
LEABHARLANN CHOLAISTE NA TRIONOIDE, BAILE ATHA CLIATH TRINITY COLLEGE LIBRARY DUBLIN
OUscoil Atha Cliath The University of Dublin

Terms and Conditions of Use of Digitised Theses from Trinity College Library Dublin 

Copyright statement

All material supplied by Trinity College Library is protected by copyright (under the Copyright and 
Related Rights Act, 2000 as amended) and other relevant Intellectual Property Rights. By accessing 
and using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you acknowledge that all Intellectual Property 
Rights in any Works supplied are the sole and exclusive property of the copyright and/or other I PR 
holder. Specific copyright holders may not be explicitly identified. Use of materials from other sources 
within a thesis should not be construed as a claim over them.

A non-exclusive, non-transferable licence is hereby granted to those using or reproducing, in whole or in 
part, the material for valid purposes, providing the copyright owners are acknowledged using the normal 
conventions. Where specific permission to use material is required, this is identified and such 
permission must be sought from the copyright holder or agency cited.

Liability statement

By using a Digitised Thesis, I accept that Trinity College Dublin bears no legal responsibility for the 
accuracy, legality or comprehensiveness of materials contained within the thesis, and that Trinity 
College Dublin accepts no liability for indirect, consequential, or incidental, damages or losses arising 
from use of the thesis for whatever reason. Information located in a thesis may be subject to specific 
use constraints, details of which may not be explicitly described. It is the responsibility of potential and 
actual users to be aware of such constraints and to abide by them. By making use of material from a 
digitised thesis, you accept these copyright and disclaimer provisions. Where it is brought to the 
attention of Trinity College Library that there may be a breach of copyright or other restraint, it is the 
policy to withdraw or take down access to a thesis while the issue is being resolved.

Access Agreement

By using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you are bound by the following Terms & 
Conditions. Please read them carefully.

I have read and I understand the following statement: All material supplied via a Digitised Thesis from 
Trinity College Library is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or 
sale of all or part of any of a thesis is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for 
your research use or for educational purposes in electronic or print form providing the copyright owners 
are acknowledged using the normal conventions. You must obtain permission for any other use. 
Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone. This copy has 
been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation from the thesis 
may be published without proper acknowledgement.



From the Tears of Things to the Play of Grace:

Discerning Textures o f  Faith through a Practice o f Reading 
Contemporary Literary Texts

A dissertation subm itted to the University o f  Dublin 

for the D egree o f  D octor o f  Philosophy 

by

Anne Thurston

Irish School o f  Ecum enics 

Trinity College Dublin 

April 2014



T rinity college^

5 JAN 2015 

^  L IB R A R Y D U S L IN ^ ^ ^



Declaration

I declare that this thesis has not been subm itted as an exercise for a degree at 
this or any other university and it is entirely my own work.

I agree to deposit this thesis in the U niversity’s open access institutional 
repository or allow  the library to do so on my behalf, subject to Irish Copyright 
Legislation and Trinity College Library conditions o f  use and 
acknow ledgem ent.

Signed,

Anne Thurston

April 2014



Summary

The core o f this thesis consists o f a practice o f close readings o f a series o f 
texts: poetry, fiction, literary essay. Conversations about 'sacred' and 'secular' 
as supposedly distinct ways o f naming the meaning and purpose o f life form 
the context. The purpose o f these readings is to facilitate a re-framing o f 
conversations about the textures o f faith in an imaginative and interpretive 
space beyond these binaries. The methodology o f the dissertation reflects the 
matter as it seeks to engage in nuanced close readings o f chosen texts in order 
to discern the meaning o f faith in imagined constructs o f human experience.

Chapter One maps the terrain and sets the context under the rubrics o f  "sacred 
and secular" and "literature and theology". It argues that theologians and 
practitioners o f religions should turn to these narrative and poetic arts to extend 
conversations about human flourishing. It proposes that the abstract language 
o f reductive reasoning has its limits and needs to be enlarged by metaphorical 
language. It includes a critical discussion o f the faculty o f the imagination.

Chapter Two turns to ways o f reading. It discusses theories o f reading and 
proposes a hermeneutic o f trust which includes, but is not bound by, a 
hermeneutic o f suspicion; is hospitable to the otherness o f the texts under 
consideration and to the possibility that they may 'change the gaze' o f the 
reader. It proposes a relational reading 'alongside' and 'with' the given texts 
which allows meaning to unfold in the time o f reading. The following three 
chapters form the core; the practice of reading.

Chapter Three is about the practice o f poetry. It offers a close reading of 
Human Chain by Seamus Heaney, and o f the essay collection A Human Eye by 
Adrienne Rich, as well as some o f her poetry. Both poets are engaged (in 
different ways) by the capacity o f poetry to offer "glimpsed alternatives". The 
textures o f faith as explored through these writers are firmly rooted: in the 
vulnerable human body in the case o f Heaney, and in the wounded body politic 
in the case o f Rich. They illustrate faith as trust and commitment to truth- 
telling. A conversation about the prophetic versus the sacramental imagination 
is engendered through the readings.

Chapter Four looks at faith in fiction and turns to the work o f two writers who 
engage explicitly with the contours o f faith: Marilynne Robinson and Alice 
McDermott. The novels Gilead  (Robinson) and After This (McDermott) 
explore the textures o f faith in the lived experiences o f their characters and 
show faith as the grammar, language and pattern o f lives within these framings. 
They serve to illustrate the ambivalence o f such constructs and, as they come 
from different corners o f the Christian tradition, they offer possibilities for 
contrast and conversation.

Chapter Five turns to the arts o f g rief It interrupts the discussion to look at 
two texts which engage with the topic o f  pain and suffering: a memoir essay 
Loves Work by Gillian Rose and the novel Beloved  by Toni Morrison. The 
purpose is to resist any easy alliance between literature and theology, or sacred 
and secular, along the lines o f aesthetics: reading for beauty or virtue.



Language and the body disintegrate in the face o f suffering and yet words are 
needed to articulate the experiences. Questions arise as to what 'faith' means in 
such circumstances and what form o f readings serve 'love' and 'justice'.

The Conclusion seeks to show how these practices o f close reading 'according 
to' the chosen writers have offered an imaginative space for conversations 
about the search for meaning. These texts, staying close to the textures o f 
experience, have found meaning 'written on the body'. The conversations have 
not engaged with abstract framings o f questions about the place o f 'the sacred' 
in a 'secular' world, but have been immanent and incamational, offering 
material ways o f speaking about fundamental matters. My initial hope for the 
dissertation that a more nuanced language could be learnt through such 'slow 
readings', which might help to reframe discussions about what we hold 'sacred', 
is reiterated, and affirmed. The experience o f engaging with the metaphorical 
language o f poets and writers has offered insights not accessible through other 
means. Yet the claims are restrained and described in terms o f strategies, ways 
o f seeing differently, discerning wisely. Works o f narrative and poetic arts 
have not been read as substitutes for religious experience but as a means of 
engaging with such experiences. In clearing a space to host these kinds o f 
conversations it proposes that we consider, not just the public square, but also 
voices coming from the margins, from a counter-public sphere. The lamenting 
voice once more interrupts the flow and reminds the reader o f tears and 
ruptures before grace can play in the gaps.
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INTRODUCTION

Religions are poems. They concert 
our daylight and dreaming mind, our 
emotions, instinct, breath and native gesture

into the whole thinking: poetry.
Nothing's said till it's dreamed out in words 
and nothing's true that figures in words only.

— Murray "Poetry and Religion"

This thesis finds its place between theology and literature and 'secular' 

literature is its starting point. The core o f the thesis consists o f a practice of 

close readings o f a series o f texts: primarily poetry and fiction. The purpose of 

these readings is to open up an imaginative space beyond the binaries of 

'sacred' and 'secular' in order that we might reframe conversations about 

matters of faith in terms of human experience. It suggests that the arts, and in 

this case, the narrative arts of fiction and poetry, offer resources o f wisdom in 

terms o f "learning human", to borrow a phrase from poet Les Murray.' In a 

context marked by often strident debates about matters 'sacred' and 'secular' the 

thesis seeks to sidestep the main argument and pose a question from a different 

angle: it asks whether an engagement with secular literary texts might afford a 

new language and generate fruitful theological conversation and thus facilitate 

crossings between the apparent divisions. It seeks through these writings to 

establish a common ground o f concern with human meaning and proposes such 

readings as a form of theological discourse.

The intention is not to make grandiose claims for literature as a 

substitute for religion, or even for ethics, but rather to suggest that it is one 

important way we may learn empathy, come to inhabit another perspective,

' Les A. Murray, Learning Human: N ew  Selected  P oem s  (Manchester: Carcanet, 2001), 78.
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discover how to live with uncertainty, develop a compassionate imagination, 

begin to recognise moral complexities, and acquire a subtlety o f language.^

Even more important is the role of fiction in showing how we construct 

meaning and make sense o f contingent experience. Acknowledged fictions help 

to reveal the unacknowledged fictions which shape "the social imaginary" to 

use Charles Taylor's term.^ Such possible outcomes may not be sufficient to 

change the contours o f discussions about religious belief but they may prepare 

the ground for better understanding o f what it might mean to hold certain 

positions as 'sacred', or to be 'faithful' to others. I am wary of claiming too 

much, reminded by Bernard Schlink that Germany, with its great cultural 

heritage, was capable of the atrocities o f the Holocaust.'* For this reason a 

chapter on 'disruption' exposes the 'tears' in the fabric o f the thesis. The work of 

imagination precedes, or perhaps accompanies, pragmatic approaches to 

understanding and is indispensable to them. It prepares the ground for hosting 

difference and otherness. In these and other ways the proposal of the thesis 

asserts that literature is a source for theology and a resource for dialogue. What 

undergirds this work is the sense that while philosophy may be the grammar of 

theology, poetry is its pulse. "Religions are poems" suggested Australian poet 

Les Murray in the opening citation.^

The purpose and practice o f the work will be further discussed in the 

Introduction under the following headings: Methodology, Selected Texts, 

Themes and Interlocutors, Literature and Theology: A Select Review, 

Contribution o f this Work, and Summary and Structure.

■ "I think fiction may be, whatever else, an exercise in the capacity for imaginative love, or 
sympathy, or identification." Marilynne Robinson, When I  fVas a C hild I  R ead  Books, (N ew  
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012), 21.
 ̂Charles Taylor, M odern Social Im aginaries (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press;

Chesham: Combined Academ ic, 2004).
 ̂Bernhard Schlink, Guilt A bout the P ast (Berkeley, C A: House o f  Anansi Press, 2010), 29. See 

also a similar comment by Serbian writer Danilo Kis referring to the great cultural heritage o f  
Germany, "The fact that they read these authors, that they were educated in a spirit o f  
humanism, was no obstacle to their descent into barbarity." Danilo Kis and Susan Sontag,
Homo Poeticus: E ssays and In ten iew s, (Manchester: Carcanet, 1996), 211.
 ̂ "Poetry and Religion" in Les A. Murray, N ew  C ollected  Poem s (Manchester: Carcanet,

2003), 265.
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Methodology

The methodology takes the form o f a practice o f close attentive 

readings of selected literary texts. It seeks to mirror the contention o f the thesis 

that close attention to practice, to the manner in which things are done, is as 

important as the matter to be discussed. Prior to these readings the thesis sets 

the practice into two contexts: the first is the broad context o f sacred/secular 

concerns taking the work o f Charles Taylor as the template, in conversation 

also with Jeffrey Stout. The second context is that o f the interdisciplinary space 

o f Literature and Theology where this thesis finds its theoretical home. Chapter 

One maps these contexts and Chapter Two discusses ways o f reading and 

proposes a relational hermeneutic of reading which begins with trust but 

attends to the necessity o f a hermeneutics o f suspicion without permitting 

deconstruction to dominate the reading practice. The thesis is not just about the 

matter o f poetic texts but also the manner in which they are read. It discusses 

theories of reading and then illustrates a practice o f reading. It offers a way of 

reading, not through texts for meaning, as if an essence were something that 

could be extracted but o f reading alongside: accompanying the texts in a 

relational manner. It is a practice o f reading analogous to attentive listening in 

a conversation, alert for the silences and the gaps, as well as the marks on the 

page. Such a reading attends also to the imaginative hinterland which has 

formed the thought.

I propose that this kind o f engagement with imaginative texts of 

literature may make it possible to 'translate' questions about value, about 

ultimate meaning, about hope, the kinds o f questions which concern both 

purveyors o f secularism and practitioners of religion.^ It may encourage a more 

nuanced language. Conversations about 'otherness' and 'difference' may be 

hosted more generously in these narrative arenas o f plurality and ambiguity.

 ̂ See the reflections o f  Jurgen Habermas on this idea of'translating' religious concepts 
"Religion in the Public Square" University o f  San D iego, Novem ber 3, 2005  
< http://www.sandiego.edu/pdf/pdf librarv/habermaslecture> (accessed June 26, 2013). See 
also: Jurgen Habermas and Ciaran Cronin, An Awareness o f  What Is M issing: Faith and  
Reason in a P ost-Secu lar A ge  (Cambridge, U.K.; Malden, Mass.: Polity, 2010), 7.
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Selected Texts

I have chosen to work with contemporary or near contemporary 

texts o f poets and writers who have exhibited a (com) passionate concern for 

the vulnerabiHties and fragilities o f human relationships and the search for 

meaning within the imagined constructs o f experience. There is always 

something arbitrary and subjective in all our choices; different choices on my 

part would have evoked diverse responses and brought other kinds of 

questions. Listening to the distinct voice o f each text is part o f the practice. I 

have limited my field to works from Western culture and my theological 

responses are grounded in the Christian tradition in ftill recognition o f these 

constraints and the inevitable lacunae. I am not reading these texts to evoke a 

'canon' but rather to generate conversations across the borders of'sacred' and 

'secular'.

The writers are selected in contrasting pairs with the idea that each 

work can be looked at in its own right and subsequently set into conversation 

with the other. The first pair to be considered are the poets Seamus Heaney and 

Adrienne Rich. At the time this thesis was initiated both had produced works 

exploring human meaning through poetry: Heaney's work Human Chain 

(2010) carried intimations of mortality and Adrienne Rich in A Human Eye 

(2009) considered ethical reflections on the uses o f poetry.’ They are two very 

different poets: both secular, but with a religious hinterland which has shaped 

their thought: Irish-Catholic in the case o f Heaney; Jewish-Protestant in the 

case o f Rich. Heaney has defined himself as a 'public' poet and described Rich 

as a 'political' poet. These contrasts are explored in further detail in Chapter 

Three. Heaney's work in this collection also proposed a grounding for the 

contention of the thesis that a close reading o f poetry could serve, not to 

decorate, but to shape theological thought. The stress in the poems on the 

material world 'bearing meaning' suggests a profoundly incamational reading 

o f human experience and yet the fact that the tone is secular facilitates the kind 

o f conversation between sacred and secular concerns envisaged by the thesis.

 ̂Adrienne Rich died on March 27th 2012; Seamus Heaney died suddenly on August 31st 
2013.

7



Adrienne Rich's passionate and sometimes polemical defence of the 

weak and the wounded gives her essay writing and her poetry an ethical 

(prophetic) turn, and her solidarity with subjects o f economic or gender 

discrimination can be contrasted and compared with Heaney's human chain of 

solidarity. The shift to ethical concerns in terms of'Literature and Theology' is 

noted in the selected review of secondary literature below. The fact that both 

poets were also critical writers and commentators on poetry provides a further 

dimension and gives a theoretical underpinning to the work. The focus chosen 

is the 'listening ear' for Heaney and the 'sharp eye' for Rich. Tact and texture 

shape the work o f Heaney and facilitate reflections on trust as a marker of 

faith. The work o f Rich is widely drawn on by feminist theologians, in 

particular. In the case o f both poets it is the form and shape, the practice o f the 

writing that yields the insights.

The second pair o f writers under consideration are two novelists: 

Marilynne Robinson and Alice McDermott. The shift is not just from poetry to 

fiction but from secular writers with a recognisable religious hinterland 

towards writers for whom religion is an explicit concern. They are secular 

writings but have a marked religious focus. The purpose is to see how 'faith 

works' as practice and language, as texture as well as form and matter, for these 

novelists. The writers, both American, come from very different religious and 

cultural milieus and thus offer a contrast and comparison within the Christian 

tradition. Robinson lives in Iowa and her religious heritage comes from Calvin 

whom she wishes to retrieve for a positive reappraisal in her essays and her 

fiction. McDermott's milieu is that of Irish-American Catholic growing up in 

Brooklyn New York. The styles of the novels chosen: Gilead and After This, 

are utterly different, from slow meditative in the case of the first, to what I 

describe as a kind of'straining' in the second. In Gilead the central characters 

discuss theology and the meaning o f faith; in McDermott's novels the lives of 

the characters are given shape by their faith which functions as a given 

language. The discussion about and between the two novelists enables a 

nuanced reading o f how faith works not as a general principle but instanced in 

these concrete imagined lives. Thus it may open to wider discussions in this

8



vein. Once more as in the previous chapter the textures o f faith are unfolded 

through these texts.

The final 'pair' o f chosen writers are Gillian Rose and Toni Morrison. 

This discussion raises the question o f suffering through two writers whose 

works can neither be neatly summarised, nor easily compared. The choice here 

is conceived as a disruption to any easy alliance between literature and 

theology. Gillian Rose's Love's Work and Toni Morrison's Beloved exhibit 

narrative styles which confound the attempts o f readers to summarise or flatten, 

and thus the reader must abandon preconceived notions o f either the shape of a 

memoir or a novel and read 'according to' the disjointed style and form o f these 

works. Suffering and evil defy codification. These works are selected to 

'unhouse' the reader and thus resist any 'romantic' conception o f the reading 

process or of literature as an alternative salvific space. Once more the question 

o f ethics arises and the limitations of a purely aesthetic approach is recognised.

Themes and Interlocutors

(a) Sacred and Secular Scriptures

In a discussion of literature in terms of sacred and secular, the 2004 

work by Nicholas Boyle: Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach 

to Literature might seem a clear choice as an interlocutor for the work. Boyle 

opens his investigation with the Bible and reads it as a sacred and a literary text 

with the conceptual tools of thinkers such as Hegel, Levinas and Ricoeur. He 

proceeds to consider how literature might be a reflection o f the Bible and a site 

o f theology, a ground where secular and sacred can meet. However Boyle's 

definition of literary texts as "nonpurposive": designed to give pleasure, is 

problematic, a point noted by a review article.* A further problem lies, I 

suggest, in the categories used to determine the 'sacred' character of the Bible, 

the reason "we incense the Gospels and not the Iliad".^ I propose that the

g
Caery Evangelist, "Imaginative Inventions: A Purposive Account o f  Literature in Response 

to N icholas Boyle" Logos: A Journal o f  C atholic Thought and Culture, Volume 14, Number 4, 
Fall 201 l , p p  55-73.)
’ N icholas Boyle, Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach to L iterature  (London: 
Darton. Longman & Todd Ltd, 2004), 139.
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category o f performance or practice used in this thesis would permit a more 

fluid explanation than the demarcation o f either content or purpose.

The starting point o f the Bible as literature as a way into this kind o f 

discussion has been traced by such thinkers as Robert Alter and Frank 

Kermode in 77/e Literaiy Guide to the Bible (1987), Gabriel Josipovici in his 

Book o f  God (1988), Paul Ricoeur in the essays on the Bible in Figuring the 

Sacred ( 1995) and Harold Bloom, The Shadow o f  a Great Rock: A Literaiy  

Appreciation o f  the King James Bible (2011). However, although such writers 

form part o f the imaginative hinterland o f the work, they are not explicitly 

engaged in the discussion as the concern o f the thesis is not with the move 

from the 'sacred' literature o f the Bible to secular literature, but with secular 

literature itself as a source o f illumination. An exception is Robert Alter's Pen 

o f  Iron (2010) which discusses the effect of the King James Bible on American 

prose and which includes references to the work o f Marilynne Robinson, a 

writer under discussion in the thesis.

