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the contemporary world, we are witnessing
a profound crisis of identity. From the rise
of expressive individualism to the fracturing
of social and cultural norms, people are
increasingly  struggling to answer the
fundamental question, who am |? This is often
referred to as the “crisis of the modern self.”
What does it mean to be human? How should we understand
ourselves in relation to others, to the world, and ultimately to God?
In many ways, C.S. Lewis was ahead of his time in diagnosing
this crisis. Though he wrote in the mid-twentieth century, Lewis’s
observations about modernity and its impact on the self can offer
a timeless critique of our fragmented age, while pointing to a path
of redemption through biblical truth.

The Modern Self: A World Without Objective Meaning

A fundamental shift that has fueled the crisis of the modern self is
the rejection of objective truth and meaning. In traditional Christian
thought, human beings are understood as creatures made in the
image of God (Gen. 1:26-27) and called to live in accordance
with God’s purposes. Our identity is not self-constructed; it is
discovered in relation to our Creator. The modern world, however,
has shifted toward a more subjective understanding of identity. In
the philosophy of existentialism and postmodernism, for example,
meaning is no longer found in something transcendent; rather, it is
constructed from within the individual. As Charles Taylor argues in
A Secular Age, we have moved from an “enchanted” world, filled
with meaning given by God, to a “disenchanted” one, where the
individual is left to create a personal sense of purpose.?

C.S. Lewis foresaw this development and warned of its dangers.
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In The Abolition of Man, he famously critiques modern education
and culture for abandoning what he called the “Tao,” referring
to the objective moral order, which includes the natural law and
God’s revealed truth. He writes, “We make men without chests
and expect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour
and are shocked to find traitors in our midst. We castrate and
bid the geldings be fruitful.”® Here, Lewis argues that by severing
ourselves from objective moral truths, we create a society
incapable of producing people of character. Without an objective
basis for good, the self becomes adrift, floating in a sea of
subjective desires, with no anchor in reality.

This critique of modernity is deeply rooted in biblical truth. The
Bible presents a world in which human beings are made to reflect
God’s glory and live in harmony with His design. Psalm 139:13-14
tells us that we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” by God, and
Ephesians 2:10 reminds us that we are “God’s handiwork, created
in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance
for us to do” (all Scripture quotations are from NIV). The modern
attempt to construct identity apart from God ultimately leads to
confusion and despair because it denies the very foundation of
what it means to be human.

The lllusion of Autonomy and the Problem of Sin

A central tenet of the modern self is the illusion of autonomy. We
are told that true freedom is found in the ability to define ourselves
however we please, to create our own reality without reference
to any higher authority. This vision of autonomy is celebrated in
many aspects of contemporary culture, from the glorification of
self-expression to the rejection of traditional moral frameworks.
Yet, as Lewis points out, this vision is deeply flawed.

In Mere Christianity, Lewis argues that true freedom is not found
in self-assertion but in self-surrender. “The more we . . . let Him
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take us over, the more truly ourselves we become” because
He made us. He invented us. “He invented . . . all the different
[people] that you and | were intended to be.” Lewis’s insight here
is that freedom is not the ability to do whatever we want; rather, it
is the ability to become what we were made to be. This, of course,
aligns with the biblical understanding of freedom. In John 8:36,
Jesus says, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” True
freedom comes not from autonomy but from submission to Christ,
who frees us from the bondage of sin.

The biblical concept of sin further illuminates the crisis of the
modern self. According to Scripture, sin is not merely individual
wrongdoing; it is a rejection of God’s authority and an attempt to
live independently of Him. In Genesis 3, we see the first humans
succumbing to the temptation of self-rule. The serpent promises
Eve, “You will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:5).
This is the root of the modern crisis: humanity’s attempt to be its
own god, to define good and evil on its own terms. This quest for
autonomy is self-destructive. This rebellion leads not to freedom
but to misery, isolation, and ultimately self-annihilation. The
modern self’s pursuit of autonomy leads not to flourishing but to
fragmentation and despair.

