Week 4: Love and sacrifice
Books: Till we have Faces; The Magician’s Nephew
Essay: ‘The necessity of chivalry’ (1940)
Poem : ‘De profundis’ (1919)
We will examine C S Lewis most mature (and perhaps most artistically successful) work of fiction, which explores a theme that runs throughout his writing: sacrifice. Some have said that Till We Have Faces showed what The Four Loves tried to tell, so we will also consider the relationship between the two books. 

Notes
Till we have faces is C S Lewis’s last work of fiction, written shortly after he completed The Magician’s Nephew, the prequel to The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe. It is a re-telling of the myth of Cupid and Psyche, as it appears in The Metamorphoses of Apuleius, the ancient Roman novel from the 2nd century.  In Lewis’s retelling, the story is told from the perspective not of Psyche – the beautiful youngest daughter of the King of Glome who marries a god – but Orual who, in Lewis’s telling, knows herself to be ugly. The story turns on Orual’s attitude towards her sister, and to the gods; in the end she cannot understand the real nature of her love of her sister apart from her complaint against ‘the gods’. 
In one obvious way, the book as a whole can be considered as exploring the idea that we have already seen, and which Lewis spelled out more explicitly in The Four Loves: that ‘natural loves’ must either be transformed, by self-giving love, or be corrupted. In The Great Divorce, we see a number of characters whose ordinary attachments (familial or erotic) have become disordered as a result of self-centred attachment. The characters are invited to lay these attachments down, and love God above all else, before they are able to take them up again, in a transfigured way. Orual, in Till we have faces, similarly finds out that her natural affection for her sister has turned into something selfish and destructive.
But there are a number of connected themes that emerge in the narrative, which can be explored in greater detail…
Trust
One is to do with trust, and gift. Perelandra, The Magician’s Nephew and Till we have faces all have in common the theme of how to receive, with trust, what is given, and in each case this is connected with the idea of a prohibition; something that seems to have been a particular interest to Lewis. The Perelandrian Adam and Eve (‘the Lady’ and ‘the King’) have been commanded to never spend a night on ‘the fixed lands’, which means that they must accept the fluctuating, unpredictable movement of the floating islands on which they live: receiving each ‘wave’ from Maleldil (the Son of God) as a good, without turning from the ‘good received’ to the ‘good expected’. The Lady quickly sees that the prohibition of spending the night on the Island is a way in which their relationship with Maleldil can be based on love: the fact that they are commanded to do something that they cannot judge, for themselves, to be good means that their obedience affirms their love (they obey out of love and nothing else). Eventually, the Perelandrian Adam and Eve are invited to live on the Fixed Lands; this means that what they could have taken in disobedience is received as a gift. Similarly, Digory, in The Magician’s Nephew, is desperate to find, in the new world of Narnia, something that will make his mother well. He is commanded to bring back to Aslan a golden apple from the edge of Narnia, and not to eat it. Despite his desperate hope that the fruit might make his mother well, he obeys the command to throw the apple away, and is then given one of the fruits from the tree that grows from it. In both cases, there is an emphasis on the importance of trust, and of trust being connected with obedience, and therefore prohibition. 
In Till we have faces, the question of trust is dealt within in a more sustained, and complex manner. Psyche, after she has been offered as a sacrifice, finds herself the bride of a mysterious god whom she has never seen, and whom she is forbidden to look upon. Psyche is placed in a situation where some ambiguity surrounds the identity of her husband, and this is intolerable to Orual, who suspects that she is being kept prisoner by a criminal, or worse. As a result of Orual’s emotional manipulation, and eventually threat, Psyche takes a lamp, and lights it so as to see her divine bridegroom. But as soon as she does so, the bond between them is broken, and Psyche is cast out to wander the earth. In this way, Orual becomes guilty of destroying her sister’s happiness: Psyche’s attempt to guarantee (for Orual’s benefit) the nature of what she is receiving undoes the relationship. In a sense, Lewis uses this part of the story to re-tell the story of the fall, again: in this case, Orual is the tempter in relation to her sister, who ‘falls’ out of relationship with the god as a result of disobedience. The prohibition was an invitation to trust, and Orual could not accept Psyche’s submission to it.