Joseph O'Leary, in contrast to most o f the writers mentioned above, 

suggests starting with literature and contends that the reading of 'sacred 

scriptures' is enhanced by this, "It is modem literature which provides the 

indispensable horizon within which Scripture can become luminously 

intelligible for us". He is even more insistent on the value o f literature for 

theology: he suggests that the failure o f theologians to engage seriously with 

the discourses of literature leaves them floundering in a sea o f abstractions 

removed from the texts and textures o f human experiences. O'Leary argues that 

theology needs to be in dialogue "with all the discourses o f humanity; he 

suggests that if human experience is filtered only through philosophical 

categories, then theology will be abstract and "caricatural". He advocates the 

sensitivity that a literary training provides as an antidote to this danger.' '  David

See the distinction made by N icholas Lash in his essay "Performing the Scriptures". He 
suggests that the fundamental form o f  Christian interpretation is the life o f  the Christian 
community: N icholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus (London: SCM Press, 1986), 37- 
46.
" Joseph O'Leary, "Thoughts on Religion and Literature 1992"
< http://iosephsolearv.tvpepad.com'mv w eblog/2006/04/thoughts on rel.html> (accessed June 
8 , 2012 ).
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Jenkins, attuned to similar concerns, considers that theologians need to stand 

under the judgment o f the insights o f literature.’̂

(b) Aesthetics: Contemplative to Performative

A further category which might seem to offer a theoretical 

underpinning for the thesis is that o f aesthetics. The interface between art and 

theology is not new and considerable work has been done in this area. However 

the primary emphasis in many o f these works is on the aesthetic, on beauty, 

and on the artist as creator; theological aesthetics, in that sense, is not part of 

the consideration here. Although Gesa Thiessen's compendium of Theological 

Aesthetics (2004) is drawn on several times in the course o f the work, the 

overall thrust of that approach is not taken. The category o f 'beauty' is 

problematic and needs to be contextualised. An essay by John O'Connor on the 

contested nature o f aesthetics and the ambiguities inherent in our experience of 

beauty makes the point: "If we hold that beauty is capable o f being revelatory 

it is not straightforwardly so."'^ Nicholas Wolsterstorff offers a critique of the 

type o f contemplative mode of aesthetics that dominates the writings in that 

volume. Richard Viladesau's Theology and the Arts also begins from "the place 

o f beauty in the human apprehension of and response to God."''* He asks 

whether theology and religion should be looking "with particular attention to 

the arts as the most effective remaining point o f contact between the secular 

mind and the sacred?"'^ What is significant from the perspective o f this work 

is, that although Viladesau includes music and the visual arts, in terms of 

literary arts his choice is the rhetoric of preaching. Thus secular narratives are 

not included in this account.

In an essay published in 2008 Wolterstorff develops the theory that a 

hindrance to an "accurate understanding of the interaction between art and

Comment made by David Jenkins, former Bishop o f  Durham, cited in David Jasper "The 
Study o f  Literature and Theology' in Hass, Jasper, and Jay, The Oxford H andbook o f  English 
Literature and Theology, 23.

John O'Connor, "Theological Aesthetics and Beauty as Revelatory: An Interdisciplinary 
Assessment" in Heather Walton editor, Literature and Theology: N ew  Interdisciplinary Spaces 
(Surrey: Ashgate, 201 1) 111-125, 122.

Richard Viladesau, Theology and the Arts: Encountering G od through Music, Art, and  
Rhetoric  (N ew  York: Paulist Press, 2000), 167.

Ibid, 13.



religion" has been the fact that almost all writers on the subject have embraced 

what he calls the "Grand Modem Narrative o f the Arts".'^ Wolterstorff argues 

that the contemplation model has dominated, particularly from the eighteenth 

century. The implication was that prior to this time art served some function (in 

the lower order o f craft) but now was seen in some purer form as 'art for art's 

sake'. One can see how the links arise between such contemplation and 

religious feeling and how one might substitute for the other. There are elements 

o f this notion o f art as transporting us to another world in Taylor's account of 

'cross-pressures'. There are many different forms o f this model, Paul Tillich's 

expressivist model being another.'^ Wolsterstorff sees value in many of these 

approaches but advocates a return to examine how works o f art function in 

religious practices. He suggests we consider how icons function in the practices 

o f eastern orthodoxy, how congregational hymns function almost like 'work 

songs' and he might have included religious processions. The point to 

recognise is that art functions socially. It can do this in a liberating or 

oppressive manner. The pertinence o f all o f this for the purpose o f the thesis is 

to suggest that the category of performance or practice may be a more helpful 

lens with which to engage how faith works as texture and text. W olterstorff s 

methodology enables us to ask questions, not just about the form, but about the 

function, o f any work of art. In the novel After This, to be discussed in Chapter 

Four, a major work o f art, Michaelangelo's Pieta, is the centrepiece o f an 

exhibition. The novelist, Alice McDermott offers a lengthy description, not of 

the beauty of the work itself, but of how it 'functions' to facilitate a processing 

o f grief. W olterstorff uses the example of'mem orial art' in a similar way.

In this thesis, which engages with narrative, and not visual, works of 

art, it is helpful to introduce a category other than the aesthetic and particularly 

in relation to poetry. It enables the category o f practice rather than piety to be 

used to examine how poetry and religion might interact.

See Nicholas Wolterstorff, "Beyond Beauty and the Aesthetic in the Engagement o f  Religion  
and Art," in Theological A esthetics after Von B althasar, ed. O. V. Bychkov and James Fodor 
(Aldershot, Hants, England; Burlington, VT.: Ashgate, 2008), 119-133. See also the very 
interesting essay by Nicholas W olterstorff on why a focus on practice, rather than grand 
theory, facilitates a different and more engaged way o f  speaking about art: N . Wolterstorff, 
"Why Philosophy o f  Art Cannot Handle Kissing, Touching, and Crying," Journal o f  Aesthetics 
& A rt Criticism  61, no. 1 (2003).

See: "Paul Tillich, from 'Art and Ultimate Reality"' in Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics, 209- 
217.
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(c) The Principal Thinkers and Theorists Shaping the Thesis

Wolsterstorff has proposed the concept o f practice and Iain McGilchrist

in his monumental work The Master and his Emissaiy pubHshed in 2009

provides a theoretical underpinning to the claim in the thesis that metaphorical

language is an essential way of accessing and interpreting experience,

"Metaphoric thinking is fundamental to our understanding of the world,

because it is the only way in which understanding can reach outside the system
18of signs of life to life itself. It is what links language to life" The emphasis on 

precise analytical thinking at the expense of a wider vision has, according to 

McGilchrist, skewed Western culture, and undervalued the forms of wisdom 

that come from broader contextualised thinking such as can be delivered by the 

right hemisphere o f the brain. Metaphor allows ways of thinking which enable 

us to view things in a different light thus making space for fresh insights to 

emerge. The focus in the thesis on the 'manner in which' comes from 

McGilchrist's shift of attention from, in his view, an undue emphasis on 

(necessary) abstraction to the ways in which we understand.'^

Such attention to the 'how' and not just the 'what', and the 

accompanying subtlety o f thought which places metaphorical thinking to the 

centre, is one o f the draws to the thinking of Rowan Williams. The proposal of 

the thesis that theologians and practitioners o f religion should turn to poetic 

and fictional texts to extend the conversation about human flourishing, about 

"the grammar o f human possibilities" finds resonances in his theological 

work.^** Rowan Williams's interest in what lives of faith look like 

imaginatively, as portrayed in his major work on Dostoevsky, in essays on 

Flannery O'Connor and others, and more recently on Marilynne Robinson, all 

proposed common threads with the proposals o f the thesis.^' Williams's

Iain McGilchrist, The M aster and his Em issary: The D iv ided  Brain and the making o f  the 
Western W orld (N ew  Haven & London; Y ale University Press, 2009), 115.

McGilchrist, The M aster an d  H is E m issaiy. See for exam ple pages 3-4 and 359-360.
Rowan W illiams, On Christian Theology (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 7.

■' Rowan W illiams, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction  (London: Continuum, 2008), 
"Flannery O'Connor Proper Names" in W illiams, G race and Necessity’: Reflections on A rt and  
L ove  (London: Continuum, 2005) and "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Homecoming" in 
Christianity and L iterature  61, no. 1 (2011).
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principal concern is with humanity's relationship to God and the adequacy or 

inadequacy o f fictional language to cope with that. Another over-lapping 

concern is with the quality o f our conversations and how it might be possible to 

speak about faith in terms o f what people do and how they do it. The 

engagement with the secular and the question as to how theology is brought to 

the public square is a further common thread. The primary concern o f this 

thesis is with the attempt through literature to articulate the search for human 

meaning and to find common ground with those who do this, without 

necessarily invoking a transcendent reference. Williams also provides a lens 

through which to read 'the sacred' in terms o f attentive love. A reflection o f 

such 'attentive love' is noted in the work o f Seamus Heaney. The essays o f 

Marilynne Robinson are also drawn into these discussions about value and 

purpose. The concern o f the thesis, which is about the kind of patterns and 

practices o f poetry and fiction and how such readings might illuminate ways to 

speak about the patterns and practices of religious faith, is amplified by these 

writers. Terry Eagleton, in his review o f Rowan William's work on Dostoevsky 

notes the link between the performative aspects of fiction and religious faith.^^ 

The richly textured complexities o f such practices are embraced rather than
‘yx

discarded. The focus o f this thesis is the "unfolding performance," that 

practice of the shaping o f lives through the imaginative constructs of faith, 

religious and secular, in the works of poetry and fiction.

Although Terry Eagleton's interest is primarily concerned with cultural 

theory he has recently returned to a more explicit interest in the contribution of 

Christian theology particularly as filtered through the thinking of Herbert 

McCabe and, through McCabe, back to Thomas Aquinas. His work connects 

with the thrust o f this thesis with its emphasis on the material and its resistance 

to a form o f dualism which segregates 'the spiritual'. Eagleton offers a sharply 

critical voice inhibiting any recourse to romantic or sentimental notions o f 

what poetry is about. He has also influenced the stress on practice with his

■■ Terry Eagleton, "The deadly rationalism o f  evil" in The Tablet, October 30, 2008.
23 Daniel Morris refers to the deliberately chosen ambiguity in the self-understanding o f  the 
Jewish poet Charles Bernstein who understands "Jewishness" as "a practice o f  dialogue and as 
an openness to the unfolding performance o f  the everyday." Stephen Paul M iller and Daniel 
Morris, ed. R adical P oetics and Secular Jewish Culture (Tuscaloosa: The University o f  

Alabama Press, 2010), 3.
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description o f a poem as a way o f seeing "meaning take shape as a practice, 

rather than handUng it simply as a finished object."^'* Eagleton furthermore 

provides a sharp critique on any unconsidered recourse to the faculty o f the 

imagination. The thesis does not review the critical literature on the subject of 

the imagination which is o f course vast, and might be said to begin with the 

classic text of Coleridge: Biographia Literaria. Coleridge's argument that
'yc

"imagination is an intrinsically religious act" has left its traces on many 

theologians but the subject matter of the thesis is not primarily concerned with 

the imagination as a category per se.

(d) Engaging with the Secular and the Sacred

In Chapter One of the dissertation an attempt is made to contextualise 

the discussion under the headings of 'sacred and secular' and then 'literature and 

theology.' In terms of the first heading, the discussion is embedded in the 

conversation about the contribution of literature to this debate. For this reason 

Jeffrey Stout's Democracy and Tradition (2004) is one o f the interlocutors.^^ 

Stout attends to the capacity of literature to afford insights and suggests that the 

essay, play and novel represent 'forms of moral enquiry' and demand a 

complexity o f response. He draws on Emerson, Baldwin, Whitman, Wendell 

Berry and refers to Adrienne Rich's essays(among others) as contributing to the 

shaping of a moral imagination.^^ He is critical of the work of Stanley 

Hauerwas who, according to Stout, "mines the ethical significance" of novels 

which he sees as schools of virtue and fails to read them as part of "his account 

of modernity". Stout, in contrast, welcomes the essay, the play, the novel 

precisely because they "represent forms of moral enquiry that constantly 

frustrate the desire for stories that straightforwardly illustrate morals." He adds,
29citing Milan Kundera, "Things are not as simple as you think." The reading 

o f novels in this thesis follow that trajectory, rather than that o f someone like

Terry Eagleton, How to Read a Poem  (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 68.
Simon Bainbridge, "Wordsworth and Coleridge" in The Oxford Handbook o f  Literature and 

Theology, 469.
Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 

2004).
■ Ibid., 164.

Ibid., 168.
Ibid., 171.
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Stanley Hauerwas. Although Hauerwas calls on narrative fiction to bolster his 

theological thinking, his ways o f reading require the works under discussion to 

conform to a Christian narrative. It seems that secular literature in its own right 

has nothing to contribute. The limitations o f narrative theology are evidenced 

in such readings for 'virtue.' In 2010 The Journal o f  the American Academy o f  

Religion published proceedings o f a discussion o f Stout's work where Cornel 

West described Stout as 'the most philosophically subtle of secular thinkers' but 

also as 'religiously musical'.

That description could also apply to Charles Taylor who is a 

philosopher o f the secular age. Taylor is furthermore interested in literature as 

an example o f what he calls, 'cross-pressures' to the secularization narrative. 

Taylor speaks o f poetry as "an event with performative fo rce" .H o w ev er he 

acknowledges the fragility o f poetic language which has analogues to the 

fragility o f religious language when the metaphors flatten and die. Taylor 

chooses Hopkins as an example o f a poet rejuvenating language and 'finding 

God'; in Chapter One, in contrast, I take the work of Irish poet Dennis 

O'Driscoll to illustrate the effects of "Missing God".

Literature and Theology: a Selective Review

In terms o f Literature and Theology, that interdisciplinary space into 

which this thesis seeks a foothold, the literature is vast. A useful oversight of 

current trends is found in the 2007 Oxford Handbook o f  Literature and 

Theology. This conversation is further enriched by Literature and Theology: 

New Interdisciplinary Spaces (2011) edited by Heather Walton. David Jasper 

in his essay in that latter volume entitled: "Interdisciplinarity in Impossible 

Times" contends that "The only possible future for theological thinking in the 

Western context is through an interdisciplinary approach". He proposes the 

categor>' of intradisciplinarity which

is not trying to find theology or religion still lurking in disguise in literary texts or 
works of art. It is, rather, for us today, exploring the ways in which a work of literature

Jason Springs, Cornel W est, Richard Rorty, Stanley Hauerwas, and Jeffrey Stout, 
"Pragmatism and Democracy: A ssessing Jeffrey Stout's Dem ocracy and Tradition" Journal o f  
the Am erican A cadem y o f  R eligion  78, no.2 (June 2010): 414.

Charles Taylor, A Secular A ge  (Cambridge, Massachussets and London: The Belknap Press, 
2007), 758.
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— a poem or a novel — in its own right, not necessarily so much by what it says as by 
how it plays its games can illuminate the way we think/^

The resonances with the thrust of the thesis in this direction are clear. Also 

helpful is the tenth anniversary issue o f the journal: Literature and Theology 

which appeared in September 2012. Several o f its essays are cited in Chapter 

One as the shifts o f interest are recorded in terms o f a move from confessional 

to theoretical considerations. The Oxford Handbook is divided into seven parts 

starting with the formation o f the tradition. It lays out current concerns under 

the following headings: Literary Ways o f Reading the Bible, Theological Ways 

of Reading Literature, Theology as Literature and then a section entitled 'Great 

Themes'. The gap in this account is one to which this thesis seeks to contribute; 

Literature as a Way o f  Reading Theology. For example, to write an essay or
•5 -̂

offer a lecture on "Seamus Heaney and Catholicism" might fit some o f the 

categories already in place, but to attend firstly to the matter o f the human in 

his poetry, as is attempted in this work, is to open up the poetry from its own 

ground, to read it on its terms and then subsequently to see how such readings 

might open to theological insights not available through other means. The work 

of moral theologian Enda McDonagh has, I suggest, demonstrated such a shift 

from a theological approach to art, to an art-centred approach to theology. 

These are nuances of course, but the movement is perceptible.^"*

In the concluding essay in the Oxford Handbook Andrew Hass 

identifies four themes that will influence future concerns in the field: post- 

secularity, globalization, culturality and interdisciplinarity. In terms o f 

postsecularity Hass speaks of a "fundamental reconceiving o f both sides" 

where they recognise their mutual investment in the discourses of the other.^^ 

Hass speaks about a language 'between' and this is taken up in the thesis. The 

affirmation o f which Hass speaks "that the material carries a dimension o f the

David Jasper, "Interdisciplinarity in Impossible Times: Studying R eligion through Literature 
and the Arts" in Literature and Theology., 1-18; 1,9.

The title o f  a wide-ranging lecture by Professor Eamon Duffy given in the Loyola Institute 
TCD on March 19th 2014. This approach is clearly valid and informative.

See for example the 1989 essay "Prayer, Poetry and Politics" in Theological A esthetics. 297- 
301 in comparison with "The Cure o f  Poetry" in Andrew Pierce and Geraldine Smyth ed., The 
C ritical Spirit: Theology a t the C rossroads o f  Faith and Culture E ssays in H onour o f  G abriel 
D aly OSA (Dublin: The Columba Press, 2003), 123-134.

Andrew Hass, David Jasper, and Elisabeth Jay, The O xford H andbook o f  English L iterature  
and Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 843.
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spiritual" is echoed here; however with a resistance to duality, the more 

materialist contention that 'matter bears meaning' is preferred. Hass chooses 

the example o f the Scottish novelist A. L. Kennedy to illustrate a God 

"embodied in the weakness of the flesh " whereas the poetry of Heaney or the 

work o f Toni Morrison are selected in this thesis to show how vulnerable 

human flesh yields meaning.

Edward Said is cited by Hass and taken up in Chapter Two to 

demonstrate the ways in which texts are embedded in contexts, cultures and 

traditions. Such embedding is also evidenced in the poetry o f Heaney and 

Adrienne Rich. Thus essentialist readings o f texts, cut loose from their 

moorings, are eschewed. The final theme addressed by Hass is that of 

interdisciplinarity. This is also addressed by Heather Walton in the introduction 

to Literature and T}ieolog\>. Walton speaks o f how the conjunction o f the 

disciplines may be seen in tension or in partnership; she suggests a positive 

reading: they can be seen as "joint champions o f alterity and imagination in a 

world where knowledge is increasingly valued according to utilitarian 

principles."^^ Both writers resist the notion that such a study needs to find its 

primary 'home' in one or other discipline, and argue instead for the advantages 

o f liminal and threshold places o f enquiry. A provocative work on resisting the 

idea of'hom e' is to be found in Daniel Boscaljon's edited essays: Resisting the 

Place o f  Belonging: Uncanny Homecomings in Religion, Narrative and the 

Arts (2013).

In the second chapter o f the thesis two literary critics cited by Hass are 

further explored, both engaged with the question o f the apparent demise of 

'Cultural' or 'High Theory': Valentine Cunningham's Reading After Theoiy 

(2002) and Terry Eagleton's After Theoiy (2004). They provide contrasting 

views on the subject. Cunningham's approach which involves a turn to 'tact' 

would appear to be in line with the tone o f the thesis but reservations are

Heather Walton, Introduction to Literature and Theology, 1. See also recent discussions 
about the place o f  the Humanities. For example see the inaugural lecture by Professor Jurgen 
Barkhoff, director o f  the Trinity Long Room Hub Arts and Humanities Research Institute: 
'From Humboldt to Horizon 2020: What can we expect from the Humanities?', October 17, 
2012. < http://www.tcd.ie/longroomhub/> (accessed N ovem ber 6, 2012). See also; Martha 
Craven Nussbaum, Afoz fo r  Profit: Why D em ocracy N eeds the H um anities (Princeton, N.J.; 
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2010). Nussbaum how ever seem s to envisage a rather 
functional role for literature in forming citizens.
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expressed and limitations addressed, not least in Cunningham's resistance to 

any form o f  suspicion in the reading process. Eagleton aligns his M arxist 

approach to a Catholic m aterialist perspective. Neither writer wishes to 

abandon theory but seeks to argue for a repositioning o f its importance as 

governing the reading process. M ore importantly, they argue, as does Hass, 

that what was understood as 'cultural theory' has proved itself unable to address 

moral and ethical concerns. He takes Derrida, Habermas and Raymond 

W illiams as exemplars. According to Hass, as the field o f Literature and 

Theology is now thrust into w ider contexts, "if 'after theory' still contains 

theory it contains it in a far m ore integrated manner, a m anner in which it is 

impossible to separate out 'theory' (in a decapitalized form) with the practice o f 

reading and, indeed, l i v i n g . A  similar point about the new concern with 

morality, evidenced in Eagleton and other literary theorists, is noted by David 

Jasper.^*

The increased concern with ethics can be evidenced in recent works in 

the field, for example the work edited by Gaye W illiams and Clara A. B.

