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David Downing’s  new biography of  C.S.  Lewis,  much l ike the inspir ing quote  to  

which i ts  t i t le  points ,  is  of ten as  eloquent and concise  as  the  master’s  work i tsel f ,  

making The Most Reluctant  Convert  an  enter tain ing and poignant work.  Focusing on 

Lewis’  spir i tual  journey,  specif ical ly  h is  transformation between the years  1904 and 

1931,  Conver t  is  a  depar ture f rom other  b iographies  of  th is  famed author ,  as  

Downing expressly leaves out  por t ions of  Lewis’  l i fe—and includes o thers—so as  to  

remain  centred s tr ic t ly around Lewis’  spir i tual  evolut ion.  In  th is  way,  the book 

offers  the  reader  a  pointed and deep analysis  of  the  personal ,  fantas t ical ,  and textual  

inf luences forming and honing C.S.  Lewis’  phi losophy and fai th .  

Downing uses C.S.  Lewis’  d iar ies ,  le t ters ,  and l i terature—as well  as  several  of  

Jack’s  closest  conf idants’  ref lect ions—to paint  a  remarkable  p icture of  the ideas and 

people  inf luencing Lewis’  formation.  Especial ly  notable  is  Downing’s  except ional  

cross-referencing of  Lewis’  readings,  exper iences ,  and wri t ings,  which showcases  

not  only the evolut ion of  h is  subject’s  thought but  a lso  the resul t ing amalgamation 

of  Lewis’  la ter  ideas.  Making good use of  l i terary cr i t ical  techniques,  Downing 

unear ths  s tr ik ing over laps  between Lewis’  h is tor ical  exper iences  and his  ensuing 

l i terary ref lect ions  and characters .  This  f luency al lows Downing to  demonstrate  no t  

just  how Lewis’  exper iences impacted the man’s  thought,  but  a lso  how signi f icant  

each exper ience was in  the  wri ter ’s  fa i th  journey.  Defending his  observat ions  with 

several  analyses  of  Lewis’  lexicon,  recurr ing symbols,  character  descr ipt ions,  and 

plot  developments ,  Downing reveals  a  s tar t l ingly c lear ,  i f  dynamic,  coherence in  

Lewis’  work before,  dur ing,  and af ter  the great  author’s  conversion.  In  th is  way 

Downing accomplishes h is  task  of  reveal ing Lewis’  personal  thought as  he moved 

towards Chris t iani ty.  

Downing’s  concise assembly of  Lewis’  exper iences and work makes The Most  

Reluctant  Convert  an  energet ic  and easy read.  Throughout  the book I  found myself  

nodding along and marking observat ions,  impressed by Downing’s  abi l i ty to  

demonstrate  both the f lu id i ty of  Lewis’  transformation and the unforeseen inf luences  

impact ing the author .  Build ing upon,  and in  many ways f leshing out ,  Lewis’  

Surprised by Joy ,  Downing synopsizes  many of  the works and th inkers  that  Lewis  



engaged.  While  these synopses f requent ly veer  off  Downing’s  point  and occasional ly  

are  lef t  without  thorough explanation,  they never theless  provide a  rounding out  

which,  if  nothing else,  a l lows the reader  to  form a ful ler  understanding of  Lewis’  

encounters .  Further ,  as  Downing often  uses  the same method of  exchange that  Lewis 

himself  used—namely a  dia logue between Lewis’  ref lect ions  and the  texts  the  author  

was reading—Downing is  able  to  draw the reader  deeper  in to  the thought  processes  

of  C.S.  Lewis.  In  th is  way the reader  becomes an act ive observer  of  the 

t ransformation of  Jack’s  mind.  

Although the author  readi ly re l ies  on numerous sources for  h is  b iography,  a  notable  

absence in  this  work is  a  consideration of  Lewis’  Til l  We Have Faces .  While  the t i t le  

is  referenced once,  Downing does not  use this  book,  which Lewis  considered his  best  

and in to  which he poured so  many autobiographical  ref lections,  as  the l i terary mirror  

of  Lewis’  spir i tual  journey that  i t  i s .  A self -proclaimed spir i tual  b iography,  The 

Most  Reluctant  Convert  should  have spent  more t ime with  Lewis’  Faces  to  defend i ts  

in terpreta t ion of  events .  The s l ight  is  not  detr imental  to  The Most Reluctant  Convert ,  

but  i t  presents  a  missed opportuni ty for  deepening the synthesis  of  Lewis’  

ref lect ions with Downing’s  own.  

In  the end,  David  C.  Downing’s  The Most Reluctant  Convert  is  an enjoyable and 

enl ightening biography that  in troduces readers  to  yet  another  layer  of  C.S.  Lewis’  

convers ion to  Chris t iani ty .  Eloquent ly constructed,  Downing’s  book expands upon 

works previously wri t ten  while  also  offer ing a  novel  presentat ion of  Lewis’  journey 

through mater ia l ism,  spir i tual ism,  and theism—and ul t imately h is  re turn to  

Chris t iani ty.  By the end of  the book,  readers  wil l  be so  enraptured with  Downing’s  

approach that  the b iographer’s  f inal  conjectures  about Lewis’  f irs t  profession of  

Chr is t  wil l  appear  an inevitable—and desirable—prospect  to  complete  the ent ire  

ta le .  I  recommend th is  book as  an essent ia l  complement  to  o ther  works about  both  

Lewis and the psychology of  conversion.  Within  The Most  Reluctant  Convert  l ie  

pear ls  of  ins ight  for  seekers  and bel ievers  al ike.  
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