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A Short History of the Letters

In his essay on C.S. Lewis’ view of hell, Kendall Harmon 
references an unpublished letter in which Lewis denies 
Universalism. The comment reads simply, ‘Personal letter, 
September 6, 1959.’1 The letter does not appear in Walter 
Hooper’s magisterial Collected letters, and the Marion E. Wade 
Center does not have a record of it. Eager to read its full text, 
I searched for further information, and discovered online that 
the recipient of the letter was none other than the theologian 
Alan M. Fairhurst. Fairhurst had once pastored St Mary’s 
in the Marketplace in Stockport, UK, and so I contacted the 
present Rector, who informed me that Fairhurst had a living 
daughter, Rosy. Rosy Fairhurst in turn graciously informed me 
that her father’s library and correspondence had been donated 
to Gladstone’s Library in Hawarden, Wales. Lauren Holmes, a 
library intern at Gladstone’s, confirmed that the library housed 
two letters from Lewis to Fairhurst, and sent me pictures and 
transcripts. In April 2015, I travelled to Gladstone’s where I

1 Kendall Harmon, ‘Nothingness and Human Destiny: Hell in the Thought 
of C.S. Lewis’, in David Mills (ed.), The Tilgrim’s Guide: C.S. Terns and the 
Art of Witness (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), p. 253.
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handled and photographed the letters. At a meeting in September 
2016, Lewis scholar Charlie W Starr verified the authenticity 
of the handwriting, noted the letters were unpublished, and 
confirmed the accuracy of the transcriptions which appear 
below.

The significance of Lewis’s Fairhurst letters is profound: 
the first represents a definite rejection of Universalism, and 
the second provides further proof that Lewis was not an 
Annihilationist.

C.S. Lewis and Hell

Tony Gray claims boldly that ‘if the theological influence of 
C.S. Lewis is ever in question, there is one area in which he 
has had an undoubted impact, that is, in theological discussions 
concerning the doctrine of hell’.2 Indeed, ‘the concept of hell 
as an everlasting state of separation from God is a major theme 
within Lewis’s writings and occurs frequently throughout his 
books’.3 Hell was of ultimate concern for Lewis, who thought 
that we ‘are every moment advancing either to heaven or hell’.4

Although Lewis never systematized his doctrine or wrote a 
specific work about the nature of hell, his Christian writings, 
fiction and non-fiction alike, are permeated with the subject. 
Yet not everyone agrees on the views Lewis actually held. In 
particular, Lewis scholars are often divided over his perspective 
on Universalism and Annihilation. Clyde S. Kilby states that

2 Tony J. Gray, ‘Hell: An Analysis of Some Twentieth Century Attempts To 
Defend the Doctrine of Hell’ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University 
of Oxford, 1996), p. 202.

3 David M. Kelly, ‘The Treatment of Universalism in Anglican Thought 
From George MacDonald (1824-1905) to C.S. Lewis (1898-1963)’ 
(unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Ottawa, 1989), p. 218.

4 C.S. Lewis, ‘Learning in War-Time’, in Lyle W Dorsett (ed.), The Essential 
C.S. Lewis (New York: Simon & Schuster 1996), p. 371.
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Lewis was ‘clearly not a Universalist’.5 Gwen Watkins views Lewis 
as a traditionalist who believes in ‘an everlasting hell’.6 Thomas 
Finger, by contrast, thinks ‘Lewis has conjectured that those in 
hell might gradually decline...down to nonexistence’.7 William 
Luther White writes, ‘I do not think he ever committed himself 
to the position that no choice is possible beyond the grave. It 
seems to me that he left open the question of universalism’.8 
Clark Pinnock is altogether ‘unsure whether Lewis was 
consistent in his view of the nature of hell’.9 And Austin Farrer 
concludes, ‘Lewis’s further speculations on the state of the 
damned appear inconsistent and not altogether intelligible’.10 
But with the publication of Lewis’ letters to Alan Fairhurst, 
we get a definitive statement from Lewis on Universalism, and 
renewed consistency in his non-Annihilationist thinking.