.loseph Theology and Literature: Rethinking Reader Responsibility  (2006), or 

the section on "The Ethics o f  Interpretation" in Hermeneutics at the 

Crossroads (2006) edited by Kevin Vanhoozer, James K A Smith and Bruce 

Ellis Benson. W e have already alerted to the dangers o f'read ing  for virtue' in 

the work o f  Stanley Hauerwas. Such limitations in prescriptive readings can 

also be seen in some o f  the work o f  M artha Nussbaum  who reads literature 

with a particular moral purpose. Heather W alton critiques Nussbaum 's work 

from this perspective suggesting that she sees literature as "a supplem ent to 

philosophy rather than an equal partner."^^ Another critic Liesbeth Korthals 

Altes points to the irony o f  Nussbaum  calling for a moral approach to literature 

as if  "deconstruction and its 'masters o f suspicion' had been no more than 

ripples in the pool."'*'^ The dangers of'theological instrumentalism ' in any

The Oxford Handbook, 854.
"Interdisciplinarity in Impossible Times" in Literature and Theology, 8 
Heather Walton, Im agining Theology: Women, Writing and G od  (London: T&T Clark 

International A Continuum Imprint, 2007), 37. And see similar critique by Walton in "When 
Love Is N ot True" in Walton ed. Literature and Theology, 39-40.

"Some Dilem mas o f  an Ethics o f  Literature" in Gaye W illiams Ortiz and Clara A. B. Joseph, 
Theology and Literature: Rethinking R eader R esponsibility  (N ew  York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006), 19.
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engagement with the arts are noted by Jeremy Begbie and Steven Gutherie in 

their 2011 work Resonant Witness: Conversations between Music and 

Theology. This thesis, while seeking to be hermeneutically aware o f the 

presuppositions o f its writer, also seeks to allow the possible meanings to 

unfold, to disturb, and not just conform, to expectations. It argues for literature 

as a way o f reading theology and not as a decorative addition to its discourse. 

Joseph O Leary in a 1992 essay suggested the possibilities o f an engagement 

with literature while recognising the methodological difficulties:

The world as refracted in literature offers a more hospitable climate 
for religious thought and challenges us to refine our religious 
conceptions. Thus it can serve to mediate between religion and the 
'real world.''*'

Mark Burrows makes a similar point from a different angle advocating a 

"poetic approach to epistemology" on the basis that it may offer "an insight 

into modem construals o f reality that remain impoverished without it."'^^

Amy Hungerford in her work Postmodern belief: American Literature 

and Religion since 1960 (2010) offers some useful pointers to discussions 

about the formal elements o f belief and practice as evidenced in literature. 

Despite some very interesting analyses o f texts, this work promises more than 

it delivers. It appears to this writer that she muddies the waters of her project 

by suggesting that her concern is about "what it might mean to believe in 

meaninglessness".'*^ This contention is itself rendered somewhat meaningless 

by her engagement with writers such as Cormac McCarthy, Toni Morrison and, 

most significantly in this respect, Marilynne Robinson. A different claim stated 

on page 123 might seem more to the/her point: "My more local and specific 

claim is that literature o f all kinds...plays a special role in the culture by 

embodying the imaginative work required to maintain the viability of belief in 

the secular age." This objective is also taken up in a series o f essays published 

in 2000 by Susan VanZanten Gallagher and M.D. Walhout entitled Literature 

and the Renewal o f  the Public Sphere where the contributors seek to delineate

Joseph O'Leary, "Thoughts on R eligion and Literature".
Mark S. Burrows, "Raiding the Inarticulate: M ysticism , Poetics, and the Unlanguageable," 

Spiritus: A Journal o f  Christian Spirituality  4, no. 2 (2004): 180.
Amy Hungerford, Postm odern Belief: Am erican L iterature an d  Religion since I960  

(Princeton; Princeton University Press, 2010), xiii.
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"creative border crossings" between theology and literature with the purpose of 

sustaining a public culture.'*"*

Finally to conclude this section on Literature and Theology, I turn to a 

work by Philip Davis, Reading and the Reader (2013), published too late to be 

included in the main body o f the thesis. I allude to it here because Davis 

proposes some of the same ideas taken up in this work: namely that literature 

might provide a holding place for the exploration o f human existence and also 

that literature may serve to translate values."*^ However where Davis suggests 

that literature might provide a place o f contemplation between 'religion and 

secularization' this thesis wants to argue for a place of conversation, but one 

does not necessarily preclude the other. Davis is more resistant to a 

hermeneutic o f suspicion than is the case here and is more concerned with 

inner personal transformation. The interest o f the thesis in disruptive texts 

remains important as a form of resistance to any retrieval of a romantic 

conception of reading or the reader.

Contribution of this Thesis to the Conversation

To claim originality in this kind o f interdisciplinary work is complex; 

others are engaged with similar concerns. 1 have named some of them. What 1 

have attempted to do is suggest ways in which the conversations might 

continue and offer nuances and shadings to the arguments. These fresh nuances 

are; firstly the manner in which the matter is engaged: the core o f close 

readings o f the selected texts. The reflection is hermeneutical and critical and 

proceeds from a primary concern with concrete embodied experience which 

shapes the theoretical framework. Secondly, as I suggested, there appears to be 

a 'gap' in the Oxford Handbook on Literature and Theology in terms o f taking 

secular literature as a starting point and reading theology through that lens.

This work is not about a correlation between sacred and secular literature, but 

one which gives secular literature its due as a potentially luminous script. It

^  Lambert Zuidervaart, "Creative Border Crossing in N ew  Public Culture" in Susan Vanzanten 
Gallagher and M. D. Walhout, Literature and the Renewal o f  the Public Sphere. (London: 
Macmillan, 2000), 222.

Philip Davis, R eading and the R eader  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 108.
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does this with due cognisance o f the ambiguities attendant on such claims. 

With that awareness, the thesis is aligned with the idea that 'matter bears 

meaning' and matter can be the place o f beginning.'*^ Finally I want to claim 

that original insights emerge through the readings and in the juxtapositions of 

the chosen texts. It is proposed that such readings may serve to open a space in 

which it is possible to speak o f fundamental concerns and to share such speech 

across boundaries o f the seemingly intractable sacred and secular divide.

Summary and Structure

The title o f the thesis is suggestive in a number of ways: 'tears' may be a 

sign o f lament and that is the primary meaning here.*** However, 'tears' also 

suggest rupture in the fabric, in the body. 'Play' evokes joy and delight but it is 

also a word for a theatrical performance. Grace cannot be compelled and is 

thus associated with the freedom of play. An engagement with literature draws 

us into human experiences of rupture and rapture that give rise to reflection on 

ways o f negotiating loss and articulating the play o f grace. Chapter One will 

amplify this discussion and situate the work in the contexts o f debates about 

sacred and secular frames of meaning, and of literature and theology as an 

interdisciplinary space. The arts and the religions are described as natural 

partners in terms o f their awareness, not just of constructed frameworks o f 

meaning, but also o f the capacity o f the human mind for wondrous creativity 

and devastating destruction. The role o f the imagination, and a contesting o f its 

ambiguities form part o f the conversation.

Chapter Two is concerned with "Learning to Read". It prepares the 

ground for the practice which follows. It proposes ways o f reading which 

engage with ethical questions about patterns shaping lives and also with 

aesthetic questions about patterns on the page. A hermeneutic o f suspicion is

As David Jasper notes "there is no going back to the old days o f  faith, no going back to T. S. 
Eliot in 1935 as our literary guide." "Interdisciplinarity in Im possible Times" in L iterature and  
Theology, 8.

Heather Walton makes a similar point in "When Love is not True" in Literature and  
Theology, 52.

Seamus Heaney speaks o f  Virgil's 'Lacrimae R erum ' in the Introduction to The R edress o f  
P oetiy . O xford Lectures (London: Faber & Faber 1995), xv.
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part of the practice of reading but its place in the process is questioned. The 

main thrust of this worlc is practice, the central three chapters illustrate a 

hermeneutic of reading. They begin with poetry as the prime exemplar of the 

way in which style and substance are one. The manner in which and the matter 

in hand of the poem cannot be divided; 'meaning and materiality' work 

together. Poetry restores us to our senses in the most literal meaning of that 

word. This discussion is developed in Chapter Three which includes a reading 

of Human Chain by Seamus Heaney and A Human Eye by Adrienne Rich.

Fictions show 'practices of living'. They afford a space to imagine how 

it might be to live in ways beyond the limits of our own experience, thus 

extending our scope and allowing a temporary habitation of otherness. This 

plurality of possibilities expands the imagination of the reader and enlarges the 

capacity for understanding and compassion. The two novels chosen in Chapter 

Four: Gilead by Marilynne Robinson, and After Tim  by Alice McDermott, 

embody patterns of faith as lived practices, as the grammar, the vocabulary 

and, even as the poetry, of particular lives. Other texts show what happens 

when body and language disintegrate under the effects of evil and suffering. 

Toni Morrison's novel Beloved and Gillian Rose's literary and constructed 

memory of her failing body in Love's Work are the texts which are read in 

Chapter Five. The purpose of this chapter is also to illustrate 'tears' in both 

meanings, as rupture and as lament, and to show dystopian rather than utopian 

frameworks. Chapter Six takes the form of an "Afterword" and seeks both to 

draw the threads of the dissertation together and to propose ftirther possibilities 

for what happens "Afterwards".

To summarise the purpose and practice of the work: I have chosen to 

juxtapose and interweave reflections about textures of faith and patterns of 

grace through close readings of texts of poetry, fiction and essay in the hope 

that they may help to illuminate some concerns about 'sacred' matters in secular 

settings: the arts of conversation, the shape of compassion, the discord of 

suffering, the grammar of hope, the work of love. Loss and longing are 

pervasive tones through the texts. These themes will be articulated as patterns 

in practice and not as grand theories. The body, vulnerable, fragile and mortal 

is central to the discussion. As indicated this will not be a 'seeing through texts'
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but a 'seeing with texts'. The close readings create a cumulative effect as 

themes resonate and echo one another.

The hope is that learning the language o f these poets and writers may 

afford a clearing, a space within which it might be possible to reframe 

conversations about what we hold human and sacred in this secular world. I 

propose it as a place of beginning and suggest that poets, writers, artists are 

among those who can offer skilful means and a raft across gulfs o f 

misunderstanding.'*^ Theology draws its breath from nature, from culture, from 

history, from philosophy. It needs to draw more oxygen from the arts, and, in 

this case, the lyric arts, a natural ally, in imaginatively shaping hope and 

naming grace, not apart from, but within the dust and chaos of this world.

To use a phrase from Joseph O'Leary in O'Leary, "Skilful Means as a Hermeneutic 
Concept," Catherine Conway and Christopher C om ille ed. Interreligious H ernteneutics 
(Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2010), 164.



CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Terrain

The purpose o f  poetry is to remind us 
how difficult it is to remain just one person, 
for our house is open, there are no keys in the doors, 
and invisible guests come in and out at will.

— M ilosz "Ars Poetica?"

Theologians need therefore to stand under the judgments o f  the insights o f  
literature before they can speak with true theological force of, and to, the 
world this literature reflects and illuminates.

—  Jenkins Oxford H andbook o f  English Literature and Theology

In this Chapter I want to set the discussion in context under the rubrics 

firstly o f 'sacred' and 'secular' and then o f literature and theology. This will 

involve a teasing out o f what it might mean to move freely in the space 

between these concepts, for it is the relationship between the two which is of 

primary concern. How do these disciplines play out within this work? Once 

again it is the space disclosed between these disciplines that is of primary 

interest. This was David Jasper's point in re-describing interdisciplinarity as 

intradisciplinarity.' This leads to a discussion about the place o f imagination 

together with the role o f metaphorical language. A consideration o f the shapes 

and patterns o f fiction and poetry suggests that such 'practices' and 

performances offer ways of 'reading faith'. The chapter concludes by returning 

to the question o f the ways in which this turn to the 'poetic' can help to open up 

an imaginative space in which it might become possible to extend the kinds o f 

conversations we need to have about human flourishing and the search for 

meaning, conversations in which practitioners o f the arts and o f the religions 

have much to say to one another. One example of such a space took place in 

2004 when the American Jewish Historical Centre in New York hosted a 

poetry event guided by poet Charles Bernstein. According to Daniel Morris:

Bernstein seemed to have seen a need and was responding to it.
Conservative and fundamentalist coalitions were dominating the

' David Jasper "Interdisciplinarity in Impossible Times: Studying Religion through Literature 
and the Arts" in Literature and Theology, 9.
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religious institutional and political terrain, and Bernstein proposed 
an alternative that would facilitate the public life of imaginative and 
interpretive, as opposed to fundamentalist, forms of religious life 
and support.

Bernstein also stressed 'the secular,' which significantly underscores practical 

realities of religious life and culture and its relations with culture at large."

With Bernstein's alternative proposal in mind we turn now to the first of our 

contexts: the sacred and secular.

Part I: Sacred and Secular

In an essay on the topic of'Secular and Sacred' Alicia Ostriker asks 

"Who needs this polarization between 'secular' and 'sacred?' Who profits by it? 

Before I built a wall I'd like to know what 1 was walling in or walling out." She 

goes on to ask, rhetorically, whether poetry does not always "plant one foot in 

this world, one in the world of the spirit? Is not poetry the very cusp or cup of 

language where sacred and profane mingle?" Ostriker describes a task she 

names as radical and defines it "as one in which the 'secular' and the 'sacred' 

cease to mock each other...our species is religion making as it is culture 

making."^ The notion that sacred and secular should not 'mock' one another is 

articulated in plainer prose by Jeffrey Stout who speaks of the caricatures of 

the 'religious' and the 'secular' offered by proponents of both sides and warns of 

the risk that a dualistic picture "if accepted by enough people will become 

true". If we take the basic definitions of'sacred' and 'secular' as pertaining to 

things of God in the first instance, and to the world in the second, then 

increasing secularisation, together with relativism, may suggest, as many 

church commentators fear, the erosion of religion.'* Yet as both Terry Eagleton 

and Gianni Vattimo point out, mustering different arguments, Christianity is 

concerned with the material world. Vattimo, radically suggests that Christianity

■ Stephen Paul Miller and Daniel Morris, ed. Radical Poetics and Secular Jewish Culture 1.
 ̂Alicia Ostriker "Secular and Sacred: Returning (to) the Repressed" in Miller, ed. Radical 

Poetics and Secular Jewish Culture., 184, 185; 194. Seamus Heaney talks o f  two orders of 
knowledge "the practical and the poetic" and how "each redresses the other" in Seamus 
Heaney, The Redress o f  Poetry : Oxford Lectures (London: Faber and Faber, 1995), 203.
 ̂Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition, 10. And see the discussion in Common Knowledge, 
13, no.2-3 (Spring-Fall 2007). This includes a homily by the then Cardinal Ratzinger on the 
dangers o f relativism and a response by Jeffrey Stout.
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involves the "dissolution of the sacred" that the secular is its consummation. 

Eagleton, from his Marxist perspective, points to the political concerns o f the 

Gospel for the transformation o f the world and is more realistic about the 

difficulties of the demands to love one's enemies.^ Ostriker, coming from a 

Jewish perspective, refuses to be walled in or walled out; this dissertation 

coming from a Christian perspective also wants to resist this dualistic 

separation and argue that the 'secular' and the 'material' matter and that this is 

part of the Christian understanding o f God,^ and thus that religious discourse 

has no need to hive off into a separate enclave but can, and must, stake its 

claim to a place in the public square. Jeffrey Stout reminds us o f the distinction 

between secularization and secularism: the first as a process does not involve a 

commitment to the second. He argues pragmatically about secularized 

discourse as that which does not take theological presuppositions for granted. 

This is necessitated by religious diversity and does not imply an anti-religious 

stance.^

Stout argues strongly against John Milbank and others who are anti

secular, and cites the 'political' theologian George Hunsinger as a counter

example of how Christians can engage with modem secularized communities.

For the purpose of this thesis, Stout's observation that ethical discourse has
8 • •become "thinned out" is relevant. This work is concerned with the arts rather 

than politics but involves a 'thick' description o f how commitments unfold and 

how beliefs are shaped, and because it is essentially an engagement with 

secular writers, it also implies a refusal of those lines delineating sacred and 

profane. Stout summarises the spirit of Hunsinger's theology in the dictum 

from Karl Barth with which this work could also be aligned, "God may speak 

to us through Russian Communism, a flute concerto, a blossoming shrub, or a 

dead dog."^

 ̂ Vattimo, A F arew ell to Truth., 85,86; Terry Eagleton 'Misunderstanding what it means to be 
secular' in N ew Statesm an  June 22, 2011.
 ̂ Noted in the title o f  the work by the Dominican theologian Herbert McCabe: Herbert 

McCabe and Brian D avies, G od Still M atters (London: Continuum, 2002).
’’ Stout, D em ocracy and Tradition, 97, 98.
* Ibid., 113.
’ Ibid., 109.
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The Secular

One of the major works of recent times in generating discussion around 

these issues is Charles Taylor's tome entitled A Secular Age and, it could be 

argued, missing a vital question mark at the end of that title. Taylor expresses 

dissatisfaction with the notion of secularism as space evacuated of religious 

meaning, by science for example. His more subtle reading proposes a 

discussion of "belief and unbelief, not as rival theories, that is, ways that 

people account for existence or morality, whether by God or by something in 

nature, or whatever." Instead what Taylor wants to do is "focus attention on the 

different kinds of experience involved in understanding your life in one way or 

the other, on what it's like to live as a believer or an u n b e liev er."H e  takes a 

philosophical tour, with several detours, towards the shape of living in a 

'secular age.' However he also refuses generalisations and is willing to describe 

the phenomena as he sees them. He notes that different spiritual traditions 

emerge in history and give certain shape to the spiritual hunger of the time. 

They in turn are reshaped but the movements that follow, even those in 

apparent opposition, "usually bear some strong resemblance to what preceded 

them."" Although Taylor does not use this term I suggest that he sees the 

secular age as a kind of palimpsest— as we scrape away the layers we find the 

traces of earlier ages of belief inscribed there. But not only that: each age adds 

layers, so that to understand any period you need not to think so much in terms 

of a linear model but rather of taking a cut through the strata of a rock. Our 

secular society grows out of the rich and rotted, sometimes rotten compost of a 

pre-modem religious age. There is no simple subtraction narrative from belief 

to unbelief The story is not linear; the past is not obliterated. Thus for example 

the concern for human rights, for benevolence, generally have some "analogue 

to agape".

What is usefiil in Taylor's reading is his refusal of simple explanations. 

He argues for the complexity of the story of our age. He resists the easy pitting 

of secularism over against belief. He talks of the ambivalent space between

Taylor, A Secular A ge. 4,5.
" Ibid., 679.

Ibid., 247.
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unbelief and belief. He speaks o f how "homogeneity and instability work

together to bring the fragilizing effect o f  pluralism to a m axim um ."'^ W hat

applies to the age also applies on a personal level. W e too m ay be caught in

ambivalent spaces in between faith and unfaith. W e may have hybrid

belongings considering ourselves both secular and religious and indeed in

terms o f religion we may have m ultiple belongings also.''* W e may have traces

o f  the pre-m odem  in some areas o f  our lives while claiming post-m odem ity in

others. W e are incorrigibly plural, like our world. For this reason we need new

forms o f negotiating across m ultiple differences suggestive o f  m ultiple

connections. Going out from and coming home to one's own tradition m ay be

an inadequate way o f  interpreting these kind o f  crossings.

