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S t .  J e r o m e 's  N a r n i a :
T r a n s f o r m a t i o n  a n d  

Asceticism in  th e  D esert  
and B e y o n d  t h e  W a r d r o b e

J o h n  G a v in ,  S .J .

A r t is t ic  d e p ic t io n s  o f  S t .  J e r o m e  (347-420) over the ages generally 
portray  the great fourth century ascetic, scholar, and translator of the Bible 

as either a curm udgeon or, to our m odern  eyes, a fanatic. We see in El Greco's 
paintings, for instance, both the dour visage of a nightm arish schoolmaster and 
the skeletal fram e in the m idst of self-flagellation. Such im ages do find 
inspiration in the saint's w ritings—his w orks include, beyond the translations 
and brilliant w orks of com mentary, pow erful exhortations to the rigors of 
m onastic life and bitter polemics against his num erous opponents —and thus 
he perhaps deserves the rather unattractive artistic legacy.

Yet, this often-grum py Father of the C hurch also h ad  his delightful 
side. H is letters can display a touching pastoral concern for his interlocutors, a 
deep love of friends, and an unflagging sense of justice tow ard the poor. The 
whimsical Jerome, however, reveals him self above all in his earliest work, The 
Life of Paul the Hermit, one of three short biographies of ascetic heroes.1 This 
peculiar com position includes a dangerous quest, m ythical creatures such as 
fauns and centaurs, intelligent b irds and wolves, and even a couple of helpful 
lions. The reader discovers that Jerome, the legendary fount of invective, turns 
out to be also a teller of entertaining tales; the reclusive scholar in fact displays 
the w onder of a child.

W hile Jerom e's hagiography was certainly not the inspiration for 
Lew is's Narniad, a com parison between these tw o exercises in Christian m yth
m aking offers new  perspectives for consideration.2 In particular, the link 
betw een self-discipline and the restoration of creation finds resonances in both 
authors' tales. In this essay I w ould  like to consider these them es and w hat 
they m ean  especially for our in terpretation of Lewis's m asterpiece.

1 The three lives—of Paul, Malchus, and Hilarion—are found in the critical edition of 
Sources Chretiennes (SC) 508. I cite both the page and line numbers. For the English 
translation see the edition of Carolinne White.
2 These works are both myths above all in their manner of offering "permanent object[s] 
for contemplation." See McGrath, "Divine Truth" 61.
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The Myth of Paul the Hermit

Scholars generally believe that Jerome com posed the Life during  his 
sojourn in Syria in the mid-370's.3 The m otivations behind the com position 
have puzzled  readers, since the w ork explicitly invites com parison w ith the 
w ildly successful and influential Life of St. Antony by  St. A thanasius of 
Alexandria, an earlier w ork that contributed to the conversion of St. Augustine. 
Jerom e's Paul, for example, claims to surpass A thanasius's Antony  as the 
original and  exem plary spiritual warrior. Thus it has been read attentively for 
its insights into Jerom e's distinct vision of C hristian asceticism and its goals.

W hile some argue that Jerome sought to provide a Christian hero 
w ho w ould  inspire the intellectuals of h is upper-class, intellectual circles—the 
simple, bu t polished Latin style of the tale and the hero 's ow n fam iliarity w ith 
classical tradition suggest this read ing—the popular elements of the story were 
certainly m eant to attract a w ider audience.4 H e clearly drew  upon  pre-existing 
stories and legends surrounding  the titu lar saint and presented them  in a form  
that w ould  both entertain and inspire. It has been noted, for example, that 
Jerome borrow s im ages of the "w e ird "—bizarre, striking exam ples of the 
supernatural and magic found in ancient rom ances—in order to em bellish his 
tales and enchant his readers.5

The story of Paul m ay be sum m arized as follows. H e was a highly 
educated and w ealthy young m an from  the Lower Thebaid in Egypt, w ho 
initially fled his hom e to escape the violent th ird  century persecutions. He 
m ade his way further and further into the wilderness, until he discovered the 
ideal residence: a cave shielded by a luscious palm  tree and m oistened by a 
fresh spring. H e settled in the site and dedicated him self to a sim ple life of 
prayer and fasting, renouncing his w ealth and dressing him self in palm  leaves.

Fast-forw ard a century. Antony, the great desert ascetic lauded  as the 
first of his kind, receives w ord in a dream  that in fact there exists a m onk 
greater than he. At daw n, the elderly spiritual athlete sets out to find the 
m ysterious Paul, uncertain of his way, bu t trusting  in divine inspiration. Lost, 
he prays for guidance and receives it in the form  of a centaur, who, though 
bereft of speech, grunts and points A ntony in the right direction. Later he 
encounters a faun, w ho brings h im  food and m akes the following speech:

3 On the dating of the Life see Kelly 60; Rebenich 32.
4 On the debate surrounding Jerome's intentions see Coleiro 163; Rebenich 36-38.
5 On the "weird" in ancient literature see Coleiro 172-173. Rene Aigrain classifies 
Jerome's lives as examples of the "historical novel" in vogue at the time: an edifying 
work that would mix elements of the fantastic into the tale. See Aigrain 297-298.
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I am a mortal creature, one of the inhabitants of the desert whom the 
pagans, deluded by various errors, worship, calling them fauns, satyrs 
and evil spirits [Faunos, Satyros et Incubos]. I am acting as an envoy for 
my tribe. We ask you to pray for us to the Lord we share, for we know 
He came once for the salvation of the world, and his sound has gone out 
over the whole earth. (SC 160, 10-15; White 78-79)

A ntony praises God for allowing the once savage beasts to speak and delights 
as the faun scam pers away.