But then, Orual herself ends up similarly placed in an ambiguous situation: and this ambiguity is the core of her eventual complaint against the gods. She is given a fleeting vision of the palace in which Psyche claims to live, which somehow exists in the same place as an ordinary wood.  Even though the vision of the palace appears completely vivid and real, Orual doubts it, and her persistent complaint against the gods is that they left her with no more than hints about how to view her sister; that she could not have been expected to accept Psyche’s situation. Her encounter with the priest of the new goddess, Istra, disturbs her because she hears him recount the story of her encounter with Psyche but with no hint of this ambiguity: it presents her as motivated by jealousy, rather than doubt. But part of Orual’s coming to know herself involves understanding that her doubt was motivated: she does want it to be true that Psyche is the bride of a god. She is torn between competing explanations of Psyche’s disappearance and reappearance: the simple Bardia’s view that Psyche has been taken by the gods, as expected; the cynical Fox’s view that the most likely explanation is that Psyche is the prisoner of a vicious criminal. But Orual makes use of both explanations in her determined resistance to the most obvious explanation: that Psyche is telling the truth. This point in the story strongly recalls the Pevensie siblings’ response to Lucy in Wardrobe, and the ‘trilemma’ in Mere Christianity. Lewis seems to use Orual as another example of motivated skepticism: she finds reasons to disbelieve the story that Psyche tells her, and in doing so has to suppress her natural inclination to believe, and trust, her sister. For Lewis, this distrust is eventually shown to be woven into the fabric of her relationship with the divine: she distrusts Psyche because she hates the gods; she hates the gods, in part, because she loves Psyche with a grasping, jealous kind of love.
And Orual’s fault is not just that she doubts the gods, despite her vision, but that she is unwilling to trust Psyche, and to receive from her the new form that their relationship must now take, following her reappearance. She cannot accept that, in a sense, Psyche has become her elder, and her better: she wants to keep Psyche as the cherished younger sister, so as to be for Psyche what she has always been: the guide and protector. In Perelandrian terms: she holds on to the good already given, rather than receive the fresh good that is offered. She is determined to restore what she thinks she herself has lost, to regain Psyche as she was before, but in doing so, ruins Psyche’s new love. In her final vision, before her death, Orual finds herself accusing the gods: a resentful, repetitive accusation, at the centre of which is her claim that the gods have selfishly stolen what was most precious of hers: ‘I was my own and Psyche was mine and no-one else had any right to her’. In the end, the accusation is its own reply: Orual hears herself clearly for the first time, and sees that her love for Psyche (and Bardia) was a possessive, grasping, jealous love. She finds that she, herself, was Ungit, something faceless that demanded endless sacrifice.

Sacrifice and the holy 
The question of the meaning of sacrifice – her sister’s sacrifice – is central to Orual’s anguished confrontation with the gods. So we should first ask what sacrifice means to Orual, before considering the broader theological significance of the book.
First, Orual’s abhorrence of sacrifice is in the background before there is any talk of Psyche being offered as a sacrifice. Orual detests – and fears – the smell, the atmosphere, the sense of unwholesome holiness that pervades Ungit’s temple. Then, second, there is the way in which Psyche meets the god of the Westwind, her divine husband: as a blood-sacrifice, made to appease the gods. This is a key part of Orual’s sense of the injustice of the gods, that they choose the best and most innocent for themselves. Part of her perplexity, on finding Psyche alive and in a strangely enlivened state, is surely to do with the fact that, from the perspective of the cult of Ungit, sacrifice meant death, or to be devoured. That she is not devoured, and that her ‘offering’ meant something very different to what those offering her thought it meant, is partly why she resists Psyche’s own interpretation of her situation. Psyche is proposing a complete revaluation of what sacrifice was, what it meant: for her, to be sacrificed meant to be offered, and received, and transformed. Orual resists this reinterpretation.