Taylor, referring to Schiller's assertion that "human beings are human

only insofar as they play," suggests that from this point the aesthetic is

established as an ethical category. He goes on to say that in pre-m odem  times

the beauty o f  art was mimetic but in m odem  times we can accept that great art

m ay move us without "having to identify ontic comm itm ents."'^ Yet he says

this question still remains open. He notes that people listen to concerts "with

almost religious intensity". They visit art galleries in a similar way— note how

unusual it is to hear voices raised above a whisper in such settings. He points to

visits to sites o f  cathedrals, mosques, temples. Such visits m ay be m otivated by

interests historical or nostalgic but perhaps there is a sense o f wonder there too.

In all o f  his examples Taylor demonstrates that a linear understanding o f  the

demise o f religion simply does not convince.

One o f the points he makes is on the question o f 'matter'. He has coined

the term "excamation" to describe how:

We have moved from an era in which religious life was more 
"embodied", where the presence of the sacred could be enacted in 
ritual, or seen, felt, touched, walked towards (in pilgrimage); into 
one which is more "in the mind", where the link with God passes 
more through our endorsing contested interpretations— for instance, 
of our political identity as religiously defined, or of God as the 
authority and moral source underpinning our ethical life.'^

'■^Taylor, A Secular Age, 304.
Paul Knitter's work is an example o f  the kind o f  crossing and belonging now imaginable: 

Paul F. Knitter, Without Buddha I C ould N ot B e a Christian  (Oxford; Oneworld, 2009). 
Taylor, A Secular Age, 358-360.
T aylor,^  Secular Age, 554.
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Taylor considers that one o f the most important sites o f resistance to 

"excamation" is aesthetic experience "where embodied feehngs can still be 

allowed to open us to something higher".'^ We might want to question the 

"something higher" and suggest a different axis for the healing o f the 

mind/body dualism.'* However he correctly alerts the reader to the absence of 

the body in conversations about religious beliefs. Christianity has an 

ambivalent history in terms o f matters of the flesh: on the one hand through 

Augustine and his followers we have a fear o f the body and in particular of 

female bodies, on the other hand we have, in the doctrine of the Incarnation, an 

embrace o f the flesh, a fact recognised in early Church fathers such as 

Irenaeus. The mind/body dualisms which have penetrated Western culture 

clearly need correctives both from sources within and without the tradition. In 

this dissertation I have chosen writers who attend very particularly to the body: 

vulnerable in ageing (Heaney, Rich, Robinson) and in suffering (Toni 

Morrison, Gillian Rose). It is as much o f an error to consider poetry as 

'ethereal' as it is to insist on religion as 'private spiritual experience'. Despite 

the aura of romanticism which surrounds the notion of 'the poetic' I suggest that 

poets return us to the material world, to matter, to what matters. Czeslaw 

Milosz with nice irony uses a piece o f poetry to speak o f how "I have always 

aspired to a more spacious form/that would be free from the claims o f poetry 

and prose/and would let us understand each other".

Theologian Herbert McCabe describes poetry as "language trying to be 

bodily experience." I begin my reading o f chosen texts with poetry. One 

could link this making o f poetry with the more obviously physical activity of 

the making o f pots. The potter Edmund de Waal describes making pots as the 

most human of activities: "It's also a material that's part of our poetry, in that 

clay and people go together very well indeed, we are earth, we are dust, we are

Taylor, A Secular A ge,2^^.
See Enda M cDonagh's description of'body language' as characteristic o f  Catholic faith in 

"Faith and the Cure o f  Poetry'" in: Andrew Pierce and Geraldine Smyth eds. The C ritica l 
Spirit: Theology a t the C rossroads o f  Faith an d  C ulture,\26 .
' "Ars Poetica?" in C zeslaw  M ilosz, N ew  and C ollected  Poem s, 1931-2001  (London: Allen  
Lane, 2001), 240,24 L 

McCabe and D avies, G od S till M atters. 13 L
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shards, you know it's part o f the kind o f bibhcal resonance in that sense as 

well."^'

"Come go down to the potter's house, and there I will let you hear 
my words." So I went down to the potter's house, and there he was 
working at his wheel.. ..Just like the clay in the potter's hand, so are 
you in my hand, O house of Israel' (Jer.18 l-3;6).

The artist, the poet, the musician, the writer may all seek to transcend

the limits of the human condition but they do it by reaching in to the very

ground o f that condition. With respect to the making of pots this becomes a

'conversation' as de Waal calls it, between the inside and the outside: it is a

"bodily thing". 1 make these points to emphasise the 'matter' o f the work and

its return to the body, to an incamational sensibility. I propose such a

'grounded' return as one response to the fluctuations of the age in which we

live. It may be important to retrieve and recalibrate concepts like 'essentialism'

and 'ftindamentalism' by removing the 'isms' and proposing that there are

essences and fundaments. The potter works with the clay to which she will

return. John Caputo speaks o f a "hauntological hermeneutics"; we are "Dead

equal before God or death. Before God or death or eternity."'^ Even if we have

ceased to credit the rock-like solidity of institutions we need to erect holding

places, habitations for bodies and minds. Poets and potters alike are engaged in

this kind of partnership in creation. With them we might learn again to use the

language o f 'create' rather than 'construct'.

As Czeslaw Milosz suggests in these times o f uncertainty, o f what he

describes as 'a basic deprivation' when theology, science and philosophy are

not very effective, poetry might be o f some help:

Since poetry deals with the singular, not the general, it cannot— if it 
is good poetry—look at the things of this earth other than as 
colourful, variegated, and exciting, and so, it cannot reduce life, with 
all its pain, horror, suffering, and ecstasy, to a unified tonality of

■' John Tusa Interview with Edmund de Waal, BBC Radio 3,
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio3/iohntusainterview/dewaal transcript.shtml> (accessed October 
2 0 , 2011 ).
““ "Conversations around Choreography", Siobhan Davies and Edmund de Waal 
<http://www.siobhandavies.com/conversations/dewaal/transcript.php> (accessed October 20, 
2011 ).

John D. Caputo, "Hauntological Hermeneutics and the Interpretation o f Christian Faith" in 
Kevin J. Vanhoozer, James K. A. Smith, and Bruce Ellis Benson, Hermeneutics at the 
Crossroads (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press; 2006), 99.
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boredom  or com plaint. B y necessity  poetry is therefore on the side 
o f  being and against nothingness.^'*

The writers and artists cited above all seem to suggest that an 

engagement with the arts constitutes, not an escape from reality, but a deeper 

engagement with it. If the arts represented merely an escape then it is difficult to 

see how artists and writers would pose any threat or challenge, and yet, 

repressive regimes always seek to control such practitioners.*" In these situations 

the role o f the artist is akin to that o f the biblical prophets a two-fold work o f 

'criticizing' and 'energizing', o f subverting and re-imagining. And the mode of 

this 'prophetic' discourse is not that of the pamphlet or the proclamation but o f 

the poem. It is precisely because o f the rich, allusive, suggestive language that 

such pieces work to 'subvert' andTe-describe' as Brueggemann argues. It is not 

only in situations o f repression or tyranny that we turn to artists and writers in 

the hope that they can re-imagine but also in situations where the prevailing 

'common-sense' has become non-sense and we long to be offered alternatives. 

This suggests a highly political role for writers but as writer Barbara Kingsolver 

comments:

Literature is one o f  the few  kinds o f  writing in the world that does 
not tell you  what to buy, want, see, be, or believe. It's m ore like 
conversation, raising new  questions and inspiring you  to answer 
them for you rself...A s a literary novelist I spend m y days tasting the 
in sides o f  w ords, breathing life into sentences that sw im  aw ay under 
their own power, stringing together cables o f  poetry to hold up a 
narradve arc. I hope also to be a fearless writer: exam ining the 
unexam ined life , asking the unasked questions.^^

A contention o f this thesis is that neither the arts nor the religions should be 

confined to personal private spaces, to the 'sacred' understood as wholly (holy) 

apart, or to the 'aesthetic' as a substitute. This tendency should be resisted. In

Milosz, ed. A Book o f  Luminous Things: An International Anthology o f  Poetry, xvi.
International Pen was formed in 1921 and documents such cases. According to its website 

the annual case-list can contain up to 900 names o f  imprisoned writers.www.pen- 
international.org.(accessed June 6, 2011).

These and similar terms are used by biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann in works such as: 
The Bible and Postmodern Imagination: Texts under Negotiation (London: SCM Press; 1993); 
The Prophetic Imagination, (London: SCM Press 1992); Redescribing Reality: What We Do 
When We Read the Bible (London: SCM Press; 2009).

Barbara Kingsolver, "About writing" <http://www.kingsolver.com> . (accessed June 6, 
2012 ).
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both cases the danger is that which poet Charles Bernstein warned against—
28ceding meaning to the prevaiHng dominant forces.

So whether we read secularization as the consummation o f Christianity 

(Vattimo), as a pragmatic possibility to facilitate conversation (Stout), or as an 

ongoing complex and multi-layered narrative (Charles Taylor), theologians need 

to engage with the process as much as they need to engage with religiosity. Once 

more we may need poet and writer mediators to cross the lines between the anti

secular and the anti-religious. Those who recognise that such lines are often 

blurred and that many occupy half-way or threshold positions which need 

articulation, are often to be found among artists and writers. One contemporary 

Irish poet who was an accurate chronicler of these anxieties is Dennis 

O'Driscoll. His much cited poem "Missing God" offers a version o f Taylor's 

'Secularity 3' where God is apparently absent but still missed as other pressures 

bear in. The first stanza suggests that 'the gap' has been filled and scientific 

explanation has replaced the intercession;

His grace is no longer called for 
before meals: farmed fish multiply 
without His intercession.
Bread production rises through 
disease-resistant grains devised  
scientifically to mitigate His faults.

Some o f the following stanzas however suggest that this is not the whole answer 

and a residue of longing remains:

Miss Him during the civil wedding 
when, at the blossomy altar 
o f the registrar's desk, we wait in vain 
to be fed a line containing words 
like 'everlasting' and 'divine'.^®

O'Driscoll reads what Taylor would call the cross-pressures where the 

immanent secular is called into question by references which are not so much 

nostalgic as threads o f loss. In another poem "The Long Corridor," O'Driscoll

Cited in P. Middleton, "Science and Poetry" in Roland Greene et al. The Princeton 
Encyclopaedia o fP oe tiy  and Poetics, 4th ed. (Princeton, N.J.; Woodstock: Princeton 
University Press, 2012), 1271.

Since this work was started the sudden death o f the poet occurred on December 24, 2012. 
"Missing God" in Dennis O'Driscoll, New and Selected Poems (London: Anvil Press, 2004), 

196-198.
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leaves little room for sentimental recall with the references to the "ruined 

choirs" of now empty seminaries which once housed "men at ease with talk of 

magisterium/fides divina" now seen as "tunnel/vision."^' Dennis O'DriscolTs 

reading of the ambivalent sacred/secular landscape in contemporary Ireland is 

just as pertinent, if not more so, to understanding the place of the religious 

imagination, than nostalgic studies concerning a more monolithic age of 

Catholicism. This kind of writing along with the very different work of 

O'Driscoll's companion poet Seamus Heaney (to be explored in Chapter Three) 

offers hints of what Taylor calls "the interesting story" about religion which is 

"not simply one of decline, but also of a new placement of the sacred or 

spiritual in relation to individual and social life." At another point Taylor 

speaks of "a pluralist world, in which many forms of belief and unbelief jostle, 

and hence fragilize each other." I have referenced O'Driscoll here in order to 

widen the possibilities for poetry to be understood as a resource for critical 

thought. Charles Taylor takes Hopkins as an example of a poet using language 

as performative, opening up contact with "something higher and d e e p e r . I n  

the case of O'Driscoll poetic language is used to reveal emptiness and absences 

rather than any Tullness', to use another Taylor word. Yet I suggest that 

O'Driscoll's reading of the post-modern condition of the 'fragilization' and 

fragmentation of belief and its effects is just as pertinent to chronicle as that of 

the more overtly 'religious' poets.

One of the purposes of this thesis is to recognize that poets and writers 

of fiction read and reflect the 'social imaginary' as Taylor would call it. They 

provide an alternative resource for understanding. They tell a story, or better 

stories, of our negotiations with meaning. Philosophers and analysts tend to 

abstract trends from lived experience; poets and writers tend to the matter of 

bodies, to the particular. (The second 'tending' is already tactile.) The intention 

is also to situate these reflections in the pluralistic framework of the present 

w'hether we define this as secular or post-secular, as modem or post-modern, as

D ennis O'Driscoll, D ear Life, (London: Anvil Press Poetry, 2012), 63,64.
Taylor, Secular A ge, 437; 531. See also Grace Davie, "Religion in 21st-Century Europe: 

Framing the Debate," Irish Theological Q uarterly  78, no. 3 (2013). Davie's notion of'vicarious 
religion' is helpful here. See in particular her section on Ireland: 287-289.

Taylor, A Secular Age, 758; 761-765.
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'after theory', as 'new religiosity', or as fluctuating between these different 

imaginaries, or composted from a mixture of these perspectives.

The Sacred

Like so many apparent oppositions, secular and sacred are mutually 

dependent. We might want to say that secular is not concerned with religion; 

sacred is about religious veneration or worship. However this simple reading of 

an apparently binary pair conceals a more complex story: there is a plurality of 

views on what constitutes 'the sacred' or 'a sacred person or thing'.^'* Jeffrey 

Stout once more proves a helpful guide in this territory. In a chapter entitled 

"The Contested Sacred" in a recent work, he relates the sacred to the 

'horrendous'. Although Stout does not reference Rudolf Otto's notion o f 

mysterium tremendiim there remains a residue o f this idea o f the holy 

connected to 'dread'. For Stout, the "horrendous keeps close company with our 

deepest concerns and passions. It is what happens when the people or things 

that are sacred to us — are violated, destroyed or profaned.

The 'sacred' in this instance is understood, not as something abstract, 

but described relationally or contextually; that to which people respond with 

reverence, celebration in the first place, and then horror at its loss or violation. It 

evokes passions. For Stout's purpose it is important to recognise that there are 

many visions o f what constitutes 'the sacred', o f what has intrinsic value. 'The 

sacred' is then viewed as a dynamic concept rather than an immovable object. 

Passions may be viewed with suspicion, religious enthusiasm in particular, but 

passion also drives reform and change. To express a preference for the abolition 

o f slavery or an end to child-trafficking is not the same as an expression o f 'holy 

rage' against such practices. The poet Adrienne Rich, whose work will be 

discussed later, invokes and evokes passionate responses to violations o f what

See: Hans Joas, The Sacredness o f  the Person: A New Genealogy o f  Human Rights, trans. 
Alex Skinner (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013).

Jeffrey Stout, Blessed Are the Organized: Grassroots Democracy in America (Princeton; 
Oxford; Princeton University Press, 2010), 210-234.

Rudolf Otto, The Idea o f  the Holy: An Inquiiy into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea o f  
the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational, 2nd ed. (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1958). 
12-24; Stout, Blessed Are the Organized, 211.



she holds 'sacred'/^ The feminist poet Alicia Ostriker concludes her essay on 

"Secular and Sacred" with a call to God the Mother, "May her awful beauty be 

reborn to us and to the world.

What Stout describes as "fiizzy" spirituality does not lead to 

transformation and change; the sacred evoked is not allied to justice making; the 

poetry does not become political; aesthetics and ethics remain at stand-off. There 

is no running scared o f the 'sacred' in this thesis which sees the arts as a realm 

where passions are given expression and have the capacity to evoke 

compassionate responses, to extend imaginative sympathy and enlarge the moral 

vision o f those who engage with them. Stout speaks o f "the ethical 

transformation o f citizens" which includes "the transformation of grief and rage 

into tempered anger and courageous practical w i s d o m . S u c h  a transformation 

is beyond the scope o f this work which explores the narrative arts o f fiction and 

the lyrical arts o f poetry as ways o f showing passions transmuted into the 

language o f prose or poem, but also as ways o f showing 'sacred' values beyond 

utility, beyond commodification. It is for that reason primarily rather than any 

appeals to transcendence that these 'secular' works engage 'the sacred'. In this 

sense it is close to Rowan William's understanding o f what religious discourse is 

about:

A religious discourse with some chance o f being honest will not 
move too far from the particular, with all its irresolution and 
resistance to systematizing: it will be trying to give shape to that 
response to the particular that is least evasive of its solid historical 
otherness and that is also rooted in the conviction that God is to be 
sought and listened for in all occasions.

Williams goes on to speak about how Christian reflection is about a 

response to the narrative o f God in the world and the world in God and that this 

creates "a frame o f reference, a grammar of human possibilities.""*'’ As I indicated 

in the Introduction, my contention in this work is that the ways we speak about 

this "grammar o f human possibilities" is extended through the language of poetry

Jeffrey Stout regards Rich as an essayist in the tradition o f  Montaigne, an exam ple o f  
som eone "taking pride in being principled" and thinking "something through in the light o f  
experience". Stout, D em ocracy an d  Tradition, 164,165.

Miller, ed. R adical P oetics and Secular Jewish Cidture, 197.
Stout, B lessed  A re the O rganized: G rassroots D em ocracy in A m erica, 221.
Rowan W illiams, On Christian Theology- (Oxford, UK ; Malden, Mass.: B lackw ell 

Publishers, 1999), 6,7.
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and fiction. The Icey terms here are contained in the idea o f seeking an 

understanding o f the human person 'beyond commodification', and secondly of 

extending the 'grammar o f human possibility'. The point though is not to talk 

about these ideas in abstract terms but to see them 'in practice'. In this way we 

begin to understand how 'faith works' and how 'the sacred' can be experienced 

within the human search for meaning. In the works under consideration, such a 

search does not move far from the human body, from this world. Meaning is not 

imposed but unfolds as responses to life's experiences. For the religious person— 

despite many assertions to the contrary— questions rather than answers, process 

rather than proposition are more typical. The kinds o f questions for the 'secular' 

or 'religious' enquirer start in the same place: what does this life which will end 

in death mean? What is the source o f our values? Why do we concern ourselves 

with human dignity? Where do we find a firm foundation for human rights? 

Where does the desire to move beyond 'commodification' arise? What is the 

meaning o f suffering? What is the source o f beauty? What is the meaning of 

love? What is truth? To begin by asserting the existence o f God is unhelpful—  

not least because it begs the question—^what kind of God?"*'

The place o f beginning to talk about the sacred has to be in the 

secular—  in this world— and yet with the sense o f continually 'reaching for', 

straining towards something more.'*^ Charles Taylor speaks of the search for 

fullness but I suggest that the search is better understood in terms of'restlessness' 

as George Herbert so well expresses it.'*̂  In fact the refusal to rest and thus to 

allow any system—  including religious institutions—  to have the last word, is 

probably one of the main characteristics o f faith. This trust that no system has the 

final word is a protection against any form o f totalitarianism or violent power. 

However it also means relinquishing our own desire to have 'the last word'. If we 

see ourselves as always open to the possibility o f'the  more', o f that which we

See Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The M ys te iy  o f  G od in a Fem inist Theological 
D iscourse  (N ew  York: Crossroad, 1992). 1-16; and Johnson, Q uest fo r  the L iving God: 
M apping Frontiers in the Theology o f  G od  (N ew  York: Continuum, 2008), 14-17.

I will explore this notion o f  straining' in Chapter Four with reference to the novels o f  A lice  
McDermott.

Taylor, A Secular Age. 5-12, 769; and see in contrast: George Herbert "The Pulley" - Yet let 
him keep the rest/but keep them with repining restlessness- in: George Herbert and Helen  
Gardner, The Poem s o f  G eorge H erbert, World's C lassics (Oxford University Press: London, 
1961). See also Simon Critchley's description o f  post romantic poetry as “an anxious atheism, a 
restlessness with a religious memory and within a religious archive." Simon Critchley, Things 
M erely Are: Philosophy in the P o e tiy  o f  Wallace Stevens (London: Routledge, 2005), 21.
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have not known and is not within the remit of our experience, then we are open 

to transformation and change, and in religious terms, that also exposes us to 'the 

sacred'.