After days of travel, A ntony begins to despair, until he spots a she- 
wolf entering a cave. H e follows her, b u t stum bles on a stone, causing the 
resident, Paul, to close the door to his hom e in fear. A ntony calls out to Paul, 
begging him  to open the door and receive him: "If I do no t get w hat I want, I 
shall die here in front of your door!" (SC 164, 23-25; W hite 80). At last Paul 
opens the portal and the tw o ascetics em brace and begin to discuss spiritual 
things. At one point a raven delivers a loaf of bread for them  to share, and the 
tw o enjoy a sim ple m eal com plem ented by  w ater from  the spring.

At last Paul inform s his visitor that he is close to death and missions 
A ntony to retu rn  hom e and bring the cloak of the Bishop A thanasius for his 
burial. D istraught, A ntony reluctantly leaves the dying ascetic and sets out for 
the cloak. D uring his hasty  return  to P aul's cave, w ith only three hours of 
walking left, A ntony w itnesses angels bearing Paul's soul to heaven. Weeping, 
he begins to run  and arrives at last to find the dead body in a kneeling position 
of prayer. After recovering from  his grief and exertions, he w onders how  he 
m ight bury  the corpse, w hen suddenly  two lions appear from  the desert. 
Instead of devouring Antony, they proceed to dig a grave w ith their claws and 
then seek a blessing for their labors. A ntony praises Christ because "dum b 
animals, too, w ere able to understand  that there was a God" (SC 178, 22-23; 
W hite 83). H e buries Paul and returns home.

Christ, Restoration, and  A sceticism

W hat to m ake of this odd  tale? Despite the success of the Life—it was 
soon dissem inated in Greek, Syriac, and Coptic translations—even in Jerom e's 
ow n tim e it received criticism and derision. Some claimed, as do m any m odern 
scholars, that Paul never existed and that the story m asked propaganda for a 
form  of asceticism am ong the elite. W hatever his real intentions were, Jerome 
does offer some im portant theological and anthropological reflections through 
his rew orking of the m aterial and selection of images.

First, we find the them e of C hrist's restoration of a broken creation. 
W ith hum anity 's fall into sin, creation itself succum bed to the rule of dem onic 
forces and corruption. C hrist's victory upon  the cross, however, liberated the
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cosmos from  this subjection and initiated a new  reign. In A thanasius's Life of 
Antony, for instance, this them e em erges in A ntony's combat w ith dem ons and 
the restoration of created harm ony. In the A ntony's fam ous discourse on 
dem onology, the great ascetic proclaim s the significance of Jesus's trium ph 
over the usurpers, the demons:

Although he [the devil] speaks such and so many things and is 
overbold, never m ind—like a serpent he was drawn in with a hook by 
the Savior, and like a beast of burden he received a halter around the 
snout, and like a runaway he was bound by a ring for his nostrils, and 
his lips were pierced by an iron clasp. He was also bound by the Lord 
like a sparrow, to receive our mockery. And, like scorpions and snakes, 
he and his fellow demons have been put in a position to be trampled 
underfoot by us Christians. The evidence of this is that we now conduct 
our lives in opposition to him. (49)

The w orld has been reclaimed, the occupying forces have been routed, and a 
new  o rd er—a Christian o rd er—has begun.

Jerom e's Life of Paul is devoid of A thanasius's fascination w ith 
dem onic combat; yet the them e of C hrist's victory m anifests itself in another 
form. A ntony's journey to find Paul takes him  into the un tam ed regions that 
civilization had  cordoned off in both fear and w onder. As Patricia Cox Miller 
writes, "Enticing and forbidding, the desert was a place both of refuge and 
tem ptation, w here the how ling of w ild beasts was heard  along w ith prayers of 
the monks. Angels m ight dwell there, bu t so also d id  dem onic forces" (209, 
em phasis in original). The desert w ilderness represented the fallen creation 
into w hich the grace of Christ had  penetrated.

In the w ilderness A ntony encounters two beasts that epitom ized 
savagery for the ancient w orld: the centaur and the faun, symbolic of 
hum anity 's bestial tendencies and unfettered passions. It should be no ted  that 
Jerome and his contem poraries believed in the existence of these beings that 
w ere noted  for their libidinous natu re  and, exceptions such as the w ise Chiron 
notw ithstanding, uncivilized m anners.6 Yet, in his m eetings w ith these hybrids 
A ntony is shocked to discover a transform ation in their characters: no t only do 
they exhibit signs of intelligence, bu t they also assist h im  in his quest to find 
the H oly M an. One even dem onstrates the ability to speak and to praise Christ. 
Thus A ntony discovers that a new  Eden has begun to flower in the desert 
realm, extending the gift of speech and praise to the m ute creatures of m yth 
and legend. The prophecy of Isaiah regarding the defeat of Babylon and the

6 In the narrative Jerome even refers to the mummified body of a faun that had been 
brought to the emperor Constantius for inspection.
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establishm ent of a new  order is fulfilled before A nthony's eyes: "But w ild 
beasts will lie dow n there and its [Babylon's] houses will be full of how ling 
creatures; there ostriches will dwell, and there satyrs will dance" (Is. 13:21).7 
All has been redeem ed in Christ.