The Origin of the Letters

Alan Marshall Fairhurst (1930-2006) was a scholar and Canon 
in the Anglican Church who lived and ministered in Colombo 
(Sri Lanka), Ashley (Suffolk, UK), and Stockport (Greater 
Manchester, UK). He maintained a life-long interest in 
eschatology, and published several articles on questions of hell

5 Clyde S. Kilby, The Christian World of C.S. Tends (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), p. 50.

6 Gwen Watkins, ‘Two Notions of Hell’, North Wind: A. Journal of the George 
McDonald Studies 10 (1991), p. 3.

7 Thomas Finger, Christian Theology: An Eschatological Approach, vol. I 
(Scottsdale: Herald Press, 1985), p. 161.

8 William Luther White, The Image of Man in C.S. Lends (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1969), p. 203.

9 Clark Pinnock, ‘The Conditional View’, in William Crockett (ed.), Four 
Views on Hell (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), p. 
137n.4.

10 Austin Farrer, ‘The Christian Apologist1, in Jocelyn Gibb (ed.), Light on 
C.S. Lends (London: Harcourt Brace, 1976), p. 39.
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in Churchman and the Expository Times}1 In the course of his 
research, Fairhurst corresponded with several theologians and 
philosophers, Lewis among them. Fairhurst’s original letters to 
Lewis cannot be located, but this is understandable. If he did 
not reply on the same pages used to write to him, Lewis often 
destroyed letters (as he did his own manuscripts). In his initial 
query, Revd Fairhurst asked Lewis why he had not followed 
George MacDonald into Universalism. Lewis’ reply to this and 
a subsequent letter are here published for the first time.

11 Alan M. Fairhurst, ‘Death and Destiny’, Churchman 95, no. 4 (1981), 313- 
325; Fairhurst,e “Dare We Hope...” from C.F.D. Moule (1953) to Jurgen 
Moltmann (1996)’, Expository Times 111 (2000), 373.
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The Letters

m
[recto]

The Kilns,
Headington Quarry, 

Oxford

6 Sept 59

Dear Mr. Fairhurst

I parted company from MacDonald on that point because a higher 
authority — the Dominical utterances themselves — seemed to me 
irreconcilable with universalism. The finality of the Either-Or. the Sheep 
and Goats, the Wheat and Tares, the Wise and Foolish Virgins — is so 
emphatic and reiterated in Our Lord’s teaching that, in my opinion, it 
simply cannot be evaded. If we do not know that He said that, then we 
do not know what He said about anything. And this my sole reason. So 
far as I know my views on the retributive element in human punishments 
went for nothing here. Need I add that I shd. v. much prefer to follow 
G.M. in this point if I could?

P.T.O

Yours sincerely, 
C.S. Lewis

[verso]
P.S. I don’t know the answer about Maurice. The Life of G.M. by his 
son, Dr. Greville MacDonald (not a very good book) would very likely 
tell you. *

* Letters by C.S. Lewis © copyright CS Lewis Pte Ltd. The letters and 
transcribed copies are housed at Gladstone’s Library, Hawarden, Wales. The 
author re-transcribed the letters; Charlie W Starr and Judith Wolfe corrected 
the transcription.
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The Letters

Pi]

The Kilns,
Headington Quarry, 

Oxford

9 Sept 1959

Dear Mr. Fairhurst — I would very fully agree with your view that Our 
Lord’s teaching is directed to influencing our will rather than to satisfying 
our curiosity Nor do I think it commits us to all the later pictures of the 
“tortures” of Hell. If I remember rightly, the word KoXoiCIl^ is used only 
once. The regular emphasis is on the finality of rejection or exclusion — 
on the negative, not on any positive, aspect of damnation. If we stick to 
the Dominical language, the dust-bin or rubbish-heap image is perhaps 
more prominent than the prison image.

Yours sincerely 
C.S. Lewis

P.S.# To picture the foolish virgins in perpetual torment is perhaps just as 

blunderingly prosaic as to picture the wise ones as perpetually at supper! 
Both are prosaic, therefore false, extensions of the real poetic image 
which simply seizes the moment of Tome inside’ or ‘Go away’?