What I propose is that exposure to the arts may draw us to 'the more' 

and help to unsettle the grooves of fixed ideas. Engagement with the arts does 

not provide answers but it poses questions in ways which resist abstraction. In 

order 'to learn' from such works we do not need to corral them into any specific 

theological framework. Simon Critchley finds the value of poetry in how it is 

"vitalized by the question of the ultimate meaning and value of life without 

claiming to know the metaphysical or theological answer to that question."'*'* 

Religious seekers for truth should have no fear of other seekers.

Rowan Williams suggests a further dimension to what the sacred might 

mean: being seen, and therefore seeing, with the eyes of love."*̂  He connects this 

with aesthetic discourse—  there is a matter of taking time, and in the 

understanding which grows over that time we approach a kind of attentive love. 

(We will see this in a different form in Chapter Three when we discuss the 

attentive gaze of Seamus Heaney). In this work I propose close attention to the 

texts under discussion as epiphanic. Meaning cannot be grasped or extracted. It is 

analogous to a personal knowing which only happens in time and with time.

There are no abstract others. There are only particular others, and this 

will be illustrated further in Chapters Four and Five. Dehumanizing takes many 

forms: most vilely in Nazi Germany and under conditions of slavery, but any 

abstraction from the actual, and disregard of the irreplaceable anima/animus — 

the core of the person, as subject— is a version of this. The resistance to all 

forms of dehumanization is what I suggest the sacred is primarily about. In 

Toni Morrison's novel Beloved which will be considered in Chapter Five we 

come paradoxically to a sense of the sacred through the 'blasphemous' disregard

^  Critcliley, Things M erely A re: P hilosophy in the P oetry  o f  Wallace Stevens. 20.
Rowan W illiam s, Faith in the P ublic Square  (London: Bloomsbury Continuum. 2012), 5, 17. 

For a pragmatic attempt to see with the eyes o f  love see: Victoria Sweet's account o f  dealing 
with the chronically ill in: Victoria Sweet, God's H otel: A D octor, a H ospital, and a 
P ilgrim age to the H eart o f  M edicine  (N ew  York: Riverhead Books, 2012).

It is significant that the 'elimination' o f  unwanted others is often preceded by their 
'dehumanization' e.g. the use of'verm in' to describe them. Pitts-Taylor refers to the concept o f  
"bare life" as life which has not been accorded protection, thus by implication, o f  less value. 
Victoria Pitts-Taylor, "Waiting-to-Death, or Security and Asylum -Seeking in a Hospital ER," 
Women's Studies Q uarterly  39, no. 1/2 (2011): 345.
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o f persons under slavery. To speak of the sacred is to insist that there is 

something not in our control that gives and sustains value. In the Christian and 

Jewish vocabulary it is summed up in the idea o f being made 'in the image of 

God.' What does this look like when opened up in narrative form? The 

importance o f 'not in our control' is significant: in Chapter Five we shall also 

discuss the work of Gillian Rose who speaks o f how we have others at our mercy 

and are at the mercy o f others. We also see the meaning o f dependence on the 

"human chain" o f others in the work o f Seamus Heaney which is read in Chapter 

Three. What is interesting is that 'to be at someone's mercy' tends now towards a 

negative rather than benign connotation, and yet 'mercy' suggests forgiveness, 

compassion, goodness and kindness. Is the loss o f the original m.eaning anything 

to do with a loss o f a sense o f the sacred which might safeguard such a notion of 

mercy? Rose is alert to the ambivalence: to abuses o f power on the one hand, to 

deeds o f grace on the other. Is the sacred to be named somewhere in the founding 

of such relationships, in acts o f love? The refusal to 'control' or construct the 

other in our own image, suggests recognition that there is already an image in 

which the other is created and that is the kernel of the sacred and non-negotiable 

core 'of the human'. This is discovered without necessary reference to the Divine 

in relationships of love when the other is perceived as profoundly precious and 

absolutely 'other' and when there is desire, but no desire to possess, rather a 

wonder at the uniqueness of the other. In this 'work o f love' one also learns 

something of 'the sacred' not as something static, but in the flux o f relationship. 

Once more we shall see some of these ideas developed when we read Gillian 

Rose. In the religious traditions such impulses are gathered under the 'protecting 

veil'”*̂  o f narratives and rituals which sustain them, even and especially against 

the threat o f violation. It is o f course clear that religious institutions (and 

persons) regularly fail but such flaws and failings do not invalidate the 

aspirations which remain.

This discussion began with Stout's minimal but helpful definition of 

the sacred which I summarized as 'that to which people respond with reverence, 

celebration in the first place, and then horror at its loss or violation. It evokes 

passions.' The idea o f 'blasphemy' provides the negative o f the definition, but

Images o f  Mary known as M ater M isericordiae  show her with a 'protecting veil' under which  
she shelters sinners and those seeking refuge.
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what o f the opposite: reverence or celebration? We might also describe the 

sacred as that which evokes praise, which calls forth a cry o f gratitude. In the 

Jewish and Christian traditions this may begin in the poetry of the Psalms which
48could be described as a form o f praise-songs. There are secular manifestations 

of ‘praise’ at music festivals, on sporting fields, in other such communal events, 

but also in individual and personal examples o f unsolicited cries o f awe at birth, 

at beauty, in the ecstasy o f love. The binding o f the impulses to praise, to love, to 

grieve, to care for 'unwanted', 'the ‘unproductive’ into narratives which preser\'e 

and sustain these values is how 'the sacred' finds expression in the religions.

The dissertation will keep returning like an echo to 'practice'. What 

does the embodiment of the ideas we claim and proclaim look like? How are 

they performed in the manner o f our living and our loving, our grieving and 

lamenting? We follow these practices in the poetr>' o f Seamus Heaney and 

Adrienne Rich, in the fiction o f Marilyrme Robinson, Toni Morrison and Alice 

McDermott. In each case the purpose is to see how 'sacred' values are shaped in 

secular lives. It is furthermore to show how the most unexpected o f places 

become 'holy ground' under the gaze of loving attention. However I do not want 

to elide the distinctions between art and religion nor fully collapse sacred and 

secular, nor do I wish to see poetry as a substitute for religion, as Critchley 

does.**  ̂To engage in fruitful conversation, distinctions need to be held (gently), 

continually excavating common ground and, at the same time, being hospitable 

to strangeness, to otherness. One such place o f common concern is the 

prevalence o f suffering and I suggest that 'the sacred' is recognised here in the 

experiences o f limitation, particularly the limitations o f pain and death (notions 

to be explored further in Chapters Four and Five).

The final aspect I want to raise here about 'the sacred' has to do with 

language. Adrienne Rich makes an observation to be unpacked further in Chapter 

Three but which is relevant here; she remarks that for her the distinction "is not 

so much between secularism and belief as betw'een those for whom language has

Robert Alter, The B ook o f  Psalm s: A Translation with C om m entaiy  (N ew  York; London: 
Norton, 2007), 515.

Critchley, Things M erely A re: Philosophy in the P o e tiy  o f  W allace Stevens, 21; See also 
Rowan W illiam's defence o f  art as "necessarily unsecular" in Rowan W illiam s, Faith in the 
P ublic Square (London; Bloomsbury Continuum, 2012), 17.

40



a metaphoric density and those for whom it is merely formulaic. I share this 

sense. There is a "metaphoric density" in the language we use to talk about 

'sacred things' which is also the language o f poetry.^' Open any chapter from the 

book of Isaiah and you are immediately met with poetry: "He made my mouth a 

sharp sword/in the shadow o f his hand he hid me/he made me a polished arrow" 

(Isaiah 49.2). We recall the poem by Les Murray used to open the dissertation 

bringing the language o f religion and poetry together: "Religions are poems.
S '?They concert/our daylight and dreaming mind," We cannot 'translate' such 

language into prose, without loss o f meaning and in a similar way we cannot 

paraphrase the sacred languages o f faith into manuals o f morals. It is precisely in 

its imaginative grasp o f reality that we need to experience such a language. Alice 

McDermott, whose fiction is discussed in Chapter Four, regards 'faith' as the first 

language o f her characters. In the work o f Marilynne Robinson, in the same 

chapter, we see how "speech about God shapes the life orientation not only of the 

corporate faith community but ...guides its individual members as well."^^ The 

central chapters in the dissertation are practices in reading: they constitute 

attempts to read with writers who illuminate such matters. They are exercises in 

close reading: the finger moves along the line, the ear is bent to the sound and the 

silence, and the eye alert to the gaps and the images, and thus the body 

participates in understanding. Such understanding depends on the metaphoric 

density o f which Rich speaks, and the way metaphor "embodies thought".^”* My 

proposal is that the metaphoric language o f poetry and o f fiction opens up spaces 

where we can find ways o f relating to the concept of things held sacred, in 

embodied forms, and thus find ways o f speaking which are not binary or 

dualistic about the meaning o f faith in this world. Metaphor opens the gate to 

mystery through what is known and towards what is not.

Adrienne Rich. A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008  (N ew  York: Norton, 
2009), 142.

An example o f  the 'sacred' and the 'poetic' expressed in such metaphoric density is George 
Herbert's poem "Prayer": Herbert and Gardner, The Poem s o f  G eorge H erbert., 44.

"Poetry and Religion" in Murray, N ew  C ollected  Poem s, 265.
”  Johnson, She Who Is: The M yste iy  o f  G od in a Fem inist Theological D iscourse, 4.

Iain McGilchrist, The M aster and His E m issaiy, 118.
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Part II: Literature and Theology

I want to turn now to the indeterminate interdisciplinary space between 

literature and theology. The journal Literature & Theology marked its tenth 

anniversary in the issue o f September 2012 with a series o f reflective articles. 

Reading these, one becomes aware o f two main impulses: firstly the sense of the 

energy generated by the cross-over of these disciplines, but equally o f an 

ongoing dilemma in terms o f how to define precisely what the exercise is. It is 

clear there has been a sea change from early 'confessional' articles to the 

recognition that as theology departments "have long since lost ownership of 

terminology such as 'religion', 'faith', and 'spirituality'"; the borders along several 

disciplines have become p o ro u s .G rah am  Ward in the same issue refers to the 

fear o f 'dilettantism' in working within two fields but suggests that it can create 

"an ethical community" and lead to "an ethics of responsibility".^^ No single 

theoretical framework shapes the enterprise, and in an era where theory has 

become a kind o f "ersatz theology" dethroning the once reigning queen o f the 

sciences perhaps the fact that 'theology' still holds on, is as much due to the
CO

engagement with literature as anything else. In an essay entitled "The 

Theoretical Community" Andrew Hass traces some o f these difficulties and cites 

David Jasper's stress on instability:

The study of literature and theology should learn to relocate itself not 
as another discipline within academia, but remain uncomfortably, 
without stability, lodged within an almost limitless range of creative 
and critical expressions of our condition— religiously, socially, 
culturally and politically.^^

In the journal Literature and Theology, theory, according to Hass, is most 

often mediated through the text and assumed, but there is a danger here, which 

he notes, pointing to the valuable contribution o f feminism, of unquestioned 

'assumptions'. Through this discipline comes an awareness o f the constructed and

See: Andrew W. Hass, "Introduction," Literature an d  Theology 26, no. 3 (2012).
Elisabeth Jay, "Literature & Theology: The First Decade," Literature and Theology  26, no. 3 

(2012): 27L
Graham Ward, "Adam and Eve's Shame (and Ours)," Literature and Theology 26, no. 3 

(2012): 3 1 9 ,3 2 0 .
Eric Ziolkowski, "Literature and T heology from a North American Perspective," Literature  

an d  Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 285.
Cited in Andrew W. Hass, "The Theoretical Community (or, Is There a Theory in This 

Journal?)," Literature and Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 291.
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gendered nature of language, symbols and m y t h s . T h e  dethroning of theology 

with a capital T, and its substitute 'literature' with a capital L, is also due to an 

increasing awareness of literatures and religions beyond the dominant western 

hemisphere. This dissertation does not cross over these borders but is cognizant 

of them. Feminist perspectives have alerted us to the fact that our insights are 

precisely limited by the 'view from this place'. In the following chapter we will 

explore theories and practices of reading in some more detail, but now I want to 

turn to other elements in this arena of literature and theology, emphasizing the 

modest approach of an enterprise which seeks to make a contribution to human 

understanding and wisdom not by finding a meta-theory but through a 

conversation with texts.

If religion has lost its firm hold on the cultural and social imagination 

then 'art' too has lost its confidence in its ability as religion's substitute. Andrew 

Hass considers that one of the effects of post-secularity is that religion and art are 

no longer antagonistic towards one another, and he speaks of a "new humility" 

where they recognise that they are "bound to one another."^’ I think this could be 

contested and is perhaps more an aspiration than an empirical reality; however I 

appreciate the sense of re-Iigio in the binding and the multi-faceted meaning of 

that word which receives further exploration later in this work.

A recognition of the common ground of 'imaginative discourse' 

between the 'arts' and the religions prepares the way for opening a space in 

which other kinds of conversation about values and hopes, and goods are 

possible.^^ My work proposes this turn towards the 'poetic' not as a substitute 

for other forms of correlation and communication but as a viable alternative. 

Richard Viladesau argues that theological method and "even the self-concept 

of theology are challenged by contemporary postmodern consciousness." He 

continues:

In the light of our increased awareness of the symbolic nature of all 
discourse and especially religious discourse, it is perhaps not 
unreasonable to project that the theology of the future—along with

Hass, "The Theoretical Community (or, Is There a Theory in This Journal?)", 298,299.
Hass, Jasper, and Jay, The Oxford Handbook o f  English Literature and Theology, 843. Hass 

also refers to this 'binding' -which is o f  course the meaning o f the word religion in Hass, "The 
Theoretical Community (or, Is There a Theory in This Journal?)", 290.

"The arts might be able to create 'worlds' which are easier to enter than explicitly religious 
territories." David Cheetham, "Exploring the Aesthetic 'Space' for Inter-Religious Encounter," 
Exchange 39, no. 1 (2010): 86.
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other forms of intellectual endeavour, including empirical science 
itself—will at least in part be modelled more on art and on the 
humanities than on an ideal of objective evidence and material 
progress.*’̂

This thesis suggests that a turn towards the ails, not as decorative and 

expendable adjuncts to the main work of theology, but as forms o f this work, 

will open new possibilities for conversations about the meaning o f religion and 

the place o f faith along the trajectory o f other imaginative discourses and 

projects about human hopes and sorrows, flaws and graces. There are clearly 

many dimensions to this discussion and different sets of questions to be raised. 

If our ideas about art and beauty are culturally formed in a dominant Western 

image does that limit the scope o f such a move? For example this kind of 

discussion might find its place alongside conversations about the insights 

which emerge through an engagement with the religions and cultures o f the 

East.

One o f the questions with which this work engages is why we appear to 

give such small weighting, such little value to the kind of insights that emerge 

in this way? In recent years there has been quite a shift towards poetry as a 

source for theological reflection and there are more than passing references to 

the notion that it might have something to say. Yet it remains on the periphery, 

notwithstanding the fact that theologians such as Enda McDonagh have been 

working insightfully for many years in this direction.^"* We have moved on 

from 1995 when an editorial in Theology Today felt the need to defend the use 

o f poetry in the jo u rn a l.A lth o u g h  there are many gestures towards the arts in 

general, the areas of discussion tend to revolve around questions o f beauty, and 

are very firmly rooted in a Western context. A recent volume on Theological 

Aesthetics^^ illustrates the point with almost all the writers making assumptions 

about beauty that derive from that one culture. The traditional 'icons' o f 

Rembrandt, Bach and Chartres Cathedral emerge again and again as exemplars. 

As one educated in this culture and formed by it, I too share the awe at their

Viladesau, Theology and the A rts. 118
See for example Enda McDonagh, Immersed in Mysteiy: Enroute to Theology (Dublin: 

Veritas, 2007).
Patrick D. Miller, "Editorial: Poetry and Theology," Theology Today 52, no. 3 (October 

1995).
Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics: A Reader.
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beauty, but would not wish to assume that this is a universal experience. We 

may agree that beauty draws us towards a sense o f the Divine while at the same 

time acknowledging that the idea of what is beautiful differs across cultures 

and indeed within them. There may be common links but the differences can be 

as interesting, or more so, and should not be diluted. The sight of a Botticelli 

painting or one by Fra Angelico might move one viewer to tears while another 

is left unmoved. In cultures where the notion o f female beauty is quite other, 

such images o f the Madonna may leave the viewer perplexed.^^ I am interested 

in a different point o f entry.

Because my interest is in how the arts work as practices or 

performances o f the deepest concerns of our culture, religious and secular, it is 

not sufficient to stay at the level either o f noting that art and theology form an 

ecumenical partnership on the basis of the interdisciplinary nature o f the 

enterprise, although I acknowledge this as a value, nor that theologians from 

different Christian traditions now engage with aesthetics, although this is also 

noteworthy. Gesa Thiessen in her reader on theological aesthetics makes both
z  o

of the above points. The emphasis on practice allows one to explore not just 

'the good' and 'the beautiful' but also 'the disturbing' and 'the strange'.^^

Karl Rahner, seeking to define the relationship between theology and 

the arts, admits "that one o f the consequences and deficiencies o f a rationalistic 

theology working exclusively with 'scientific' methods is that theology has lost 

so much o f its poetry". He argues that we lack a "poetic theology" and he finds 

that a defect.™ He proposes that people need to be introduced to a "real and 

original experience of the reality being talked about". I suggest that one o f the 

reasons for this turn to the arts is precisely because this defect is felt.^'

However a problem arises when theologians 'mine' the arts to 'soften'

An example is the sculpture, M aiy  ofWaiTnum  which the Australian Aboriginal artist 
George Mung Mung created in order to replace a 'blue and white' statue o f  Mary with a piece 
which would reflect his culture. Rosemary Crumlin, B eyond Belief: M odern A rt an d  the 
R eligions Im agination  (Melbourne: National Gallery o f  Victoria, 1998), 128.

Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics: A R eader, 3, 4.
See N icholas W olterstorff on the inability o f  a purely 'aesthetic' approach to consider the 

emotional aspects o f  commemorative art. "Why Philosophy o f  Art Cannot Handle Kissing, 
Touching, and Crying.", 17-19. See also Wolterstorff, "Beyond Beauty and the .Aesthetic in the 
Engagement o f  Religion and Art.", 132.
™ Karl Rahner, "Theology and the Arts" in: Thiessen, Theological A esthetics: A R eader, 220.

Viladesau argues that 'many religious experiences are inextricably aesthetic -  few , indeed, 
could be called purely spiritual or intellectually theological." Viladesau, Theology an d  the 
A rts : Encountering G od through Music, Art, and Rhetoric, 2.
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theological discourse or, to put it more kindly, 'to illustrate' theological themes. 

Art becomes 'divinised', theology 'poeticised'. The theologian seeks specifically 

religious forms o f the arts and is interested in the 'spirituality' o f the artist. She 

seeks criteria for inclusion based on an expectation o f what 'religious art' might 

look like. In my view we are on firmer ground when we have full respect for 

the integrity o f the work and allow it to question us. Rahner, with his 

profoundly incamational theology, and his sense o f a graced world, is very 

clear that much apparently 'religious' art is nothing o f the sort. His definition is 

"a work that confronts a person... in such a way as to awaken in him (sic) the
72whole question o f existence." I share this view but would state it in a less

essentialist way and suggest that works of art may have the capacity to raise

questions in us to draw us out o f ourselves and call us to the 'more'. They

awaken our hunger for the 'not yet'. They stir our desire and in that way are

akin to personal encounters. There are so many other aspects: works o f art can

teach us to see, to attend more closely. Iain McGilchrist considers that "paying

attention is a moral act"—  when we choose that to which we attend, and that

which we overlook, attention changes the world and changes who we are.^^

Simone Weil goes further suggesting that attention is a form o f prayer.^'* The

attention which draws forth a response may be to a subject which is not overtly

'religious'. Rahner chooses "The Hare" by Albrecht Diirer:

1 can understand Durer's 'The Hare' as a concretissimwn, as an 
utterly concrete and definite given in an innocuous human 
experience. But if I really look at it with the eyes of an artist, there 
looks out at me, if I can put it this way, the very infinity and 
incomprehensibility of God.’^

This is a very clear example o f the theologian 'seeing as'. The subject matter is 

not the expected 'pious' and perhaps kitsch image o f the Virgin, but a hare; to 

see with the eyes o f faith is to see this hare in its 'givenness'. The art o f the 

theologian is to interpret the experience with the eyes o f faith. That is her 

hermeneutic.