This transform ation extends itself beyond the m ost exotic denizens of 
the desert. All of natu re  has becom e docile and even beneficent in Christ's 
nam e. Paul's enclave is a paradise in m iniature, w ith  its bubbling spring and 
shade of palms. A she-wolf becomes a guide, b irds deliver sustenance, and 
even lions desire blessings. Jerom e's description of the feline gravediggers' 
arrival dem onstrates that the w ilderness has a new  Lord:

They came straight towards the corpse of the blessed old m an and 
stopped there; wagging their tails in devotion they lay down at his feet, 
roaring loudly as if to show that in their own way they were lamenting 
as best they could. They began to dig the ground near by w ith their 
paws: vying with each other to remove the sand, they dug out a space 
large enough for one man. They then went straight up to Antony, their 
necks bent and their ears laid back, and licked his hands and feet as if 
demanding a reward for their hard work. He realized that they were 
asking him for a blessing. (SC 176-178, 10-21; White 83)

A ntony w as the w itness of a new  heaven and new  earth in the making.
Yet, the reclaim ing of creation, before the second com ing of Christ, 

had  not yet reached its fulfillment and thus a struggle for dom inance still 
rem ained. This second them e—the transform ative pow er of asceticism — 
em erges from  this Christian teaching. Askesis, the Greek w ord for "exercise," 
came to encom pass those disciplines that liberated one from  disordered 
passions and inculcated the virtues for a deeper union w ith God. Prayer, 
fasting, deprivations of various kinds, solitude for prayer, and grow th in virtue 
becam e the spiritual regim en of the desert warrior. The legendary practitioners 
of these a r ts—Antony, Evagrius Ponticus, Pachom mius, Symeon the Stylite 
and o thers—inspired thousands of followers to seek God in rem ote regions of 
Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. Jerome him self spent some tim e in the dem anding 
school of Syrian monasticism, isolating him self in a cave and im itating the 
m onks around  h im .8

These ascetics struggled not only for their ow n perfection, b u t also for 
the liberation of creation. Their personal victories also represented a re
conquest of nature, rendered visible in the harm ony that surrounded  their

7 On this theme in Jerome see Harvey 45-47.
8 Though, as Kelly notes, Jerome himself admits that he had brought his extensive library 
with him and enjoyed weekly visits from friends. See Kelly 46-52.
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im m ediate environs. A thanasius's Life of Antony contains the story of a visit 
from  the devil him self to the m onk 's cell. Satan lam ents the loss of h is power 
due to the exercises of the ascetics now  populating  the wastes. "I no longer 
have a p lace—no weapon, no city. There are Christians everywhere, and even 
the desert has filled w ith monks. Let them  watch after themselves and stop 
censuring m e for no reason!" (62).9 The dwellings of the desert m onks were 
considered places of peace and w isdom , entry  points for the divine on earth.

Jerom e's ow n life of the m onk H ilarion tells of some of the healings 
attributed to the holy m an. In one case, a blind w om an is b rought to Hilarion, 
w ho begs h im  to save her from  her affliction. The m onk "spat on her eyes and 
at once the same miracle of healing occurred as w hen the Saviour d id  this" (SC 
236, 7-9; W hite 96). Thus the ascetic continues the healing signs of Jesus and 
becomes a divine instrum ent for the restoration of the fallen world.

Paul's discipline and struggle also contributed to Christ's 
transform ation of creation. Jerome describes P aul's w ilderness sojourn as "the 
heavenly life on earth" (coelestem vitam ageret in terris), the fruit of his solitude, 
prayer, discipline and the reception of divine aid (SC 156, 1-6; W hite 78). 
A ntony 's journey reveals not sim ply a desert transform ed by Christ, b u t a land 
that bursts w ith esteem  for its holy resident. Beasts direct A ntony every step of 
the w ay and animals now  live in harm ony w ith the anchorite, even providing 
h im  w ith  his needs. It is as if the holiness radiating  from  Paul's cave both 
attracted and elevated the natural w orld around him.

Jerome w anted to im press upon  his readers that this ascetical 
transform ation in C hrist's nam e was a hard-w on accom plishment. At the same 
time, however, he taugh t that a "reordering" of the hum an person and 
environs occurs through hum an  discipline and, above all, the influx of divine 
grace. Asceticism is not an end unto  itself, bu t a heroic quest for divine union 
and universal restoration in Christ.10 The fairy-tale like presentation of Paul's 
life is designed both to awaken w onder and to stim ulate imitation.

Narnia and  the Restoration of Eden

Photos of C.S. Lewis present a m uch m ore genial figure than St. 
Jerome. Yet I w ould  like to suggest that two had  m ore in common in their 
Christian vision than m eets the eye. The two them es highlighted in this 
exam ination of the Life of Paul—the restoration of creation in Christ and the

9 Regarding the Liberation of the desert see Harmless 86.
10 Unfortunately Jerome's radical tendencies would often lead him into confrontations 
and, in the case of the Jovinian controversy, a position bordering on heresy. Yet, despite 
the problems, the essential theme of restoration and transformation in Christ remains 
constant and one can see a growing moderation in Jerome's thought. On Jerome's 
conflicts see Hunter 231-242.
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transform ative pow er of asceticism —also come to the fore in the w orld  beyond 
the wardrobe.