The Fragmentation of Identity

As modern people attempt to construct their own identities, they
often find themselves caught in a web of contradictions. On the
one hand, we are told to “be true to ourselves.” On the other hand,
we live in a world that bombards us with conflicting images and
expectations. Social media, advertising, and cultural norms pull us
in different directions, leading to a fractured sense of self. This is
the fragmentation of identity that many experience today.

Lewis presented this problem in The Screwtape Letters, where
the demon Screwtape instructs his apprentice Wormwood on how
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to lead humans astray. One of the key strategies is to distract the
individual with endless pursuits of self-gratification and superficial
identity markers. Screwtape advises Wormwood to keep his
patient’'s mind in a constant tumult of shallow passions so that
he never stops to reflect on his true condition before God. And
he also advises, “fix his attention inward that he no longer looks
beyond himself to see our Enemy [God] or his own neighbours.”
This constant distraction leads to a fragmented life, one that is
never centered on the eternal truths of God and His Word.

The Bible offers a counternarrative to this fragmentation. In
Colossians 3:1-3, the apostle Paul writes, “Since, then, you have
been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things
above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now
hidden with Christ in God.” Here Paul calls believers to anchor
their identity in Christ, rather than in the fleeting things of this
world. Our true identity is not something we create; it is something
we receive through our union with Christ.

Lewis, too, emphasizes this theme of identity in Christ. In Mere
Christianity, he writes, “Your real, new self (which is Christ’'s and
also yours, and yours just because it is His) will not come as long
as you are looking for it. It will come when you are looking for
Him.”® In other words, the search for self-fulfilment apart from
God is a dead end. It is only when we turn our gaze toward Christ,
seeking to know and love Him, that we find our true selves.

The Redemption of the Self Through Christ

What, then, is the solution to the crisis of the modern self? For
Lewis, the answer lies in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The self,
fractured by sin and burdened by the weight of autonomy, can
be redeemed only through union with Christ. This redemption
involves both a death and a resurrection: we must die to our old,
sinful selves to be raised to new life in Christ.
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In The Weight of Glory, Lewis speaks of the eternal destiny that
awaits those who are united to Christ. He writes, “The load, or
weight, or burden of my neighbour’s glory should be laid daily on
my back, a load so heavy that only humility can carry it, and the
backs of the proud will be broken.”” Here, Lewis emphasizes that
our identity is bound up not only in our relationship with God but
also in our relationships with others. To be truly human is to reflect
the love of God to our neighbors, bearing the weight of their glory
as we walk in humility and love.

This vision of the self is deeply biblical. In Philippians 2:5-7, Paul
exhorts believers to “have the same mindset as Christ Jesus:
who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God
something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made
himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made
in human likeness.” The way of Christ is the way of humility, self-
sacrifice, and love. It is in following this path that we find our true
selves.

Conclusion

C.S. Lewis’s critique of the modern self is remarkably prescient and
profoundly relevant to our current cultural moment. His writings
expose the dangers of autonomy, the fragmentation of identity,
and the loss of objective meaning in a world that has rejected its
Creator. Yet Lewis’s message is not one of despair. Rather, he
points to the hope of redemption through Christ, in whom we find
our true identity and purpose.

The crisis of the modern self is, at its core, a spiritual crisis. It is a
symptom of humanity’s attempt to live without God. But as Lewis
reminds us, true freedom, fulfillment, and identity are found not
in self-assertion but in self-surrender to Christ. As Jesus Himself
said, “Whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever
loses their life for me will save it” (Luke 9:24). In Christ, we discover
that losing ourselves is the only way to find our true selves.
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The human mind has no more power of inventing a
new value than of imagining a new primary colour,
or, indeed, of creating a new sun and a new sky
for it to move in.

— C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man
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?

What is the “crisis of the modern

self”? What are some of the shifts in

thinking that have contributed to this
crisis?

What, according to the author, Thiago
Silva, is the solution to the crisis of
the modern self? (See the section of
the article titled, “The Redemption of
the Self Through Christ”.) What does
Silva offer to support his views?

After reading this article, are there
any steps that you would like to take
in your personal life in response?
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