and where there was need, he gave
his money. I will not say what I know about his charities.
When he had entered into any relationship his patience
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and his loyalty were inexhaustible. He really was a Christian—by which I mean, he never thought he had the right
to stop.14

Lewis’s model of generous living is an example
for us today as we seek to follow the Lord Jesus
Christ, who gave all for us and commanded us to
“seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you”
(Matt. 6:33 ESV).
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