David Tracy talks about the experience o f being 'caught up' by what he 

describes as 'the classic' work o f art, we are shocked, surprised, challenged,

"Theology and the Arts" in Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics: A R eader, 221.
McGilchrist, The M aster an d  H is Emissary, 28, 29.
Sim one W eil, G ravity and G race  (London: Routledge; 1995), 105.
Rahner, "Theology and the Arts" in Gesa Thiessen, Theological A esthetics: A Reader,222.
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"we recognize the truth o f the work's disclosure o f a world of reality 

transforming, if only for a moment, ourselves: our lives, our sense of 

possibilities and actuality, our d e s t i n y . T r a c y  suggests that a work o f art 

discloses some event o f truth. He rightly acknowledges that it both reveals and 

conceals. This is more than a private experience but is the "communal and 

public heritage of our common human experience o f the truth o f a work of

Where Rahner focuses on the personal encounter, Tracy turns to the 

public and communal. Neither is perhaps sufficiently concerned with the 

contextual. We are schooled, quite literally, to respond to certain works and 

thus prepared to receive them. But there are startling moments o f cognitive 

dissonance when individuals and whole groups o f people realise that something 

presented to them as 'a classic' fails to reflect their experience at all. Scores of 

women encountering the traditional classics o f fiction, faith and art have been 

confronted by the absence of their lived experiences. The Nigerian author 

Chinua Achebe started to write when he realised that none o f the novels 

offered for his education had adverted in the smallest way to his culture and 

stories.^* Theologians entering a discourse with the arts need to be alert to such 

lacunae; once again the awareness that all our seeing is 'seeing as' helps here. 

To recognise that what to one is 'beauty' and 'truth' may not be so for another, 

does not deny its value but warns us against universalising the value. This does 

not stop us from seeking to know what is true, or good, or beautiful but points 

to the limitations o f our understanding o f these categories. A hermeneutics of 

caution, if not of suspicion, is necessary with all these presuppositions about 

classics and about beauty.^^

David Tracy from "The Analogical Imagination" in Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics: A 
R eader. 260; Elaine Scarry speaks o f  the capacity o f  beauty to "un-selve" us and in an 
interesting move connects that un-selving to what she describes as 'the ethical alchemy' o f  
beauty, its capacity to decentre us and make us adjacent to ourselves. See Elaine Scarry, On 
B eauty and Being Just (London: Duckbacks, 2001), 113, 114.

Thiessen, Theological Aesthetics: A R eader, 263.
Jerome Brooks, "Chinua Achebe; The Art o f  Fiction No. 139" P aris R eview  (133) 1994. 

< http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1720/the-art-of-fiction-no-139-chinua-achebe> 
(accessed June 6,2012). Achebe died March 13, 2013. An obituar>' in the Tinies spoke o f  how  
he realised that "our story could not be told for us by anyone else." {The Tinies March 23, 
2013)

See the questions raised by Werner Jeanrond about the concept o f'the classic' in the work o f  
David Tracy in: "Theology in the context o f  Pluralism and Postmodemity: David Tracy's 
Theological Method", David Jasper, ed. Postm odernism, L iterature and the Future o f
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As already suggested it is also for these reasons that my focus is 

somewhat different. None of us stands in a pure place of abstraction we are 

always implicated in what we describe. We are part o f what we know. We are 

not all o f what we know. There is a meeting place between our interpretation o f 

things and things as they are in themselves— or perhaps we should say— things 

as others experience them. We come to know as we relate and all our knowing 

is partial, as the Indian folktale about the blind philosophers and the elephant 

makes patently clear!

A 'poetic theology' such as that proposed by Rahner cannot avoid any 

o f these awkward questions. This thesis, which has as one of its concerns not 

so much the place o f 'the arts' in Christian theology but the practice o f the arts 

in shaping theologies which can be part of wider conversations, needs to take 

cognisance o f the presuppositions which shape understanding. According to 

Viladesau such "integration o f the arts and o f aesthetic theory into theology is a 

contemporary tendency that also promises to provide valuable insights in the 

attempt to formulate a genuinely ecumenical theology that will face the 

problems of pluralism and relativism.

To speak o f theology belonging in the realm o f the arts, as well as the 

sciences, is not an act o f avoidance but o f a different kind o f engagement. 

Augustinian theologian Gabriel Daly sometimes alluded to faith as 'baptised
o  t

imagination'. If we accept this, then theological reflection is akin to other

forms o f reflection on works or acts o f the imagination. In addition to reason it

needs also to apply the kind o f sensitivity and nuance of language required by

someone who attends to those expressions. Dorothee Solle considers that

theology needs to be oriented towards the arts and "is an art"; she wonders why
82it is that the West lacks "theopoetry". Contemporary feminist theologians in 

particular are acutely aware o f something missing. Consider this comment 

from Laurel Schneider, who suggests that we need to make what she calls:

Theology, Studies in Literature and Religion (London: The Macmillan Press, 1993), 143-163; 
160.

Viladesau, Theology and the A rts : E ncountering G od through Music, Art, an d  Rhetoric.
117.

Gabriel Daly was a former teacher in Trinity C ollege Dublin and the phrase resonates from 
seminars and conversations.

Dorthee Solle from "Against the Wind, A Memoir o f  a Radical Christian" in Thiessen, 
Theological A esthetics: A R eader, 246.
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A constructive—^poetic, philosophical, theological—journey away 
from the ice and the ontos of eternity...to move beyond the 
metaphysics of stasis and the drive for certainty that have 
constrained Christian theology for so long.*^

She speaks of how  ̂theology needs the storyteller to get past "the guarded gates 

o f social, political, or theological doctrine to what images and beliefs actually
84own the grounds." Catherine Keller traverses similar territory in her work.

It may be that some sense o f this lacuna in traditional theological 

discourse is what draws so many theologians now towards the arts to nourish 

their theological work. It is probably also due to the recognition that for many 

people, especially in the West, the art gallery and the concert hall are the places
o r

to which they turn for their 'spiritual experiences'. The unprecedented success 

o f the exhibition, "Seeing Salvation: Images o f  Christ" in the National Gallery 

in London in the year 2000, was testimony to this. Theologians recognise a 

valuable resource in the arts for theological reflection but I want to go further 

and suggest that theologians can learn another language by turning towards the 

language of the arts. This is less about being caught up in moments of 

transcendent beauty— although that is part o f the story— and more about 

learning to discern the patterns o f grace and grief in the shapes of lives lived 

against the uncertainties and ambiguities o f existence. All around us artists and 

poets are trying to make sense of the world in material ways; instead o f seeking 

to abstract the essence of their thought and see if we can co-opt it to pre

conceived notions o f meaning, we might ask how the space in which we do 

theology might be amplified by this exposure to the arts. These are richly
oz

generative possibilities for conversations and 'conversions'. Matters about 

reading as a relational practice will be explored further in the following chapter 

extending the focus on the conversational exchanges between readers and texts.

Laurel C. Schneider, B eyond M onotheism : A Theology o f  M ultiplicity  (London: Routledge, 
2008)., 112. See also Catherine Keller and Laurel C. Schneider, P olydoxy: Theology o f  
M ultiplicity and Relation  (N ew  York; Routledge, 2011).

Catherine Keller, The F ace o f  the D eep: A Theology o f  Becom ing  (London ; N ew  York; 
Routledge, 2003); Keller, On the M ysteiy: D iscerning D ivin ity in P rocess  (M inneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2008).

See for example: Hugh S. Pyper, "Crucifixion in the Concert Hall: Secular and Sacred in 
James Macmillan's Passion o f  St John," Literature and Theology 23, no. 3 (2009).

Rowan W illiams offers a critique o f  the approach o f  George Lindbeck as 'territorial' and 
speaks o f  'the generative moment' in interpretation when the Church learns from 'the margins': 
W illiams, On Christian Theology, 30-31.
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I describe the practice of reading alongside, with, and not through, texts as if  to 

extract a nugget o f wisdom, an essence o f virtue, a whiff of truth.

The Role of Imagination

One o f the ways such conversations between arts and theologies may be 

facilitated is through the imagination. The question is what kind of 

imagination? Imagination is now a primary category in theological thinking but 

it needs unpacking as the term is less innocent than some usages might suggest. 

The following section discusses these questions and then proposes the notion 

o f a 'compassionate' imagination.

"You may not consider it blasphemy, I hope, that belief in God depends 

on the direction o f our imagination. You will know that imagination is the 

highest and most original element in us." Michael Paul Gallagher SJ begins his 

discussion on the role o f imagination in theology with this quotation from 

Friedrich Schleiermacher. 'Imagination' as Gallagher suggests, has moved from 

a Cinderella or basement position in theology to the upper floors. Yet he would 

maintain that this is a retrieval o f a dimension present already in Aquinas who 

argued for the importance o f a symbolic method. In his concise essay 

Gallagher traces this recovery through Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan 

culminating in the major work o f Von Balthasar. However Gallagher warns 

against 'elitism', as the common ground of these thinkers tends to be 'high 

ground', and he asks, "Can the daily and the ordinary not also be a theatre of 

imagination, an equally important one for faith and theology." I suggest that 

all uses o f the concept o f 'imagination' need to be qualified. Gallagher turns to 

the theologian William Lynch who diagnoses "new forms o f gnosticism" and 

sees "the crucial cultural struggle o f our time as the nourishing o f a genuinely
oo

human and religious imagination." One might agree, while acknowledging 

that much remains to be teased out here in terms o f what constitutes 'genuine', 

'human' and 'religious'.

Gallagher, "Retrieving imagination in Theology" in Pierce and Smyth ed. The C ritical Spirit: 
Theology a t the C rossroads o f  Faith and Culture E ssays in H onour o f  G abriel D a ly , 200-207. 
** Gallagher, "Retrieving imagination in Theology", 206. For another discussion on the role o f  
imagination in theology see: Dermot Lane, "Imagination and Theology: The Status 
Quaestionis", Louvain Studies 34 no. 2-3 (2010). W hile granting the importance o f  the faculty 
o f  the imagination Lane sees the role o f  theology as holding imagination in check.
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Taking up a phrase of Marilynne Robinson I want to consider how we

might develop a "compassionate imagination".*^ 1 prefer this term

'compassionate imagination' to 'moral imagination' although both terms convey

something of what I intend. If we speak simply of 'imagination', we have to

allow for the fact that the imagination, unfettered, can lead to great evil as well

as to great good and to fantasies of myriad sorts. The torturer devising ever

more 'exquisite means' of inflicting pain is employing the faculty of his

imagination no less than Heston Blumenthal contriving ways of creating

beetroot foam ice-cream and teasing the palate of his diners. Was the devising

of the machinery of the Holocaust not an act of considerable imagination? Was

the 'vision' of a 'pure race' not equally so? Terry Eagleton keeps his eagle eye

on uncritical and indeed pious uses of the notion of the 'imagination':

Critics tend to assum e, like alm ost everyone else on the planet, that 
the im agination is an unequivocally  p ositive faculty, w hich is far 
from the ca se ...T h e  im agination is able to project all sorts o f  dark, 
diseased scenarios, along with a number o f  utopian ones. It is 
revered as one o f  the 'highest' o f  human capacities; yet it is also  
em barrassingly c lose  to fantasy, w hich is one o f  the m ost infantile 
and regressive. A s Jonathan Sw ift was aware, sublim ity and 
m onstrosity border c lo sely  upon each other in human affairs.

Later in the same section Eagleton challenges us with his provocative 

comment, "If William Blake ranks among the visionaries, so does Pol Pot." 

Does our imagination not allow us to create monsters which may then destroy 

us? 'Moral' implies that we will attach a concern for the other to our vision of 

what might be possible. Moral takes us into the human community and implies 

a level of solidarity.^'

A 'compassionate' imagination takes this further. The etymology of the 

word suggests its meaning in the idea of 'suffering with'. When we look at how 

the word is used in the Greek and Hebrew of the biblical Scriptures then we 

find roots that take us right back to the body. The Greek splanc/mizomai often 

meekly translated as 'having pity' is much more visceral and means 'to be 

moved as to ones bowels, or wrenched in the gut'. The Hebrew word rahamim

Marilynne Robinson, Absence o f  Mind: The Dispelling o f  Inwardness from  the Modern Myth 
o f  the S elf Terry Lectures (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2010), 50.

Eagleton, How to Read a Poem, 23, 24.
Jeffr'ey Stout commends writers like Emerson, Walt Whitman, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison 

and Adrienne Rich who have done much "to define for their respective political cultures what it 
means to have a moral imagination." Stout, Democracy and Tradition, 164.
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(compassion) has its origins in the word rehem meaning womb or uterus.

According to the Biblical scholar Phyllis Trible;

Our metaphor lies in the semantic movement from a physical organ 
of the female body to a psychic mode of being. It journeys from the 
concrete to the abstract. "Womb" is the vehicle; "compassion", the 
tenor. To the responsive imagination, this metaphor suggests the 
meaning of love as selfless participation in life. The womb protects 
and nourishes but does not possess and control.

A compassionate imagination is an embodied imagination. It is rooted in the 

body. In Phyllis Trible's analysis o f the judgement o f Solomon authority is 

returned to the woman whose compassion for the child o f her womb enables 

her to plead for the life o f the child above any other claim. It restores abstract 

thought to concrete experience. Such an imagination is not content with 

statistics. The poet Robert Hass considers that the human imagination does not 

do very well with large numbers: "More than two and a half million people 

died during the Korean War. It seems it ought to have taken more time to 

wreck so many bodies." He continues "There is no evidence that human beings 

have absorbed these facts, which ought at least to provoke a communal sense 

o f shame.

It seems too that when disaster strikes in earthquake or flood the large 

numbers o f those affected and the vastness o f the crisis dulls our response. It 

appears that there are limits to our capacity to respond. Repetition o f the facts 

is not sufficient to call us out o f our torpor. We might want to ask then how a 

compassionate imagination might be developed that would enable responses 

that reached deeper than guilt and discomfort and formed bonds o f solidarity. 

Maureen O Connell o f Fordham University has offered some soundings in this 

direction with her concept o f aesthetic solidarity.^'*

Seamus Heaney has long reflected on the role o f poetry and 

imagination most tellingly in his Oxford lectures on The Redress o f  Poetry. He 

takes an example from a poem by Robert Frost to make the same point, "First

Phyllis Trible, G od an d  the R hetoric o f  Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 33. It 
is important to note that this discussion emerges from a profound engagement with a biblical 
text: 1 Kings 3:16-18; thus it takes its 'theory' from the 'practice' o f  the story.
”  "On Visiting the DM Z at Panmunjom: A Haibun" in Robert Hass, Time an d  M aterials: 
Poem s 1997-2005  (N ew  York: ecco books: An imprint o f  HarperCollins, 2007), 82.

Maureen H O' Connell, I f  These Walls C ould Talk: Community M uralism an d  the B eauty o f  
Justice  (C ollegeville  Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2012), 260, 261. O' Connell's interest in 
community art grounds this kind o f  discussion.
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there's the children's house o f make-believe" and this is contrasted with "a

house in earnest." According to Heaney the poet convinces us that the

playhouse has the measure o f the other house. And further:

That the imaginative transformation o f  human life is the means by 
which w e can most truly grasp and comprehend it. What Virgil 
called lacrim ae rerum, the tears o f  things can be absorbed and re- 
experienced in the playthings in the playhouse —or in the words o f  
the poem.’^

This transformation does not occur in any instrumental way and cannot be 

prescribed. It is, as it were, an accidental by-product, or if we were to use 

theological terms, we might describe it as 'the play o f grace'.

Shapes and Patterns

Our words are cart-ruts
back into our guttural histories;
they are rabbit-tracks, printed
into the morning snow on a headland;
they are otter-runs,
urgent between fresh and salt water;
they are dunlin tracks at the tide's edge.
They will be erased by the next wave 
but, in the meantime, they assure us 
that we are not alone 
that we are heirs to all the treasure 
which words have ever netted

—  Moya Cannon "Our Words"

If, as suggested, we cannot speak about the imagination without 

qualification and if'beauty' is not our sole guide in choosing or even valuing 

poetic writing and artistic works, then what else draws us? I am proposing that 

one way of looking at all works o f art is in terms o f the traces or patterns they 

make and leave. We note the very 'material' exploration o f this idea in the 

poem "Our Words" cited above.'"’ The emphasis in the dissertation is on the 

'practice' and 'performance' o f texts. This also facilitates a link to religious 

practice and performance. Like the patterning o f birds on the sand or on snowy 

ground, human beings have left markings from the earliest times, as we have 

learnt again through Neil MacGregor's radio series A History o f  the World in

Heaney, The Redress o f  Poetry: Oxford Lectures, xv.
"Our Words" in Moya Cannon, Carrying the Songs (Manchester: Carcanet, 2007), 16.
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Q7
100 objects. Yet this patterning, unlike that o f the birds, has been a way of 

trying to express something about, and understand something of, our existence 

and its purpose. The earliest cave drawings appear to have had a sacred 

meaning. The art/religion nexus is inextricable. A focus on the artist rather than 

the art has tended to separate art from its wider meaning in culture. If we look 

at art in subjective terms only we may miss that embedding. Adrienne Rich 

talks about the ways, in which the subjective exists in dialogue with the 

objective conditions:

Poetry springs from a nexus o f  individual and shared experience, 
above all an experience o f  location—geophysical realities, visible  
landscape, spaces marked out by religion, education and polidcs, 
poverty and wealth, gender and physiognomy, subordination and 
independence. Poetry both articulates new upshoodngs o f  
particularity and grows out o f  a traditional compost. And it is often 
written in a desire to change the composidon o f the very soil from 
which it grows.’^

The shift here is from art as a 'romantic' escape from the world to art as 

an engagement with the world. The poet Czeslaw Milosz when asked by 

Seamus Heaney if he was pleased with a conference held in his honour 

commented, "that although many topics had been discussed, not enough 

attention had been paid to human suffering. The emphasis on beauty alone 

or on art as a sign o f the transcendent may distract us from the ambiguities of 

human existence, the sheer desperation o f many human lives, the ugliness of 

poverty, the bloodiness o f war. Poets and artists in fact engage with all of these 

things. The image o f the concentration camp guards weeping as they listen to 

Mozart and then carrying out their vile deeds suggests an aesthetic but one 

which has no place in a moral or religious account o f the arts. Beauty alone 

cannot save, particularly as an end in itself, or as a form o f anaesthetic against 

horror. Yet beauty clearly matters to human flourishing. A shift from a pre

occupation with the arts as drawing towards the transcendent to one turning to

BBC Radio 4, 2010 <www.bbc.co.uk/ahistorvoftheworld>. See also Neil MacGregor, A
H istoiy o f  the World in WO Objects (London: Allen Lane, 2010).

Adrienne Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008 (New York; London:
Norton, 2009), 8.
99 Seamus Heaney, Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001 (Faber & Faber London 
2002), 415.
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the immanent brings us back to wounded flesh, takes us from 'the beauty of 

God,' to "the one who had no form or majesty that/ we should look on him" 

(Isaiah 53.2).

Once more I am not speaking instrumentally. I am suggesting that all

art forms are rooted in these realities and that a way o f interpreting them is by

looking at patterns and practice. This broader notion o f pattern and shape

allows us to explore 'the sacred' without the prior categories o f truth and beauty

which are freighted with the significance o f the culture from which we come.

Seeking to discern the pattern we approach the meaning. We do not disregard

the questions as to what is good, or true, beautiful or holy, but we recognise

that our answers to them are necessarily contextual. This connects us back to

the stories o f faith and the traces they make in lives that are lived according to,

or in contradiction of, those patterns. Both moves are instructive.

