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A Shared Darkness

I

n one of the letters in C.S. Lewis’s fictional book, Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer, he seeks to console Malcolm
while his friend awaits the results of tests conducted to follow up the preliminary diagnosis of a serious illness for his son.
Lewis acknowledges that Malcolm had been of help to him a few years before while he was in his own trouble, and, in
his letter, focuses on the Passion of Christ. An excerpt follows.
We all try to accept with some sort of submission our afflictions when they actually arrive. But the prayer in Gethsemane shows that the preceding anxiety
is equally God’s will and equally part of our human destiny. The perfect Man
experienced it. And the servant is not greater than the master. We are Christians, not Stoics.

“Is it that God Himself
cannot be Man unless
God seems to vanish
at His greatest need?”

Does not every movement in the Passion write large some common element
in the sufferings of our race? First, the prayer of anguish; not granted. Then He turns to His friends. They
are asleep — as ours, or we, are so often, or busy, or away, or preoccupied. Then He faces the Church; the
very Church that He brought into existence. It condemns Him. This is also characteristic. In every Church, in
every institution, there is something which sooner or later works against the very purpose for which it came
into existence. But there seems to be another chance. There is the State; in this case, the Roman state.
Its pretensions are far lower than those of the Jewish church,
but for that very reason it may be free from local fanaticisms. It
claims to be just, on a rough, worldly level. Yes, but only so far
as is consistent with political expediency and raison d’état. One
becomes a counter in a complicated game. But even now all is
not lost. There is still an appeal to the People — the poor and
simple whom He had blessed, whom He had healed and fed
and taught, to whom He himself belongs. But they have become
over-night (it is nothing unusual) a murderous rabble shouting
for His blood. There is, then, nothing left but God. And to God,
God’s last words are, ‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’

You see how characteristic, how representative, it all is. The
human situation writ large. These are among the things it means
to be a man. Every rope breaks when you seize it. Every door
is slammed shut as you reach it. To be like the fox at the end of
the run; the earths all staked.
As for the last dereliction of all, how can we either understand
or endure it? Is it that God Himself cannot be Man unless God
seems to vanish at His greatest need? And if so, why?…
I am, you see, a Job’s comforter. Far from lightening the dark valley where you now find yourself, I blacken
it. And you know why. Your darkness has brought back my own. But on second thoughts I don’t regret what I
have written. I think it is only in a shared darkness that you and I can really meet at present; shared with one
another and, what matters most, with our Master. We are not on an untrodden path. Rather, on the main-road.1
Let us be thankful that whatever we go through in life, God understands and will be with us.

Z
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

PSALM 23:4 (KJV)
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