Lewis gives us a N arnian protology in his The Magician's Nephew. 
Aslan calls forth a new  creation and grants it a harm ony that evokes im ages of 
paradise from  the Book of Genesis. H e bestow s the gift of speech and 
intelligence upon  some of the anim als and places the whole of this new  w orld 
in their care:

"Creatures, I give you yourselves," said the strong, happy voice of 
Aslan. "I give you forever this land of Narnia. I give you the woods, the 
fruits, the rivers. I give you the stars and I give you myself. The Dumb 
Beasts whom I have not chosen are yours also. Treat them gently and 
cherish them but do not go back to their ways lest you cease to be 
Talking Beasts. For out of them you were taken and into them you can 
return." (71)

A slan's exhortation contains tw o fundam ental principles that shape 
all of the other tales in the N arniad. First, Aslan is both the creator and the 
sustainer of N arn ia 's peace and harm ony: it is he w ho gives all goods and it is 
the gift of him self that m aintains the tranquility  of creation. Second, from  the 
beginning N arnia has the potential for both glory and corruption. Such a 
precarious existence em erges naturally  from  the free will of its denizens, who 
m ay choose to live either as reflections of A slan's ow n dignity or to descend to 
the level of inarticulate beasts. The in terruption of Jad is—the serpent and 
tem pter of this alternate E den—into the tranquility  of N arnia will exploit this 
inherent freedom  for good and evil.

It should be noted  that A slan's providence em braces not only w hat 
we w ould  consider the natural w o rld —the animals, the hum ans, the flo ra—but 
also w hat we w ould  consider the mythical, or even pagan, w orld. The lion's 
voice calls forth m arvelous creatures of all kinds: "gods and goddesses of the 
wood; w ith them  came Fauns and Satyrs and Dwarfs. O ut of the river rose the 
river god w ith  his N aiad daughters" (71). Thus even Fauns and Satyrs, hybrids 
traditionally  associated w ith intem perate tendencies in hum anity, find 
them selves under A slan's elevating gaze and therefore m ay share in his 
glory.11 In the Lion's presence, nothing is profane.

All of the N arnia books celebrate the restoration of this pristine 
harm ony through A slan's transform ative presence: in Aslan the fall from  grace 
becomes a return  to glory. A lan Jacobs w rites of the dueling sovereignties 
found in Lewis's tales: the realm  of the true king, Aslan, and the various 11

11 Regarding those who critique an "incoherent" mixture of mythologies in Narnia see 
Williams 24-25.
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u su rp ers—or w ould-be u su rp e rs—that drag  the w orld into subjection. N arnia 
"is a realm  in w hich authority  is contested, in w hich the present and visible 
Q ueen of This W orld 'isn 't a real queen at all' bu t rather a usurper, while the 
rightful K ing is frequently absent and invisible—but liable to return  and assert 
his sovereignty" (274). Jadis, Miraz, the Q ueen of the U nderland, Shift the Ape, 
and the tragic Puzzle the Donkey threaten to overthrow  A slan's authority  and, 
in m ost cases, im pose a tyrannical, even dem onic, rule upon  the land.

Each story presents a paradise lost not only on account of a corrupt 
usurper, b u t also because of the willing cooperation of N arn ia 's ow n citizens. 
The dignity of freedom  bestow ed upon  A slan's creation often assents to the 
tw isted designs of the false overlords. Thus dw arves serve the W hite Witch, 
Shift the Ape betrays N arnia for his ow n pleasures, and the calculating Ginger 
the Cat collaborates w ith the Calmorenes. O thers sim ply abandon their 
inherent w orth and slink shamelessly into the ranks of m indless beasts. Lucy, 
lam enting the self-denigration of so m any Narnians, says, "W ouldn 't it be 
dreadful if some day in our ow n world, at home, m en started going w ild 
inside, like the anim als here, and still looked like m en, so that you'd never 
know  w hich were which?" (Prince Caspian 371).12

A slan's irruption  into the disorder of N arnia restores the intended 
harm ony of the realm. The m ost fam ous exam ple comes from  his self-sacrifice 
in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and his trium phant liberation of 
N arnians trapped  by Jadis's spell: "Everywhere the statues w ere com ing to life. 
The courtyard looked no longer like a m useum ; it looked m ore like a zoo. 
Creatures w ere running  after Aslan and dancing round  h im  till he was almost 
h idden  in the crow d" (188). Touched by lion's breath, the dead live and the 
dum b speak; the w inter desert begins to bloom.

A nother brilliant exam ple is A slan's trium phant procession through 
N arnia in Prince Caspian. N ot only are the usurpers defeated, bu t Aslan also 
transform s everything he passes. Creatures endow ed w ith reason are invited 
to join freely his parade. Some abandon their shackles—im prisoned animals 
break their chains, children and adults once confined to gradgrindian  
institutions now  frolic in the open a ir—w hile others prefer the false security of 
their beastlike state. The return  of the ru ler effects a m etam orphosis in the 
land: w hat was barren becomes fecund, w hat w as bitter becomes sweet.