A considerable number o f different scholars have expressed a need for

a more subtle language in which to describe faith matters and 1 suggest that this

turn towards discerning the patterns that faith makes may be helpful.'*^®

Marilynne Robinson objects to the simplification of accounts of faith;

When faith is described as an element in culture and history, its 
nature tends to be grossly simplified, despite the vast and 
unconsulted literature o f  religious thought and testim ony... An 
honest inquirer into its nature might spend an afternoon listening to 
Bach or Palestrina, reading Sophocles or the Book o f  Job.'®'

Surveys on religious belief tend to ask such questions as 'Do you believe in 

God?', 'Do you go to church?' and so forth. They are inevitably a crude marker 

o f religious practice. Apart from the fact that they fail to address the much 

more important follow-up question to the first: i.e. 'What sort o f God do 

you/not believe in?' they also generally fail to attend to the manner in which 

faith shapes lives: ethically, poetically, visually, and politically.

Ironically too the current detractors o f religion also base their 

arguments on a view o f faith as 'assent to (apparently groundless) propositions.' 

This notion o f faith as proposition based and indeed also o f faith as belief or

See for example: W illiams, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction', Keller and 
Schneider, P olydoxy: Theology o f  M ultiplicity an d  Relation', O'Leary, "Skilful Means as a 
Hermeneutic Concept."
'̂ ' Marilynne Robinson and Dwight Harrington Terry Foundation., A bsence o f  M ind: The 
D ispelling o f  Inwardness from  the M odern M yth o f  the S e lf  (N ew  Haven: Y ale University 
Press, 2010), 14.
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unbelief in a transcendent deity hampers, not just dialogue between secularism 

and religious faith, but also between proponents o f different systems of 

b e l i e f . T h e  often sterile arguments revolve around creedal statements or 

around a 'concept of God'. This 'God' is a fixed entity, and not an event, or even 

a verb, as Aquinas s u g g e s t e d . A  better expression for the rash o f polemically 

anti-religious writings might be to categorise them as anti-deist writings. 

Dawkins, in particular, articulates a view o f belief which bears little 

resemblance to that understood by many practitioners.

Rowan Williams in his book on the Russian novelist Dostoevsky argues 

that writers hostile to religious faith normally fail "to attend to what it is that 

religious people actually do and say— and also to attend to the general question 

o f how systems o f meaning, or 'world-views', work." Williams traces questions 

o f freedom and faith as lived out in the narrative spaces o f the novels of 

Dostoevsky. As the novelist demonstrates how various different futures are 

possible, this kind o f freedom mirrors the freedom of the creator, according to 

Williams. He sees an analogy between human creativity and the divine "a 

model of making that is directed toward freedom and not control." He provides 

a kind o f Midrash on the texts of these novels offering a theological 

commentary illuminating aspects both o f faith and o f fiction. According to 

Williams the central question posed by the moral crises in the novels to which 

Dostoevsky seeks to respond is "What is it that human beings owe to each 

other?"

The point for my argument here is that the novels do not serve as 

ciphers for belief but as 'showings' for the patterns, or perhaps better the 

traces, which a faith tradition makes in the lives o f those who live either in 

deep connection to, or even simply in relation to, that tradition.'*’̂  Novels deal 

with the particular and not the general and thus instances o f lives can be

Philip Kitcher speaks o f  "supernatural entities". See Philip Kitcher "Challenges for 
Secularism" in George L ew is Levine, The Joy  o f  Secularism : I I  Essays fo r  H ow  We L ive N ow, 
(Princeton, N.J.; W oodstock: Princeton University Press, 2011), 24.
"’̂ Citing Fergus Kerr in Tomas Hali'k, N ight o f  the Confessor: Christian Faith in an A ge o f  
U ncertainty, (N ew  York: Image Books, 2012), 115.

W illiams, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and F iction, ix; 234; 14.
Living in relation to a tradition is explored in many o f  the essays in M iller, ed. R adical 

P oetics and Secular Jew ish Culture.
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illustrated. It is this particularity which enables a correspondence to a faith

pattern. Rowan Williams speaks o f how:

We relate as believers not to the abstract proclamation of a divine 
Word calling us to abandon our self-justifications but to the 
narrative particularity of the story of God the Son taking flesh and 
living in a certain definable, imageable way.'”*'

In my work I intend to show how this kind of "narrative particularity" in 

selected 'secular' works can facilitate conversations about the 'sacred'.

If we apply the notion o f patterns to the work o f Charles Taylor (to 

whom we referred earlier) we will see much criss-crossing, or inter-textuality. 

There is no simple explanation as to why we respond to certain examples of 

art. Taylor cites works such as Dante, Bach, Chartres Cathedral and suggests 

that their "power seems inseparable from their epiphanic, transcendent 

reference."'®^ He suggests that while it is possible to read these works with an 

"indeterminate ontological reference" the challenge is for the unbeliever to 

demonstrate this. It is an example of what he calls cross-pressure. This might 

be contested: it is surely quite possible to experience these works within an 

immanent frame— that of human creativity.''** One could argue that they find 

their fuller meaning when the Christian reference is understood; but that is a 

different matter. I also note that Taylor does not concede the imaginative 

hinterland which constructs the meanings o f these works for Western believers 

or unbelievers. We have been shaped and formed in their image so to speak. 

This why I propose, that the category of'pattern', rather than beauty, is more 

usefiil in describing these works o f art. We are pre-disposed to find these works 

beautiful. It is by no means clear that this applies in any universal way.

In this case categories of beauty alone are o f little help in assisting 

conversation across borders. Yet it seems to me that we can read a pattern of 

Christian belief in soaring cathedrals, in the contours o f the poetry and even in 

the musical notation shaped around Christian texts as in Bach's Passions or his 

B Minor Mass for example. There is a vocabulary here: a grammar in stone, in 

text, in note that has been formed in this hinterland. Another example is the

W illiams, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and F iction, 236.
Taylor, A Secular A ge, 606, 607.
The notion that 'fullness' can be found in a secular worldview is defended in: George Lewis 

Levine, The Joy o f  Secularism : 11 E ssays fo r  H ow  We L ive Now. 1-22.
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way in which one may read the patterns o f the faith of Islam in the beauty o f 

the calligraphy decorating mosques.

Writers like Rowan Williams and Marilynne Robinson open up 

possibilities for conversation to take place in a different and subtle way 

between and across the spaces o f secular and sacred and of differing forms of 

belief. The key, I propose, is not to ask 'What do you believe?' but rather 'How 

do you believe?', 'What is its form, its pattern?' The patterns o f belief can be 

many; ritual, liturgical, ethical. They can be expressed in art, in music, in text, 

in story, in song and dance, in beauty, in buildings, as well as in actions of 

solidarity, charity, justice. There is a rhetorical pattern to faith traditions and 

we can miss this if we attend exclusively to 'differences' in creedal or doctrinal 

statements. This would be a limited and limiting way of dealing with 'other' 

faiths. It gets us stuck in the mire o f 'sameness' and 'difference' discussions. It 

also presupposes some essential 'truth' behind what is shown or shaped. In 

contrast I suggest that the contours and shapes o f belief are the belief. We 

could also describe this as 'performance'. Ways o f living justly and rightly are 

'performances' o f certain b e lie f s .L itu rg ie s  'perform' what is proclaimed {lex 

orandi, lex credendi). The arts in genera! are 'performances' o f the creative 

impulse. To understand we need to open ourselves to participation at some 

level. We have to seek to understand these things in terms of "lived 

experience.""® Iain McGilchrist speaks o f belief in terms o f relationship: "It is 

having an attitude, holding a disposition towards the world, whereby that world 

as it comes into being for me, is one in which God belongs. The belief alters 

the world, but it also alters m e."" ’

Patterns in Poetry

The place o f shape or pattern in poetry is clear. The most minimal 

definition of a poem suggests a shape, a pattern on the page, seen by the eye 

and heard by the ear. We recognise a piece o f writing as a poem usually by its

See for example the work o f  Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama o f  Doctrine: A Canonical- 
Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology, (Louisville; Westminster John Knox Press, 2005).

Taylor, A Secular Age, 5.
''' McGilchrist, The M aster and His Emissaiy: The D ivided Brain and the Making o f  the 
Western World, 170.
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shape first (the foreshortened lines) and then we read it for meaning. Poetry in

particular, according to Terry Eagleton "grants us the actual experience of

seeing meaning take shape as practice, rather than handling it simply as a

finished object." As Eagleton points out we cannot "brush aside the words to 
112get at the meaning." The Jewish poet George Oppen considers the 

importance of silence in poetry, "the linebreak is as much a part of language as 

the comma, the period, the paragraph.""^ Reading poetry slows us down to 

attend to the relationship between language and reality; we do not look through 

language to 'the real world,' but with language we shape the world. For the poet 

this is less about constructing a world and more like participating in the process 

o f creation. Meaning is not in the poem but between the writing and the reader.

Tow ards a m ore Subtle Language: the Place of M etaphor

Poetry has its place in this dissertation not merely because of the way it

shows how we shape thought, and not only because it demonstrates that words

are material and we cannot cut through them to 'the truth' or 'the meaning', but

also because it opens us to a more subtle language in which to speak about the

search for wisdom articulated in the religions and in the arts:

Subtlety's etymological roots rest in loom -woven cloth. It is the 
name we give to thought that is both finely textured and free o f  
range, able to connect disparate qualities into the unified, usable 
fabric o f  a new whole. Respect o f  the uncertain is subtlety's inscape.
In subtle response, thought is stitched into place with its own 
undertows, opposites and extensions with a mind that questions and 
crosshatches its statements and feelings."'*

Jane Hirschfield speaks about the language used by poets and we note how 

material her description is: one can see that loom-woven cloth and appreciate 

the stitching that takes place; and even here as I cut and copy, paste and shift, I 

see, through her description, another kind o f weaving of thought. She is a poet 

and her language is that o f the poet. We might want to ask why it is that we

"■ Eagleton, H ow  to R ead  a Poem , 68.
Cited by M eg Schoerke, "Jewish Identity and the Power o f  Contradictions in the Poetics o f  

Muriel Rukeyser and George Oppen" in Miller, ed. R adical P oetics and Secular Jewish  
Culture, 266.

Jane Hirshfield, Hiddenness, Surprise, Uncertainty: Three G enerative Energies o f  P oetry  
(Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2008), 31.
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accept that such subtle language is indeed a necessary part o f the poet/writer's 

repertoire but are less willing to concede its role in other genres? Why are we 

more drawn to other less subtle forms of thinking? Why has our language 

tended to lose its roots in matter? Why have we become addicted to ways of 

thinking which are abstracted from the body? Why do we appear to value 

models which are rationalistic rather than metaphorical? Why do we allow 

scientific— or now increasingly, economic or managerial—  models to 

dominate discourse?

One person with an interest in answering some of these questions is Iain 

McGilchrist. We have already referred to his work."^ He is a psychiatrist with 

a background in English literature, and has produced a substantial volume on 

the workings of the brain and the shaping o f the Western world. McGilchrist 

has a scientific interest in what the brain does, and also a philosophical interest 

in 'the manner in which' it works. In fact his thesis is that we are limited when 

we reduce our enquiries to the 'what' instead o f the 'how'. He believes that the 

assimilation o f cognitive values in Western thought to a scientific model, 

leaves us with a bureaucratic and mechanistic mentality which is not conducive 

to human flourishing. According to McGilchrist we are obsessed with this kind 

o f thought because we have permitted the dominance of the left-hemisphere 

modes o f thinking. It is important to point out that he is no enemy o f reason, in 

fact he says that to decry reason is utter folly; it is rather, excessive rationalism 

which is the problem. McGilchrist illustrates the fallacy in science's 'belief that 

it alone delivers 'truth'. Science too is value-laden. It is a particular way that 

privileges detachment. There is always a model. The dangers arise when we 

refuse to admit the model and insist that we simply see things. We always see 

as and we can only ever understand anything as a something. He argues that 

the model o f detachment and abstraction which is the dominant feature o f the 

left hemisphere dominates all forms o f thought."^ O f course this is important: 

it gives us control over the flux o f experience which might otherv\ise

M cGilchrist, The M aster an d  H is Em issary: The D iv ided  Brain an d  the M aking o f  the 
Western World.

Ibid., 168-171. This point is made also by Marilynne Robinson, A bsence o f  M ind: The 
D ispellin g  o f  Inwardness fro m  the M odern Myth o f  the Self. 33.

M cGilchrist, The M aster an d  His E m issaiy, 28-29.
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overwhelm us. It has however become a tyrant, rather than "the emissary" of

the right hemisphere. According to Mary Midgley:

McGilchrist's suggestion is that the encouragement of precise, 
categorical thinking at the expense of background vision and 
experience -  an encouragement which, from Plato's time on, has 
flourished to such impressive effect in European thought -  has now 
reached a point where it is seriously distorting both our lives and our 
thought."*

She considers that this shift towards 'literal precision' would have astonished 

even the founders o f modem science.

None o f the thinkers whose work has influenced my reflections is 

dismissive of the work o f science. What Marilynne Robinson objects to is para- 

science. McGilchrist and Mary Midgley attend to the complexities of physics 

and the awareness o f uncertainties in that domain. However Midgley points to 

the myth o f science as "omnicompetent" and proposes that "other kinds of 

questions need quite different forms of answer.""^ This is not a matter of 

juxtaposing a soft 'romantic' world view against a hard scientific one, a world 

o f fiction against a world of fact. Instead I share the view o f these thinkers in 

arguing that the complexities o f living in the world require richly seamed, 

deeply textured ways o f reflecting on the questions which engage us and that in 

order to do this kind o f thinking we require practitioners from the arts as well 

as the sciences.

In the most recent edition o f the Princeton Encyclopaedia o f  Poetry and 

Poetics, an essay on "Science and Poetry" discusses the long history o f treating 

the two disciplines as contraries but also shows convergence and cross

pollination. It cites the poet and chemist, Nobel prize winner, Roald Hoffmann 

who declares that he has no problem doing both poetry and science as both 

emerge from the attempt to understand the universe. Even more pertinently the 

same entry cites Charles Bernstein's insistence that poetry must recognize its

capacity for "epistemological enquiry" lest it "cede meaning" to "the hegemony
1 ”?no f restricted epistemological economies." Both poets and scientists use 

'models' and 'metaphors'. We require an awareness of the metaphors we use to

G uardian R eview  January 2, 2010.
Mary M idgley, "Metaphysics and the Limits o f  Science" in The Guardian, August 28, 2010. 
Greene et al.. The Princeton E ncyclopaedia o fP o e tiy  an d  P oetics, 1271.
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describe the relationships between the self and the world, and, more radically, 

an awareness that there is no non-metaphorical way o f understanding.

Iain McGilchrist insists on context in his work. He raises questions 

about why we have language and how the body is essential to our way o f 

being. He asks whether it matters that one hemisphere tends to see things in 

context and the other separates them. For McGilchrist, the fact that the right 

hemisphere understands metaphor is "not a small matter o f a quaint literary 

function having to find a place somewhere in the brain. Not a bit. It goes to the
191core o f how we understand our world, even our selves." And later in the

same work he argues that metaphoric thinking "is fundamental to our

understanding o f the world, because it is the only way in which understanding

can reach outside the systems o f signs to life itself. It is what links language to

life."'^^ Metaphor, as its origins suggest, (Greek meta- across, pheiren carry)

ferries us across gaps. Metaphorical language is the language o f seeing as.

Religious language depends on it; poetic language lives by it. Both kinds of

language play with the possibilities o f the implicit and the hidden, the revealed

and concealed. Metaphoric language does not do direct translation. It does not

take the more direct route o f the simile, 'My love is like a red, red rose', but

shocks with the clash o f is/is not, "You were unmindful o f the Rock that bore

you; you forgot the God who gave you birth."(Deut. 32.18), or plays with the

possibilities as in Billy Collins's poem Litany.

You are the bread and the knife, 
the crystal goblet and the wine.
You are the dew on the moming grass 
and the burning wheel of the sun.
You are the white apron of the baker 
and the marsh birds suddenly in flight.

Collins playing further with the conceit humorously proceeds to tell the lover 

what she is not, and, stepping out of the metaphorical stream, as it were, creates 

the 'joke' by reverting to the literal. O f course we know the lover is none o f 

those things, but neither was he/she "the white apron o f the baker" or "the 

marsh birds," but somehow within the conventions o f the poem, of the 

metaphorical language, we were able to play with a whole range o f possibilities

McGilchrist, The M aster and His Emissary, 4.
Ibid., 115.
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but only as long as they were implicit and the tensions o f the metaphor were 

held:

However, you are not the wind in the orchard, 
the plums on the counter, 
or the house of cards.
And you are certainly not the pine-scented air.
There is just no way you are the pine-scented air.'^^

Yet here even in the litany of'you  are not', the play with meaning as continues. 

We can only ever understand things in relation to other things. If all our 

understanding is relational, then by its very nature, language is dialogical.

McGilchrist stresses another aspect of metaphor: that it leads us out of 

the "web of language to the lived world" and back to embodied existence, 

"Everything has to be expressed in terms o f something else, and those 

something elses eventually have to come back to the body." He takes the 

examples of the words 'virtual' and 'immaterial'. Virtual takes us back to man's 

strength (vir-tiis), material takes us back to the feel of the piece of wood. 

McGilchrist stresses the fact that the metaphor returns us to the common life 

experienced in the body. It brings two wholes together and he remarks that you 

cannot pin one element down and leave the other to move towards it. Both 

must remain in play so that each is looked at in a new light. He cites Max 

Black, "If to call a man a wolf is to put him in a special light, we must not 

forget that the metaphor makes the w olf seem more human than he otherwise 

would." Summarising his view McGilchrist argues that "Metaphor embodies 

thought and places it in a living context. T h i s  is contrary to abstract 

thinking and contrary to the univocal meanings preferred by the left 

hemisphere.

McGilchrist takes a position against Saussure and the notion of 

language as a system o f signs free from the trammels o f the body, and instead 

argues for the bodily origin o f language, perhaps in gesture (dance) or in 

empathic sound (music). He says that we learn a language, not by copying, but 

by imitating, and this is empathic. Attempting to understand the other we try to 

see what it might be like to inhabit the body o f the other— imitating gestures

123 . .  .
B illy Collins, "Litany" < http://w w w .billv-collins.eom /2005/06/litanv billy co.htm l> 

(accessed June 6, 2012).
McGilchrist, The M aster and His E m issaiy, 116; 117,118.
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1 9  Sand mannerisms. He talks of language "bodying forth" meaning. We can 

perhaps observe this most clearly in small children and in musicians. The 

whole body of a small child expresses its needs and its joys. We might wonder 

why we go to watch an orchestral performance or a Jazz group. Why is it not 

enough simply to listen to recordings of music? In each case the bodily 

movements, careful and precise in the case of the first, and exuberantly 

expressed in the case of the second, show us what is being sounded. This body 

language through imitation and empathy connects us; it seems to tell us at a 

profound level who we are. No longer solitary beings we enter into the 

experience as more than mere participants. We are caught up and become one 

body. This can also occur liturgically as Paul intuited (1 Cor. 12.12-26).

According to McGilchrist human singing is unique in blending pitch 

and synchronising rhythms with other singers. He claims it is neither 

competitive nor individualistic in intention unlike birdsong. I take it that he is 

thinking of choral singers rather than opera divas! I also wonder whether he 

has considered the singing of whales which appears to have that strong 

communicative element. A question arises (outside of the remit of this work) as 

to whether we need to stress human uniqueness in order to assert human value. 

The point he is making is that language only works through collaboration. The 

power o f music as a collaborative venture with effects crossing boundaries in 

more ways than one is seen in the remarkable story of the creation of the
• •  \ ' ) f \West-Ostlicher Divan Orchestra by Daniel Barenboim and Edward Said.

McGilchrist refers to the dismissal by utilitarian philosophers of'dance', 

'music' 'smiling', 'laughter'. He agrees that they are "gloriously" useless. One 

could add poetry, prayer and love-making to that list.'^^ In fact most things that 

give pleasure in that way are 'useless'. The adjective turns and tells another 

story. Why are they glorious? They take us out of ourselves in ecstasy {ek

'■^McGilchrist, The M aster an d  His E m issaiy, The arguments about language rooted in the 
body are made in pages 118-126. His comm ents about the repudiation o f  em bodim ent can be 
compared with Charles Taylor's notion of'excam ation' in Taylor, A Secular A ge. 613-615.