# The postscript appears in the upper left-hand comer of the letter, above 

the date and left of the heading
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The Importance of the Letters

The date of the letters, only four years and two months before 
his death, expresses the belief of a mature, thoughtful, Christian 
Lewis.12 His major works on hell — The Vilgrim’s Regress (1933), 
the relevant chapter in The Problem of Tain (1940), The Screwtape 
Tetters (1942), and The Great Divorce (1945) — had already been 
written. The ink dried on the controversial, apocalyptic scene 
in The Tast Tattle (1956) three years before his interaction with 
Fairhurst.13 By 1959 it appears Lewis had said all he was going to 
say about hell. The 6 September letter constitutes a unique, even 
intimate confession of Lewis’ personal denial of Universalism.

This confession is made more poignant by its framing as 
a disagreement with George MacDonald, whom Lewis held 
in very high esteem. In earlier books, Lewis had downplayed 
or minimized their disagreement. In his anthology of George 
MacDonald’s writings, Lewis claimed that MacDonald ‘hopes, 
indeed, that all men will be saved; but that is because he hopes 
that all will repent’.14 Nevertheless, Lewis continued, MacDonald 
‘knows (none better) that even omnipotence cannot save the 
unconverted’.15 In The Great Divorce, he portrayed MacDonald as 
having accepted that ‘there are only two kinds of people in the 
end: those who say to God, “Thy Will be done,” and those to 
whom God says, “Thy will be done.’”16 Lewis’ 6 September letter, 
by contrast, explicitly acknowledges the issue of universalism 
as a point of disagreement with George MacDonald, and

12 My thanks to Laura Schmidt of the Wade Center for discussion of this.
13 The Narnian judgement scene in The Tast Battle is controversial in part 

because of the mystery surrounding Susan’s eternal fate, the basis of 
Emeth’s salvation, and the nebulous destiny of those who pass into 
Aslan’s shadow.

14 C.S. Lewis, George MacDonald.: An Anthology 365 Readings (New York: 
HarperOne, 1946), p. xxxvi.

15 Loc. cit.
16 C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (New York: HarperOne, 1973), p. 75.
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emphasizes the difficulty of his departure.
This difficulty was not merely one of disagreement with a 

respected teacher. It is clear both from Lewis’ earlier writings and 
from these letters that the rejection of Universalism was not easy 
for him. Lewis acknowledged that hell was a ‘detestable doctrine 
— and indeed, I too detest it from the bottom of my heart’.17 
The idea of hell had made atheism a preferred worldview for a 
young man who was ‘quite content to live without believing in 
a bogey who is prepared to torture me forever’.18 19 Years later, a 
Christian Lewis maintained ‘there is no doctrine which I would 
more willingly remove from Christianity than this, if it lay in my

5 10power.
He lays out his reasoning in The Problem of Tain'.

I would pay any price to be able to say truthfully, ‘All will 
be saved.’ But my reason retorts ‘Without their will, or 
with it?’ If I say ‘Without their will’ I at once perceive 
a contradiction; how can the supreme voluntary act of 
self-surrender be involuntary? If I say With their will,’ 
my reasons replies ‘How if they willnotfvz in?’20

The argument from free will takes centre stage in The Problem 
of Pain, though Lewis also notes there that belief in hell ‘has 
the full support of Scripture and specifically, of Our Lord’s 
own words’.21 It may be noteworthy that in the Fairhurst letter, 
Lewis makes no similar free will argument: his ‘sole reason’ for 
a non-Universalist stance is the ‘Dominical utterances’. Lewis 
does not permit himself a Universalist imagination even in his 
apocalyptic story The Tast Tattle', but the salvation of Emeth is a 
gesture towards the inscrutable knowledge and mercy of God.