Most of the people fled, a few joined them. When they left the town they 
were a larger and merrier company. They swept on across the level 
fields on the north bank, or left bank, of the river. At every farm animals

12 This descent into the bestial state and the loss of speech also struck the supporters of 
N.I.C.E. in That Hideous Strength. See 340-356.
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came out to join them. Sad old donkeys who had never known joy grew 
suddenly young again, chained dogs broke their chains, horses kicked 
their carts to pieces and came trotting along with them [...]. (408)

It should be noted  that A slan's influence encom passes even Bacchus, 
Silenus the satyr and the M aenads. Far from  being the presider over shameless 
debaucheries, Bacchus now  offers a w ine that inebriates spiritually and 
rejuvenates the sick. Fruitfulness follows in his w ake and his inspired revelries 
now  express a happiness unleashed as praise for creation and the Creator. 
Once again the lion restores an order to the pleasures bestow ed upon  all 
creatures and dom esticates even the once bracketed desert of the pagan m yths 
for service to authentic joy.

The transform ation of N arnia into a N ew  Eden therefore belongs to 
the Christian tradition found in Jerom e's Life of Paul. The often criticized 
"jumble of m yths" found in the N arniad  reflects neither an incoherent vision 
on the part of Lewis nor, as Laura Miller suggests, an attem pt to return  to the 
beloved pagan w orld under the cover of a Christian allegory.13 Just as Jerom e's 
helpful centaur, articulate faun, and intelligent animals reveal the 
transform ative pow er of Christ in the desert, so also do Lew is's kindly Mr. 
Tum nus and reveling Bacchus dem onstrate the restored authority  of Aslan. 
The ancient m yths find new  and authentic life in the Christian w orld.

Narnia and  the Fruit of D iscipline

Lewis is generally not associated w ith asceticism. W hen he became an 
international figure, gracing the cover of Time m agazine, a published reference 
to the "ascetic Mr. Lewis" am used J.R.R. Tolkien, w ho recalled his friend's 
capacity to dow n pints in quick succession (McGrath, C.S. Lewis: A  Life 240). 
H is Christianity celebrated the goodness of created p leasu res—beverages, 
friendship and song—in the vein of such English w riters as G.K. Chesterton or 
H ilaire Belloc.14

Yet the popular im age of the Inklings creating their w orlds in the 
festive atm osphere of the Eagle and Child should not deceive us into thinking

13 Regarding the ancient myths, Miller writes: "Some of these were items he'd stashed 
away before his conversion, things belonging to his old 'secret, imaginative life,' 
treasures he wished to keep even though they couldn't be reconciled to the new regime. 
Their recalcitrance was part of their charm, the really wonderful thing about them" (L. 
Miller 269). A comparison with Jerome's work, however, reveals that the ancient myths 
had long been "reconciled to the new regime." The wonder of Lewis's vision, like 
Jerome's, is grounded in the transformative embrace of Christ's presence.
14 Screwtape advises his nephew to prevent his patient from experiencing real pleasures 
that actually draw persons out of themselves and toward God (151).
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that Lewis d id  not see the im portance of spiritual exercises, or disciplines, in 
the living of the Christian life. U nm itigated pleasures corrupt and decay; 
ordered pleasures infuse life. Even Screwtape recognizes that "w hen we are 
dealing w ith  any pleasure in its healthy  and norm al and satisfying form, we 
are, in a sense, on the Enem y's ground" (143). Lewis's asceticism therefore 
sought to avoid the unhealthy  extrem es—perhaps found all too often even 
am ong the ancient holy athletes of d esert—that u ltim ately become a dualistic 
rejection of creation. This becomes clear in his discussion of the virtue of 
tem perance in Mere Christianity:

Temperance is, unfortunately, one of those words that has changed its 
meaning. It now usually means teetotalism. But in the days when the 
second Cardinal virtue was christened "Temperance", it meant nothing 
of the sort. Temperance referred not specially to drink, but to all 
pleasures; and it meant not abstaining, but going the right length and 
no further. (49)

Sacrifices and denial should not become ends unto  themselves, but 
rather are an essential and healthy  m eans for the ordering of a virtuous life 
tow ard God.15 Lewis was no Pelagian, burdening  the Christian w ith  the 
impossible task of self-perfection and the rejection of all pleasures before the 
stern gaze of the Creator. Rather, the m odern  spiritual athlete's struggle is to 
inculcate those qualities or virtues from  w hich G od's grace draw s the infinite 
borders of heaven. Again, we hear this point in Mere Christianity:

The point is not that God will refuse you admission to His eternal world 
if you have not got certain qualities of character: the point is that if 
people have not got at least the beginnings of those qualities inside 
them, then no possible external conditions could make a "Heaven" for 
them —that is, could make them happy w ith the deep, strong, 
unshakable kind of happiness God intends for us. (50)

So w ould  Lewis have rejected the radical efforts of an Antony, Paul, 
H ilarion or Jerome as im balanced extremes? Perhaps not. H e soundly 
recognized that m ultiplicity of paths to sanctity and the varied needs of 
individuals in their quest for divine union. In a letter to Mrs. Jessup, he wrote 
of the varied forms of asceticism for individuals:

About the question of abandoning the "World" or fighting right inside 
it, don't you think that both may be right for different people? Some are

15 Gilbert Meilander notes that for Lewis, the disorder in creation is "apparent even apart 
from any theological explanation" (124).
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called to the one and some to the other. Hence Our Lord, after pointing 
the contrast between the hermit and ascetic John the Baptist, and 
Himself who drank wine & went to dinner parties and jostled with 
every kind of man, concluded, "But Wisdom is justified of all her 
children": meaning, I take it, both these kinds. I fancy we are all too 
ready, once we are converted ourselves, to assume that God will deal 
w ith everyone exactly as He does with us. But He is no mass-producer 
and treats no two quite alike. (425-6)

The essential point for Lewis is the disciplined ordering of created talents and 
pleasures tow ard the grow th in virtues and the authentic participation in 
G od.16 The disciplines of the Christian life - in c lu d in g  essential m om ents of 
se lf-d en ia l-w ill vary upon  the strengths and weaknesses of the individual 
and the divine call.

W hat of asceticism in Narnia? Does Lewis continue to incorporate the 
traditions found Jerom e's Life of Paul? This alternate w orld  does boast at least 
one solitary in the tradition of A ntony and Paul: the herm it of the Southern 
M arch from  The Horse and His Boy. We know  little of this enigmatic f ig u re -o f  
h is m otivations or distinct p ra c tic e s -b u t he has clearly chosen the life of an 
anchorite for the silence and pursu it of w isdom . H e has lived to the great age 
of one h und red  and nine years and his hom e on the border of Archenland, 
north  of the Great Desert, serves as an oasis for the weary. The tranquility  of 
h is surroundings seems to em erge from  his sagacity, the fruit of his chosen 
solitude and reflection. H e dem onstrates a deep friendship w ith anim als and 
exhibits miraculous, magical powers. Aravis calls h im  "father" - t h e  equivalent 
of the title "abba" for the ancient desert m o n k s - a n d  he gracefully im parts 
w isdom  to his visitors. In short, this ascetic has not only grown in the virtues, 
bu t he also transform s the w orld  around him  both physically and spiritually. 
H e has become, in effect, an instrum ent of A slan 's providence th rough exercise 
and grace.17

16 On Lewis's understanding of participation through the Incarnation see Jensen 53.
17 The hermit kindly corrects Aravis when she speaks of "luck" as instrumental in her 
survival. He speaks rather of "providence": "I have now lived a hundred and nine 
winters in this world and have never yet met any such thing as Luck. There is something 
about all this that I do not understand: but if ever we need to know it, you may be sure 
that we shall" (The Horse and His Boy 274).

Perhaps another semi-solitary is the retired star, Ramandu. Like Paul, his needs are 
provided by the natural world around him:

"But Lucy, looking out from between the wings of the birds that covered 
her, saw one bird fly to the Old Man with something in its beak that looked 
like a little fruit, unless it was a little live coal, which it might have been, for
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it was too bright to look at. And the bird laid it in the Old Man's mouth. 
Then the birds stopped their singing and appeared to be very busy about the 
table. When they rose from it again everything on the table that could be 
eaten or drunk had disappeared" (The Voyage of the "Dawn Treader" 521).

John Gavin, S.J.

Asceticism is also necessary in N arnia for overcoming the deceptions 
of the usurpers and obtaining a clear vision of the truth. All of the adventures 
in N arnia dem and sacrifices and self-denial on the part of the heroes in order 
to reach their desired goals. M ost of all, in order to see Aslan and to know  his 
will, a certain dying to self m ust take place, accom panied by a w ell-ordered life 
according to the virtues. As we hear in The Magician's Nephew, "For w hat you 
see and hear depends a good deal on w here you are standing: it also depends 
on w hat sort of person you are" (75). Aslan often rem ains invisible to the 
protagonists, un til they convert and grow  above all in the virtue of hum ility. 
This is no easy struggle, since, as Aslan declares, "Oh, A dam 's sons, how  
cleverly you defend yourselves against all that m ight do you good!" (The 
Magician's Nephew 98). Yet, determ ination and discipline often cooperate w ith 
grace for the purification of sight.

The m ost striking exam ple of this clarity th rough  ascetic practice 
takes place in The Silver Chair. The heroes have penetrated  the U nderw orld  and 
now  confront its Queen. Through her m agic she begins to seduce them  into 
believing that the upper w orld is an illusion and that her cavernous realm  is 
the Truth. Before they all can succumb to the spell, P uddleglum  boldly thrusts 
his foot into the fire. The pain "m ade Puddleg lum 's head for a m om ent 
perfectly clear and he knew  exactly w hat he really thought. There is nothing 
like a good shock of pain for dissolving certain kinds of m agic" (633). The 
M arshw iggle's heroic act should not be called masochistic, bu t rather a freely 
chosen alarm  to aw aken the spiritual senses. Like fasting and sacrifices, his 
brief m om ent of pain  liberates h im  from  deception and leads to the salvation of 
N arnia itself.