Finally, there is the tension between the views of the two men whom she loves: Bardia and Lysias, the Fox. Bardia sees sacrifice as a grim necessity; not something to be challenged, and certainly not something that could be weclomed. The gods must be obeyed, but partly, it seems, so as to keep them in their place. In contrast, the Stoic Lysias regards the cult of Ungit as an unnatural and barbaric irrationality. Orual’s eventual determination to ‘rescue’ Psyche is hardened when the Fox explains that it is likely that some kind of wild, criminal man has taken Psyche prisoner. It is this, when combined with her lofty sense of the impropriety of her royal line being contaminated by a commoner, that provokes her to go again to the mountain (in a sense, Orual’s attitude towards sacrifice is framed as elitist, and overly rational).  So the question of what sacrifice is, and means, is central to Orual’s complaint against the gods, and her developing self-understanding.
The role of Ungit in the story is particularly intriguing, and is a focal point for the book’s reflections on sacrifice. Ungit is the god of Glome. She is an ugly, misshapen rock upon which the blood of sacrifice is perpetually poured out. Although influenced by the Fox, who regards gods like Ungit as unreal and unworthy representations of the divine, which is transcendent, perfect and unchanging, Orual cannot regard her with this indifference: she always retains something of her childhood terror of the dark, mysterious atmosphere that surrounds Ungit. When the priest informs the King that a human sacrifice is necessary to lift the famine, this confirms Orual’s hatred of Unigt, and all that she represents. But the Fox proves unable to shed any light on Orual’s experience of the transfigured Psyche, in contrast to Bardia (who sounds suspiciously like C S Lewis at times). When pressed by Orual to say whether he thinks that Psyche is mad, he makes a familiar point:
‘Look, Lady’ he answered, ‘there at your very first word you say what’s better unsaid. Mad? The Blessed – mad? Moreover we’ve seen her and anyone could tell she was in her right mind.’
‘Then you think there really was a palace in the valley though I couldn’t see it?’
‘I don’t well know what’s really, when it comes to houses of gods.’
Bardia draws the Lewisian conclusion familiar from Wardrobe and Mere Christianity: given that madness and deception can be ruled out, the explanation that’s left is that there must be more to what is ‘real’ than was previously thought. In one sense, Psyche’s appearance to Orual are a little like the resurrection appearances in the gospels, in that they have a similar kind of ambiguity: Psyche is returned to Orual, but in a fundamentally altered state, and not in such a way that she could return to the Kingdom, and fit back into her life there. There is also the sense that Psyche has now ‘gone ahead’ of Orual (she specifically says that Orual could stay with her, learn to perceive the palace, etc.), just as the raised Jesus is first of all proclaimed as ‘going ahead of you to Galilee’.
So Orual’s attitude towards Ungit, and to religious practice, and sacrifice, is presented as a failure to see deeply into reality, somehow. Psyche attempts to show her the real, deeper meaning of sacrifice (self-offering, transformation) but Orual continues to accuse the gods on the basis of the more superficial account (sacrifice as appeasement, or as a ritual necessity to maintain the order of the seasons, etc.), or on the basis of the Fox’s rationalism – whichever suits her at the time. 

Till we have faces and the Christian gospel 
But there is something intriguing about the role of Ungit in the narrative that has a parallel with Wardrobe, and with the Christian gospels: the stress on the necessity of sacrifice. In Wardrobe, the sacrifice of Aslan is called for in keeping with the ‘deep magic’, which dictates that every traitor belongs to the White Witch; Aslan then offers himself as a substitute. The ‘deeper magic’, from before the dawn of time which is unknown to the White Witch, decrees that if an innocent victim is offered in a traitor’s place, the Stone Table – the place of sacrifice – would crack, and ‘death itself would start working backwards’. (One reason that this is interesting – or puzzling – is because the ‘deeper magic’ seems to already include the existence, and the logic, of the ‘deep magic’, and therefore of the possibility of treachery, and sacrifice. But why would there be a reference to treachery, and killing, in the deeper magic at all?). The logic of Wardrobe is very clear: the actual killing of Aslan is motivated by the Witch’s hatred of Aslan; she delights in it, and counts it as a victory. Yet it is also somehow procedurally necessary, insofar as it is in accordance with ‘the deep magic’: the requirement for blood to be shed is said to be inscribed on the sceptre of the Emperor beyond the Sea. 