17 Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan. 1944), p. 118.
18 In Walter Hooper (ed.), The Collected Tetters of C.S. Terns, vol. 1 (San 

Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, p. 235.
19 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, pp. 119-120.
20 Ibid., p. 120.
21 Loc. cit.
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Furthering the Discussion Against Annihilationism

Evidently, Fairhurst received Lewis’ 6 September 1959 response 
and immediately offered other questions. Lewis insisted that we 
could not know all we wanted to know about hell. In his second 
reply he wrote that Jesus did not address hell ‘to satisfy.. .our 
curiosity’ but ‘to influenc[e]...our will’. This is consistent with 
Lewis’ primary theme in writing about hell in both his fiction 
and nonfiction. Curiosity is one of the reasons Lewis did not 
engage in theological debates about eschatology. Influencing the 
will is the reason he wrote about ‘the terror of damnation.. T22 
He was God’s ‘megaphone to rouse a deaf world’23 about ‘an 
absolutely unavoidable “either-or”’24: Either ‘Come inside’ or 
‘Go away’.25 26

Toward the end of the 6 September letter Lewis notes that 
‘my views on the retributive element in human punishments 
went for nothing here’. This is because Lewis views ‘this bad 
man’s perdition not as a sentence imposed on him but as the mere 
fact of being what he is H Hell, for Lewis, is not God’s ‘retributive’ 
punishment, but the soul’s self-willed separation from God.

Yet, as Lewis’ 9 September letter makes clear, this separation 
is not tantamount to annihilation. Those eternally separated 
from God do not, in his estimation, simply cease to exist. 
The images of being forever condemned to the ‘dust-bin’ or 
‘rubbish-heap’ of existence imply a non-Annihilationist view,

22 Thomas Howard, ‘Terror and Sublimity for Everyman: C.S. Lewis’ Literary 
Achievement’, The Journal of Faith and Thought 1 (1985), pp. 3-4.

23 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p. 91.
24 Lewis, The Great Divorce, p. viii.
25 A more extended argument about the different ways Lewis addresses will 

and desire in writing about eschatology is made by Judith Wolfe in ‘C.S. 
Lewis and the Eschatological Church’, in Brendan Wolfe and Judith Wolfe 
(eds), C.S. Terns and the Church: Essays in Honour of Walter Hooper (London: 
T&T Clark, 2011), 103-116.

26 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p. 124 (emphasis added).
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consistent with Lewis’ image of the ash of a burned log in The 
Problem of Tain. In that earlier text, Lewis writes:

Destruction, we should naturally assume, means, the 
unmaking, or cessation, of the destroyed. And people 
often talk as if the ‘annihilation’ of a soul were intrinsically 
possible. In all our experience, however, the destruction 
of one thing means the emergence of something else.
Burn a log and you have gases, heat and ash. To have been 
a log means now being those three things. If souls can 
be destroyed, must there not be a state of having been a 
human soul? And is not that, perhaps, the state which 
is equally well described as torment, destruction and 
privation? You will remember that in the parable, the 
saved go to a place prepared for them, while the damned 
go to a place never made for men at all.27

Simply put, souls cannot be annihilated. At the same time, in 
some sense, no human will ever be in hell. ‘To enter heaven is 
to become more human than you ever succeeded in being on 
earth; to enter hell, is to banished from humanity’.28 As such, 
‘the soul never ceases to be but exists as dehumanized humanity, 
‘an ex-man’ or ‘damned ghost’.29 of itself, an ‘Un-man’.30

Lewis never invests in defining that existence. This is not an 
accident, but a consequence of his view: hell is really about and 
best defined by a negative, a loss, and not a positive. The damned 
are defined by what they are not or no longer, rather than by 
what they are. He illustrates this principle by the disintegration 
of a log into ash, by the ‘Grey Town’ of The Great Divorce, by 
the transformation of sentient beasts into dumb at the Narnian 
judgement in The Tast Battle. Existence is eternal; humanness, in 
some sense, is not. This, and not the annihilation suggested by

27 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p. 127.
28 Ibid., pp. 127-128.
29 Ibid., p. 128.
30 C.S. Lewis, The Space Trilogy: Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra, That Hideous 

Strength (Hammersmith: HarperCollinsPublishers, 2013), p. 253.
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Pinnock, is what Lewis meant by ‘nonentity’.31
This catastrophic loss of humanity makes hell ‘unspeakably 

horrible’.32 The inhumanity of it is what Howard calls ‘Lewis’ 
most successfully chilling image of damnation and its terror’.33 
This non-Annihilationist view was Lewis’ perspective in The 
Problem of Tain, and is reiterated in the Fairhurst letters nineteen 
years later.