Finally, ascetic practice is essential for not falling back into the bestial 
state. D uring periods of crisis m any of N arnia 's citizens choose to collude w ith 
the enem y by joining the ranks of dum b anim als.18 Instead of struggling, they 
prefer oblivion, thereby proving Lewis's maxim, "N ow  the trouble about 
trying to m ake yourself stupider than you really are is that you very often 
succeed" (The Magician's Nephew 75). Ginger the Cat, w ho reached the heights 
of stupidity  by rejecting Aslan and joining the invaders, becomes an 
inarticulate feline: "It can 't talk," cry the N arnians. "It has forgotten how  to 
talk! It has gone back to being a dum b beast. Look at its face" (The Last Battle

18 We hear, for instance, of the poor "Lapsed Bear of Stormness, which was really a 
Talking Bear, but had gone back to Wild Bear habits" (The Horse and his Boy, 310). He was 
ultimately killed by Corin Thunder-Fist.
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727). Only the creatures w ho rem ain true to Aslan and cultivate virtuous lives 
m aintain the dignity  of their reason.

Yet, ascetic practice can lead to a recovery and a new  hope, even for 
the bestial. Eustace, in The Voyage of the "D aw n Treader," becomes a dragon 
through his vices and greedy thoughts. H e w eeps because he "w as a m onster 
cut off from  the w hole hum an race" and yearns for hum an contact again. The 
experience inspires a g radual conversion in his heart and authentic desires — 
virtuous desires—begin to emerge. H is attem pts to peel aw ay the scales and 
restore his hum anity  fail, since the dragon h ide im m ediately grow s back. 
Finally Aslan builds upon  his feeble efforts and strips the repentant child of his 
scales. Yet this is not a transform ation devoid of pain, as Eustace himself 
describes:

The very first tear he made was so deep that I thought it had gone right 
into my heart. And when he began pulling the skin off, it hurt worse 
than anything I've ever felt. The only thing that made me able to bear it 
was just the pleasure of feeling the stuff peel off. You know —if you've 
ever picked the scab off a sore place. It hurts like billy-oh, but it is such 
fun to see it coming away. (474)

The restored Eustace has also experienced a personal m etam orphosis and will 
become one of the heroes of the N arniad. H is transform ation therefore changes 
those around  him  and contributes to the salvation of all.

The case of Eustace also reveals the fundam ental principle of Lewis's 
asceticism: hum an exercise is essential for spiritual growth, bu t in the end it is 
God w ho liberates, restores and elevates the person. "God knows our situation; 
H e will not judge us as if we had  no difficulties to overcome. W hat m atters is 
the sincerity and perseverance of our will to overcome them " (Mere Christianity 
59). Because of our fallen state, struggle and even pain accom pany the 
Christian journey, bu t God never abandons the athlete and com plem ents the 
feeblest attem pts at perfection.

Despite the tem poral and cultural divide, Jerom e's fanciful Life of Paul 
the Hermit and Lew is's enchanting Narniad share a common vision of the 
Christian struggle in a creation groaning for redem ption. In both worlds, 
Christ or Aslan recover a paradise that had  been long subjected to corrupt, 
dem onic despots. The good inhabitants of these places contribute to the victory 
through their heroic efforts of transform ation, aided and accom plished 
through divine aid. Self-denial, solitude for reflection and prayer, disciplining 
the will, and grow th in v irtue reform  not only individual persons, b u t also
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contribute to the restoration of the surrounding  environm ent. W hether we are 
considering The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, or the lions, the m onk and the 
cave, the exercises for spiritual perfection rem ain an essential part of the 
hum an  and Christian adventure.

W o r k s  C it e d

Aigrain, Rene. L'Hagiographie: Ses Sources, Ses Methodes, Son Histoire. Potiers: Bloud 
& Gay, 1953.

Athanasius of Alexandria. "The Life and Affairs of Our Holy Father Antony." The 
Life of Antony and the Letter to Marcellinus. Ed. and Trans. Robert Gregg. 
Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1980. 29-99.

Coleiro, E. "St. Jerome's Lives of Hermits." Vigiliae Christianas 11.3 (1957): 161-178. 
Harmless, William. Desert Christians: An Introduction to the Literature of Early 

Monasticism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004.
Harvey, Paul. "Saints and Satyrs: Jerome the Scholar at Work." Athenaeum 86 (1998): 

35-56.
Hunter, David. Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007.
Jacobs, Alan. "The Chronicles of Narnia." In The Cambridge Companion to C.S. Lewis, 

Ed. R. MacSwain and M. Ward. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010. 265-280.

Jensen, Chris. "Shine as the Sun: C.S. Lewis and the Doctrine of Deification." The 
Road to Emmaus 8.2 (2007): 40-62.

Jerome of Stridon. The Life of Paul the Hermit.
[Latin-French] Trois Vies de Moines (Sources Chretiennes 508). Ed. E. Morales 

and P. Leclerc. Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2007. 144-183.
[English] Early Christian Lives. Ed. and Trans. Carolinne White. New York: 

Penguin, 1998. 71-128.
— .The Life of St. Hilarion.

[Latin-French] Trois Vies de Moines (Sources Chretiennes 508). Ed. E. Morales 
and P. Leclerc. Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2007. 212-299.

[English] Early Christian Lives. Ed. and Trans. Carolinne White. New York: 
Penguin, 1998. 87-115.

Kelly, J.N.D. Jerome: His Life, Writings and Controversies. New York: Harper and Row, 
1975.

