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Love, Loss and Life, explored through the writings of C.S. Lewis 

 
Maundy Thursday: Love  
 
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. Looking back over the past year of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, this Dickensian sentiment rings true. We have seen human nature at its 
very best—loving, compassionate, gentle, kind. We have seen the human predicament at its 
very worst—sickness, suffering, isolation, death. As we begin to recover from this very best 
and very worst of times, we mark these three great days of Holy Week, which are themselves 
a meditation on the best and the worst of times. Last year, I was the only person allowed in 
the church building in Holy Week, and I came here daily to pray. From time to time, I found 
myself sitting in C.S. Lewis’s pew, hoping that inspiration from a great Christian thinker 
connected with our church could provide some kind of guidance. Some of you may be familiar 
with that interview question in the Church Times: ‘who would you most like to be locked in a 
church with?’ I would probably say C.S. Lewis, were it not for the fact that it feels like I already 
spent the best part of last year locked in a church with him.  
 
During the Second World War, at one of the darkest points in the crisis, Lewis began a series of 
radio broadcasts, now published in the book Mere Christianity. The talks brought comfort to 
many at a time when everything seemed bleak — offering space to articulate some of the 
deep foundational questions of meaning and purpose that often arise in times of crisis, and 
from the perspective of the Christian faith. As we reflect on this current crisis, I hope to draw 
on some insights of Lewis that can frame our journey over these next three days. In keeping 
with the spirit of ‘mere’ Christianity, the themes are simple: love, loss and life.  
 
That love should be the focus for Maundy Thursday would seem clear from our gospel 
reading, which has love at its centre: Jesus, having loved his disciples to the end, demonstrates 
this love through an act of service and humility — washing their feet — and commands them 
to ‘love one another, as I have loved you’ (John 13.34). If we could pick any verse in the Bible 
to encapsulate the essence of Christianity — mere Christianity — it would surely be this one: 
love one another, as I — God — have loved you. And yet for all its simplicity, the nature of God 
as love is a concept we find difficult to grasp. So difficult, in fact, that it had to be revealed to 
us in language we could understand and in words and actions we could remember.  
 
One reason for the difficulty is that the English word ‘love’ is not nuanced enough to capture 
all the many ways in which we use it. C.S. Lewis wrote a book called ‘the four loves’, explaining 
that in Greek there are four different words for love, but only one of them — agape — comes 
close to describing the love that is at the heart of God’s identity: an unconditional, unselfish, 
unpossessive love, which pours itself out for others. This is the love with which we are loved  
by God, and with which we are asked to love one another.  
 
Lewis follows a familiar thread in discussions of the nature of love — going back at least as far 
as the Greek philosopher Plato. The idea is that we move progressively from love of particular 
physical things and individuals, through to a more abstract and universal notion of love itself. 
Lewis calls this ‘primal love’, the Divine energy present from the beginning of time, inherent to 
all creation. How do we grasp this vast, invisible energy of divine love? We begin with our own 
concrete experiences of love: friendship, parental or sibling love, romantic love, even love of 



certain places or objects. All our lived human experiences of love can be seen through a bigger 
lens of divine love: as Lewis puts it, ‘we must try to relate the human activities called loves to 
that Love which is God’. Try is the operative word; our finite human minds struggle to 
comprehend the infinite love of God.  
 
When Jesus got up from the table, tied a towel around his waist, poured water into a bowl, 
and washed the feet of his disciples, he was able to reveal something of this vast, invisible 
energy of divine love in a language they could understand and in words and actions they could 
remember. Modern psychologists might call this: love language. The primary human love 
languages are said to be: words of affirmation, physical touch, acts of service, gifts and quality 
time. There are countless examples of these love languages in the gospel stories depicting 
Jesus’s life and his interaction with those around him, and especially in this scene. The 
disciples are affirmed by the words they hear, and spoken to on equal terms to their Lord and 
teacher. They know they are loved. They are physically touched in this act of loving service. 
They are given the most precious gift a teacher can give—words of wisdom. They spend 
quality time with Jesus—some of his last hours on earth—and he spends them doing 
everything possible to remind them that he loves them and will love them to the very end. He 
is aware there is so little time left: ‘I am with you only a little longer’. These actions leave a 
trace, a remembrance, a blueprint for human love, seen through a far bigger lens of divine 
love; when Jesus is no longer with them, they begin to see this bigger picture: ‘You do not 
know now what I am doing, but later you will understand.’ (John 13.7).  
 
One of the great challenges of Covid-19 has been the way it has disrupted our familiar human 
love languages. Some of us have been deprived of physical touch; some of us have been 
deprived of quality in-person time with those we love; birthday and anniversary celebrations 
have taken place without the exchange of gifts; the stress and strain and anxiety may have 
taken away our ability to find meaningful words of affirmation for others; acts of service have 
been complicated by social distancing and lockdown. It has been the worst of times. And yet, 
for all the ways in which the suffering of this pandemic has disrupted our familiar ways of 
expressing love, we have still experienced love in countless and unexpected ways. We have 
offered words of affirmation to those we might never have noticed before—like our 
neighbours, or the delivery drivers bringing our shopping. Gifts of time and care have been 
offered and received. For some, cutting out the daily commute has created more quality time 
with our families. People have performed acts of service and physically cared for us or our 
loved ones when we have been unable to—the carers, nurses, and doctors who, like Jesus, 
have washed and dried the bodies of those unable to wash themselves. In all this, we have 
realised that love is never extinguished by suffering; rather, it takes on a different form and a 
different language — a divine language.  
 
In giving his disciples this command—love one another as I have loved you—Jesus invites 
them and us to follow him along the path of great love, aware that this journey may involve 
suffering, pain and loss, but that the primal energy of divine love can transform any human 
experience—even a pandemic—into what Lewis calls ‘the tuneful instrument of love itself’. ‘By 
this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another’ (John 
13.35). As we begin to recover from this pandemic, may our awareness of the love given and 
love received over this past year strengthen us and remind us that: where love and charity are, 
there God is.  
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