In Till we have faces, though, the forces that lead to the sacrifice of Psyche are not obviously malign, as with the White Witch. Sacrifice is a part of life in the world of the Kingdom of Glome, and Orual’s perspective of sacrifice comes from that world (the introduction of Lysias means that she is offered an alternative perspective, as we’ve seen). By the end of the book, there is almost the sense that Ungit is, in some very partial way, a real representative of the holy – that is to say, of the divine that, by the end of the book, Orual is reconciled with. So there seems to be some kind of continuity between the bloody sacrifices that Ungit demands and the pure self-offering that Psyche undergoes. Although it is not the ‘Shadowbrute’ that receives the sacrifice, and it is rather the god - the Westwind - who takes Psyche for a bride, it still seems as though the sacrificial logic is affirmed, and that there is some kind of continuity between the cult of Ungit and the god who loves Psyche, and who calls, eventually, for Orual. The priest of Ungit is an intriguing figure: he is described  as possessing a particular kind of self-assurance, and nobility - as being completely unmoved by the King’s threats, and completely convinced of the necessity for the sacrifice. It is as if he simply sees the necessity; he is not motivated by any hatred, or any desire for power, etc.
So we might ask: what is the connection between Ungit, or the Shadowbrute – whatever it is that demands a sacrifice - and the god of the West Wind? But this is never really made clear, it remains mysterious. From Orual’s perspective, ‘the gods’ are one, she accuses them as a whole. Somehow it seems that in the actual sacrifice of Psyche one event is layered on top of the other: a human sacrifice becomes a willing offering. But how can it be that one act – motivated by fear, and the anticipation of divine wrath/jealousy, etc., can also have a very different meaning – can actually be an offering, out of love?  This ambiguity is vital in the book. Somehow, though, Orual is between two poles: she hates the gods, because they really do demand sacrifice (contra The Fox), but she cannot regard the demand as legitimate (contra Bardia). 
Atonement theology is often concerned with the nature of the necessity – to explain why it is that, in some sense, the death of Christ was ‘necessary’, and how it is that a public torture and execution, enacted by ritually impure Gentiles, outside of the Temple, and not in accordance with any of the requirements for sacrifice laid out in the Torah, should somehow be understood not just as a sacrifice, but as the ‘perfect sacrifice’ (Hebrews 10). In fact, as the sacrifice that both puts an end to the need for ritual sacrifice and at the same time is continually repeated in the lives of ordinary Christians who offer up their souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice (Romans 12). This necessity is explained in various ways, and according to very different kinds of reasoning – some of which seem to be incompatible with each other, and the history of theology shows that some ways of explaining the necessity that seem sensible or appealing in one era can be found very problematic in another.
Lewis’s own attempt to tackle this issue, in Mere Christianity, is brief. He suggests – very tentatively - that one way to understand how the cross is supposed to ‘work’ is as a way of enacting a perfect repentance that is somehow done ‘in us’, as believers share in the death of Christ. So the crucifixion of Jesus is understand as a kind of perfect penitence that answers to what humanity most needs: ‘It means killing part of yourself, undergoing a kind of death.’ And Lewis says that the death of the Son of God is needed because ‘only a bad person needs to repent: only a good person can repent perfectly.’ Christ is ‘the perfect penitent’ whose unnecessary penitence becomes a gift to those who actually do need it. If we were subjective this brief sketch to theological scrutiny, there would be many places we could start, perhaps most importantly: what does public torture and execution have to do with the pain of repentance? And is there anything specifically important about the fact that God raises a victim of brutal imperial power - the crucified Jesus?
It seems clear that Till we have faces is not designed to answer questions in systematic theology. Nevertheless, it also seems that the book suggests its relevance to some of those questions, and when seen in relation to the New Testament view(s) on the death of Christ, it seems to draw attention to the central mystery in a distinctive way. The layering of two meanings of sacrifice, one on top of the other, is, in a sense, is very similar to the paradox found in the gospels: the death of Jesus is a wicked act, perpetrated by fearful humans concerned with preserving power; the death of Jesus is the work of God, undergone willingly by Christ, who makes what is done to him by wicked people into his own, redeeming act. In S. Mark Heim’s phrase, the New Testament presents the cross as a ‘good bad thing’. 

 