Lewis’ Consistency After 1959

After the Fairhurst letters, Lewis mentions hell five times in 
further correspondence. Of these mentions, only one — a letter 
of 28 April 1960 — concerns hell as a doctrine, and does not 
touch on Universalism. It is nevertheless interesting in relation 
to the question of Lewis’ non-Annihilationism: in the letter, 
Lewis describes ‘the fate of the dead’ before the Incarnation as 
‘a shadowy half-life — mere ghosthood’, and interprets 1 Peter 
3.20, ‘Our Lord ‘descended into Hell’, as ‘Christ descending and 
knocking on those eternal doors and bringing out those whom 
He chose’. ‘I believe in something like this’, he adds.34

Six books were published after the 1959 letters; a few of 
them deal with hell obliquely, and are usefully read in light of 
Lewis’ Fairhurst letters. Like its predecessor The Screwtape Tetters, 
‘Screwtape Proposes A Toast,’ is a view of hell’s strategy from 
a demon’s perspective and is not a treatise on the nature of hell 
itself. But other works are more relevant. For instance, in H 
Grief Observed (1961) Lewis notes that death has ‘consequences’

31 Clark Pinnock, ‘The Destruction of the Finally Impenitenf, Criswell 
Theological Review 4, no. 2 (1990), p. 254.

32 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p. 127.
33 Thomas Howard, ‘Terror and Sublimity for Everyman: C.S. Lewis’ 

Literary Achievement”, p. 6.
34 In Walter Hooper (ed.), The Collected Tetters of C.S. Tewis, vol. 3 (San 

Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), p. 1148.
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that are ‘irrevocable and irreversible’, reiterating his non- 
Universalism.35 He also writes poignantly, with a faint echo of 
King Lear, ‘If H. “is not,” then she never was...There aren’t, 
and never were, any people’.36 That idea, according to Tewis, 
is ‘nonsense’.37 In Letters to Malcom: Chiefly on Prayer (finished in 
1963 and published in 1964), Tewis mentions ‘Hell’ by name 
only once: ‘Heaven’, he writes, ‘will display far more variety 
than Hell’.38 But when discussing prayer for the dead, he states, 
consistently with his non-Universalist stance and in opposition 
to certain Roman Catholic practices, ‘all the dead are damned or 
saved. If they are damned, prayer for them is useless’.39 Tater in 
the book, Tewis offers a positive, poetically philosophical image 
of eternity: ‘What is sown in momentariness is raised in still 
permanence. What was sown as a becoming, rises as being’.40

In a 27 August 1988 letter to Fairhurst, theologian C.D.F. Moule 
described his own eschatology as ‘still confused thinking’ and 
then noted that he (Moule) might be guilty, ‘all too much like 
C.S. Tewis’ scholars who don’t want to reach conviction’.41 
But conviction can be reached about Tewis’ clear, emphatic, 
irrevocable denial of Universalism. ‘He [Tewis] has not left that 
[universalism] open to us’.42

35 C.S. Lewis, A. Grief Observed (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1961), p. 
15.

36 Ibid., p. 28.
37 Ibid., p. 29.
38 C.S. Lewis, Getters to Malcom: Chiefly on Prayer (New York: Mariner Books, 

1964), p. 10.
39 Ibid., p. 107.
40 Ibid., p. 123.
41 C.D.F. Moule was an Anglican priest, theologian, leading New Testament 

scholar and Professor of Divinity at Cambridge for 25 years. In the letter 
Moule referred to Fairhurst as ‘the hadeologisf, a great compliment. 
Letter housed in Gladstone’s Library, Hawarden, Wales. Transcription 
courtesy of Gary Buder, Library Assistant, Gladstone’s Library.

42 Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan 1952), p. 52.
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