Lewis, C.S. The Collected Letters: Volume III: Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 1950-1963. Ed. 
Walter Hooper. New York: HarperCollins, 2007.

— . The Horse and his Boy. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper Collins,
2010. 198-310.

124   Mythlore 126, Spring/Summer 2015



St. Jerome's Narnia: Transformation and Asceticism

— . The Last Battle. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper Collins, 2010. 665
778.

— . The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York:
Harper Collins, 2010. 107-197.

— . The Magician's Nephew. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper Collins,
2010. 7-106.

— . Mere Christianity. In The Complete C.S. Lewis Signature Classics. New York:
HarperOne, 2002. 1-118.

— . Prince Caspian. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper Collins, 2010. 311
418.

—.The Screwtape Letters. In The Complete C.S. Lewis Signature Classics. New York: 
HarperOne, 2002. 121-203.

— . The Silver Chair. In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper Collins, 2010. 543
663.

— . That Hideous Strength. New York: Scribner, 2003.
— . The Voyage of the "Dawn Treader." In The Chronicles of Narnia. New York: Harper

Collins, 2010. 419-541.
McGrath, Alisdair. C.S. Lewis: A  Life. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 2013.
— ."A Gleam of Divine Truth: The Concept of Myth in Lewis's Thought." In The

Intellectual World of C.S. Lewis. Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014. 55-81. 
Meilander, Gilbert. "On Moral Knowledge." In The Cambridge Companion to C.S. 

Lewis. Ed. R. MacSwain and M. Ward. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010. 119-131.

Miller, Laura. The Magician's Book: A  Skeptic's Adventures in Narnia. New York: Back 
Bay Books, 2008.

Miller, Patricia Cox. "Jerome's Centaur: A Hyper-Icon of the Desert." Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 4.2 (1996): 209-233.

Rebenich, Stephan. "Inventing an Ascetic Hero: Jerome's Life of Paul the First 
Hermit." In Jerome of Stridon: His Life, Writings and Legacy. Ed. A. Cain and J. 
Lossl. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009. 13-27.

Williams, Rowan. The Lion's World. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012.

A b o u t  t h e  A u th o r

Jo h n  Ga v in , S.J. is an assistant professor in the Department of Religious Studies at 
the College of the Holy Cross, Worcester MA. His second book, A Celtic Christology: 
The Incarnation According to John Scottus Eriugena, was published in 2014 by Wipf 
and Stock.

Mythlore 33.2, Spring/Summer 2015   125



J o i n  t h e  M y t h o p o e i c  S o c i e t y  T o d a y  a n d  E n j o y :   

•  Thought-Provoking and  Respected Publications
Our reviews quarterly Mythprint (free with membership) keeps readers up to date on 
newly published fantasy Literature, films, and academic titles. Members also receive the 
Annual Report and Member Directory. The peer-reviewed journal Mythlore features 
scholarly articles on mythopoeic literature. Our annual literary magazine, Mythic Circle, 
publishes new fiction, art and poetry with mythopoeic themes. The Mythopoeic Press 
publishes both scholarly editions of literary works and critical essays. The Society also 
produces specialized works on Tolkien's invented languages and other topics. Members 
receive advance notice of new publications and special discounted rates.

• Outstanding Conferences
Our annual conference (Mythcon) encourages scholars, authors, and readers to exchange 
ideas and share their insights and love of mythopoeic literature. Guests of Honor have 
included authors such as Neil Gaiman, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Tim Powers, as well as 
noted scholars such as Michael Drout, Verlyn Flieger, Douglas Anderson and 
Christopher Tolkien. As a small conference, we enjoy an intimacy with our guests that 
most conferences cannot provide. The Society has been instrumental in the development 
and encouragement of young scholars. There is a special award for best student paper at 
Mythcon, and funding to help "starving scholars" defray conference costs. Society 
members receive big discounts on registration and can share in other benefits.

• Literary and  Scholarly Awards
Our Society's book awards nominees are selected by our members. Society members 
can nominate books for the Mythopoeic Fantasy Awards for both adults and children or 
for the Mythopoeic Scholarship Awards in Inklings Studies and Myth and Fantasy 
Studies. Society members may also serve on the juries to review nominees and select 
winners.

• Communities of Readers and  Scholars
Society members share their love of and scholarly interest in fantasy literature through 
organized discussion groups in various regions across the United States. They can also 
join an email discussion group, connect through our Facebook group, follow us on 
Twitter, or use other social media options. From our "Members" page you can link to 
your own web site or blog.

• Keeping the Mythopoeic Flame Alive
The Mythopoeic Society (founded in 1967) is one of the oldest organizations extant for 
those interested in fantasy and its study and appreciation. Though we have made 
impressive contributions to Mythopoeic Studies, we have always been a small nonprofit, 
run totally by unpaid volunteers. Without memberships, we'd cease to exist. We cover all the 
Inklings. We welcome scholars from a variety of disciplines, independent scholars, and 
anyone who reads and loves fantasy literature. As a member you can have influence on 
the direction of the Society by voting on its leadership—or become part of that 
leadership yourself.


	St. Jerome's Narnia: Transformation and Asceticism in the Desert and Beyond the Wardrobe
	Recommended Citation
	To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm
	Mythcon 51: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien

	Abstract
	Additional Keywords

	MYTHLORE