See: Daniel Barenboim, M usic Quickens Time (London. N ew  York; V erso, 2008), and also  
Edward W . Said, M usic at the Lim its (N ew  York ; Chichester: Columbia U niversity Press, 
2008), 259-264. W e can speak o f  counterpoint in more than musical terms, in this case where 
distinct voices are harmoniously interdependent.

McGilchrist, The M aster an d  H is E m issary, 124. See also Terry Eagleton, "It is when the 
human body is incarnate in som e piecc o f  praxis like dance or sexual love that it most 
materially present." Terry Eagleton, The E vent o f  L iterature  (N ew  Haven; London: Y ale 
University Press, 2012), 206.
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stasis -  out o f our standing). The gloriously useless may release endorphins but

is that the full explanation? Do we wake up in the morning and take our

vitamins and then think, 'I must smile now to release some good endorphins to

carry me through the day'? This explanation is as inadequate as that of

attempting to explain the power o f a piece o f music written for a string quartet

by reference to horsehair, catgut and hollow boxes. There are no short-cuts to

understanding, and, literal language, in attempting to abstract from the body

and from experience, short-circuits and fails us. Metaphorical language restores
128the connections, the context and most importantly the body.

In order to look at things closely and examine them we need separation

and abstraction; however, in order to intuit their meaning in the world we need

then to return them to the larger universe from which they have come.

Referential language separates. Metaphorical language connects. It represents

the other drive towards what McGilchrist calls "betweenness" with whatever

lies outside the self.'^^ Both aspects are necessary but if one should dominate,

then the way we understand the world is distorted.

This is not a romantic argument for 'sloppy' or irrational language,

divorced from reason, but rather for language used with the most profound

attention and clarity. To cite Jane Hirschfield again:

Clarity is factuality that looks and feels more widely, letting in more 
than it knows. It is as good a name as we may find for the 
combination o f  attentiveness, accuracy, and permeability to 
subtlety's undertone and shadow that we recognise in good poems.

Later she talks o f "the release of fixed ideas for the more complex real." It is 

precisely because o f the facility o f metaphorical language to carry over the 

"complex real" that we need to embrace it in conversations about the place, 

purpose and shape of religious thought. We do not look for a piece of poetry to 

'soften' our academic discourse and then continue with the 'real' language; this

'■* See also: George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, M etaphors We L ive B y (Chicago, 111. ; London: 
University o f  Chicago Press, 2003); Lakoff and Johnson, P hilosophy in the Flesh : The 
E m bodied M ind an d  Its Challenge to Western Thought (N ew  York; Basic Books, 1999).

For M cGilchrist 'betweenness' refers to knowledge as an 'encounter'. He also uses it 
helpfully to refer to belief in God where belief is a matter o f  relationship o f  call and response. 
McGilchrist, The M aster and H is E m issaiy, 94-95; 170.

Hirshfield, Hiddenness, Surprise, U ncertainty: Three G enerative E nergies o fP o e tiy .  32,33.
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devalues it as a 'decorative art;' it is rather the case that metaphorical language

is integral to the art o f theology and to the humanities in general.'^'

Hence it would seem that metaphorical language might offer us

openings to understanding where purely rationalistic language fails us. I have

proposed that we need not more certainty and clarity of definition in our

engagements with one another but in fact a greater degree o f ambiguity and

uncertainty. (I am allowing for clarity as described by Hirschfield above.) We

need to allow for some 'betweenness'—  that place where truth might be sought

without being possessed by either party.

The fear o f metaphor is highlighted by Lakoff and Johnson as a fear of

emotion, imagination and subjectivism. They seek a third way beyond the

dualisms o f objectivist and subjectivist approaches and propose metaphorical

thinking as "imaginative rationality";

M etaphor is one o f  our m ost important tools for trying to 
com prehend partially what cannot be com prehended totally: our 
feelin gs, aesthetic experiences, moral practices, and spiritual 
aw areness. These endeavours o f  the im agination are not devoid  o f  
rationality; since they use metaphor, they em ploy an im aginative 
rationality.'^^

To speak in terms o f metaphorical language, or o f shapes and patterns, or o f the 

imaginative hinterland o f faith, is to allow fluidity in our conversations about 

the place o f faith in human flourishing. It gives us a broader canvas than 

talking about 'the arts and beauty' or 'the arts and spirituality'. We could say 

that the 'and' slips away. David Robinson speaks o f the hybridization of 

disciplines, "The arts not only highlight new "metaphors" for theological 

methods, they also invite us to explore the ways in which our conceptual 

methods are themselves metaphors for more fundamental dimensions o f human 

religious questions." Robinson describes how music, for example "is simply 

another potential theological voice inside a complex harmony o f concepts and 

s y m b o l s . S u c h  an engagement, in this case with 'secular' literature, offers a

This is also the point made by Mark Burrows, arguing for a poetic approach to 
epistemology because it "offers an insight into modem construais o f  reality that remain 
impoverished without it." Burrows, "Raiding the Inarticulate; Mysticism, Poetics, and the 
Unlanguageable." Spiritus: A Journal o f  Christian spirituality 4, no.2 (2004): 7.

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, jWetop/jo/'i We Live By, 185-194; 193.
David C. Robinson, God's Grandeur: The Arts and Imagination in Theology: (Maryknoll, 

N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2007), xi.
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broader canvas and wider frames o f reference and yet, when the conversation 

begins, it will begin in detail, in the particular, in the embodied.

Part III: The Texture of the Thesis

In this concluding section, returning to the image o f the 'loom-woven' 

cloth, I want to discuss the texture o f the thesis. As I have indicated the 

centrefold of the dissertation consists o f a reading o f texts. I have described this 

as seeing 'with' and not 'through' T h i s  is crucial; it offers us insights 

into how we learn to see things in terms o f other things, and, as such, is 

fundamental to a religious imagination. Through the unfolding texts under 

discussion I hope to show how an engagement with these arts plays an utterly 

vital role in talking about matters o f faith. It can offer a 'thick' description to an 

often thinned discourse. It can do this, I argue, because it is primarily through 

these media that we can hone our skills in the use of metaphor, learn practices 

of empathy, a polyvalence o f perspective and develop a compassionate 

imagination. 1 do not view the narrative arts merely, or primarily, as 'schools of 

v i r t u e ' . W h e n  we engage with texts, particularly novels, we cannot predict 

where they will take us: stories are not just bound, theologian Laurel Schneider 

tells us, but "bound /o r something, for mischief and creation beyond any 

storyteller's ability to predict or manage."'^^ We could add 'beyond any reader's 

capacity to determine or fix'. The arts extend our reach and—^particularly 

through poetry— we learn to understand language, according to Dominican 

Herbert McCabe, as we noted earlier, "trying to be bodily experience".'^’ We 

begin to know what it is to be that different other and we learn it in an 

embodied way. An abstract cerebral version of who we are cannot do this 

because it takes us further and further from the messiness o f carnal existence.

Contra Francis Clooney: Francis X. C looney, Seeing through Texts: D oing  Theology am ong  
the Srivaisnavas o f  South India, Suny Series, toward a Comparative Philosophy o f  Religions 
(Albany: State University o f  N ew  York Press, 1996).

In the manner proposed by Stanley Hauerwas, or, in a different way by Martha Nussbaum. 
As noted in the Introduction: see Jeffrey Stout's critique o f  Hauerwas, "He reads m odem  
novels and mines their ethical significance, yet they do not appear in his account o f  
modemity."Stout, D em ocracy and Tradition, 168.

Laurel C Schneider, "Crib notes from Bethlehem" in Keller and Schneider, Polydoxy: 
Theology o f  M ultiplicity and Relation, 3 1.

McCabe and Davies, G od S till M atters, 131.
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This turn to poetics in particular also teaches us a new language beyond 

or alongside deductive modes o f reasoning. It opens that space o f 'betweenness' 

for religious language, recognising its plurality. Catherine Keller describes 

such a space:

Religious language meanders along the borders between proposition 
and invocation, theory and literature; there it generates an open 
order, a changing text; its scriptural polyhedron refracts the colliding 
hopes of a history that threatens closure, but has not ceased to 
begin.

An engagement with the arts may help to clear pathways across to those cultures
• • • 139for which the Enlightenment is not the (only) source o f illumination. It may 

offer a more fluid language facilitating our capacity to host ambiguity. This 

dissertation begins with 'secular' poetics rather than theology. The engagement 

with secular literature is the ground o f the work. It suggests that such an 

engagement is fundamental to a renewal o f theological language and its capacity 

to speak o f human meaning, value and wisdom in the public sphere.''*^

Poetic language may also be the only recourse when language strains at 

its limits in times o f evil and suffering. Such language opens to lament and 

offers a mode o f discourse which is not available or amenable to a reductive 

logic. In this mode it may translate across otherwise impenetrable divides and 

in the fracturing necessitated by grief, may break down barriers. And so the 

poetic becomes political in the least expected o f places. Chapter Five on the 

interruption and disruption o f suffering will take these ideas further.

The purpose of this chapter has been to engage with some o f the strands 

which will be woven into the texture o f the thesis as it proceeds. The chapter 

proposed that in order to open the kind o f space referred to earlier, " to 

facilitate the public life o f imaginative and interpretive, as opposed to 

fundamentalist, forms of religious life and support we need the aid o f the 

arts. This was discussed under the broad rubrics o f Sacred and Secular,

Keller, The F ace o f  the D eep: A Theology o f  Becom ing, 12.
A  point made consistently by 7ohn D'Arcy M ay in his writing; see for example: 

"Internalising the primal Other" in: Pierce and Smyth, ed. The C ritical Spirit, 79-96.
I note Jeffrey Stout's qualifications o f  the 'public sphere'. "It is not a p lace...If you express 

theological comm itm ents in a reflective and sustained way, w hile addressing fellow  citizens as 
citizens, you are 'doing theology' publicly— and in that sense doing public theology." Stout, 
D em ocracy and Tradition, 113.

Cited in the Introducdon by Daniel Morris in: Miller, ed. R adica l P oetics an d  Secular 
Jewish Culture, 1. See also the playful preface written in verse form.
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Literature and Theology. I argued for the primacy o f metaphorical language 

and its connection with the body. I proposed a turn to the arts in general, and 

the narrative arts in particular, as performances and practices rather than as 

examples of transcendent beauty.'"*^ The question as to whether poetry and 

fiction can help to shape an imaginative trajectory from "secular" to "sacred" 

and back again, will be tested by a practice o f reading chosen texts but first the 

ground is prepared by a consideration o f some ways o f reading.

See Nicholas W olterstorff on the usefulness o f  focusing on the arts as social practices 
"practices o f  composition, practices o f  performance and display, practices o f  engagement 
Wolterstorff, "Why Philosophy o f  Art Cannot Handle Kissing, Touching, and Crying.",27; and 
also Wolterstorff, "Beyond Beauty and the Aesthetic in the Engagement o f  Religion and Art."
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CHAPTER TWO: Learning to Read

So they read from the book with interpretation. They gave the sense, 
so that people understood the reading.

—Nehemiah 8.8

To cast philosophers as the guardians of universality, reason, insight 
and argument is to strip literature of its ambition to provide 
knowledge, thought and truth.

— Moi "The Adventure of Reading"

Languages open to the world from the inside. To be inside a 
language is to be pitched into the world, not to be quarantined from 
it.

—  Eagleton A fter Theory

Part I: Learning to Read

This chapter is concerned with 'learning to read' and prepares the 

ground for the practice o f  reading which follows in the subsequent chapters. It 

begins from the prem ise that there is no innocent reader and no innocent text. 

There is no 'pure' place to stand from where we can objectively judge or assert 

that this is the one true account and no other can take its place. Such 

recognition is problematic for religions based on sacred texts, but only insofar 

as those texts are considered immutable. This is less o f  a difficulty if  the sacred 

texts are seen as fluid as part o f  an ongoing conversation. Reading 'secular' 

texts is less problematic, although once they achieve the status o f'c lassic ' they 

tend to be bound in rather than bound /o r. Andrew Hass has some interesting 

things to say about the 'binding' o f  religion and reading: "Being bound to a 

religious ritual, practice, or doctrine has always cut both ways: it can be 

enfettering as much as it can be emancipating. And in the m ore sophisticated o f 

theological understandings it is both sim ultaneously." Hass talks about religion 

resting on the dilem m a o f  'a binding' and 'a reading' and he suggests that 

'theory' binds both religion and literature, in that reading is also a "praxis," and 

thus dem ands a "theoretical reckoning".' W e will return to this question o f 

theory.

' Hass, 'T he Theoretical Community (or. Is There a Theory in This Journal?)", 290.
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I propose attentive reading as an initial form of fidelity and trust while 

also recognising that suspicion has its place as we read, alert to the silences and 

the gaps. Close reading can be myopic too; getting up too close and personal 

can mean a failure to take a longer view and so all readings need to be 

tempered in conversation with other readers. In terms o f sacred texts, this 

reading with others in community is part o f what happens in the liturgical 

sounding of readings. They are shaped in performance and changed by 

context. Context and community are important poles to prevent us from 

isolating texts and placing them in some sphere of the untouchable and this can 

happen in both academic and religious settings. In this chapter the intention is 

to look at a number o f different approaches to 'learning to read' as a preparation 

for the practices o f reading which follow.

Theory and Practice

The main body of this thesis consists o f a 'practice' o f reading texts 

observing the unfolding o f patterns. However, having asserted that there is no 

uncontaminated place from which to read, it is important to consider theoretical 

presuppositions. What is the place of theory? Can one read beyond theory? 

Andrew Hass reminds readers o f the original sense o f the Greek term theoria 

having its roots in sight and spectacle in the theatrical space. He links this 

further to speculation seeing with the eye and the mind.^ Theory seemed to lose 

its connections with the material and the sensuous as it developed into meta

theory or 'high theory' in the 1970s and 1980s. If this has waned, what remains, 

is what Terry Eagleton defines "as indispensable as ever" — theory as "a 

reasonably systematic reflection on our guiding assumptions." Quite simply he 

insists on the importance o f theory because "there can be no reflective human 

life without it."'*

Perhaps the only consensus among contemporary theorists is that the 

days o f apparently innocent readings are long gone. The masters o f suspicion

■ Nicholas Lash in an essay published in 1986 also stresses this aspect o f performance and note 
his emphasis on the touchstone o f  humanity. "If the texts o f the New Testament are to express 
that which the Christian faith declares them capable o f expressing, the quality o f our humanity 
will be the criterion o f the adequacy o f  the performance." Lash, Theology on the Way to 
Emmaus. 46.

Hass, "The Theoretical Community (or, Is There a Theory in This Journal?)", 291.292.
Terry Eagleton, After Theoiy (New York: Basic Books, 2003), 2, 221.
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Freud, Marx and Nietzsche were followed by Foucault and Feminism, post

colonialism and other discourses about power. Multiple theories of reading 

abound to which Eagleton's best-selling Literaiy Theoty testifies.^ Even those 

'against theory' will admit its 'good' in enriching our reading experience.^ The 

turn to theory revealed that the apparently 'universal' values grandly 

proclaimed by the humanities were just as political as the overtly political 

readings despised by many traditional practitioners. A 'feminist' reading was 

regarded as 'suspect' because it declared its hand, but the undeclared assumed 

values of the liberal humanist readings were also sheltering particular political 

and economic systems.^ Now new buzz words: 'diversity', 'difference', 

'multiculturalism', 'Other', 'pluralism' are all in vogue, and shape the reading 

experience, while 'essentialism' 'truth,' 'beauty' 'goodness' are out of fashion.

The deconstruction of a 'romantic' view of literary criticism which 

followed has left the humanities floundering and while 'Theory' in multiple 

forms has helped to fill academic journals; it has left a hole where literature 

seemed to matter more than as a 'game of signifiers'. Eagleton posits a reason 

why this might be so;

If literature matters today, it is chiefly because it seems to many 
conventional critics one o f  the few  remaining places where, in a 
divided fragmented world, a sense o f  universal value may still be 
incarnate; and a rare glimpse o f  transcendence can still be attained.*

We note the word conventional and expect a radical riposte. The 

surprise at the end of Eagleton's work is that where we might expect him to 

introduce his 'theory' to trump the ones critiqued, he does not do so; instead he 

offers an alternative form of discourse and an ancient and traditional one at 

that: rhetoric. As he explains, this is a 'radical' position, returning to the roots of 

critical analysis and looking at texts in terms of their 'performance'.^ Texts 

formed parts of social relations and therefore could not and cannot be studied

 ̂ Eagleton, L ite ra iy  Theoiy: An Introduction  (Malden, Mass.; Oxford: Blackwell, 2008).
* Valentine Cunningham, R eading after Theoiy  (Oxford: Blackw ell, 2002), 38-53.
 ̂ It is telling that Cunningham show s his hand when he praises Kermode's return to "the old, 

and British, tradition o f  interest in truth and value and reference... even as he was dunking into 
the more scepdcal waters flow ing from Paris" .The 'British' tradition is clearly seen as the one 
upholding the sound values. See: Cunningham, R eading after Theoiy, 168.
* Eagleton, L ite ra iy  Theoiy: An Introduction, 208.
 ̂ This is an interest shared by som eone com ing from a very different part o f  the political and 

religious spectrum. See K evin Vanhoozer, The D ram a o f  D octrine: A Canonical-Linguistic 
A pproach to Christian Theology.
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apart from those relations. It looks at how discourse can be humanly

transformative. Eagleton argues that the liberal-humanist is weak because it

considers the transformative power o f literature in isolation from other

factors.'*^ The question of the ways in which literature can be transformative is

part of this work's concern. My interest is also in 'performance'. How do these

texts work? What is the 'manner in which' they convey their meaning?

Scripture scholar Sandra Schneiders in her work The Revelatory Text is

concerned with how the New Testament works as sacred scripture. She speaks

of how literary texts are created with a "noetic" sensibility:

The truth that the work (as opposed to a technical treatise, for 
example) intends to convey, however, is not predominandy 
proposidonal but existential. The iconic text intends to open before 
the reader a world of possibility, a way of being, that the reader must 
assess and either accept or reject."

Referring to the metaphorical nature o f language Schneiders adds, "The more 

vibrant and effective discourse is, the more highly metaphoric the language of 

which it consists...In metaphor the mind 'feels' toward meaning with a reach 

that exceeds the grasp of pure rationality."'^ The words used by Schneiders 

here are interesting: "feel" and "reach." In the ensuing chapter on the work of 

Seamus Heaney I will discuss his 'reach' for meaning in terms that are similarly 

affective and material.

Valentine Cunningham is scathing about what he sees as the 

dehumanizing o f texts and the title o f the chapter which contains his own 

proposal is significant, "Touching Reading."’  ̂Cunningham speaks o f the 

importance o f the return o f "the historically real human subject" and notes 

Foucault's role in this with his concern for "bodies and what power does to 

them."'** Cunningham refers to "the best kind o f reading" as "a complex affair 

o f whole-person engagement with the text." He cites Czeslaw Milosz's poem 

"Readings":

You asked me what is the good of reading the Gospels in Greek.
I answer that it is proper that we move our finger

Eagleton, Literary Theoiy: An Introduction, 180.
" Sandra M Schneiders, The Revelatoiy Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred 
Scripture, (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 148.
'■ Schneiders, The Revelatoiy Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture. 139.

Cunningham, Reading after Theoiy, 140-164.
''' Ibid. 144.
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Along letters more enduring than those carved in stone,
And that, slowly pronouncing each syllable.
We discover the true dignity of speech.'^

Cunningham talks about the "affect-effect as ethics" and relates this to

the Christian tradition o f invoking the sacramental or Eucharistic model where

Take and eat' is "a body o f text, and the text as body, the body o f the other, the

text as other..." He segues from this to suggest that this is a kind o f reading as

a "selving, self-making process."'^ This is akin to Schneiders's notion o f the

transformative encounter, the appropriation o f the text.'^ However for

Schneiders, as we shall discuss later, the moment o f 'appropriation' comes

much later in the reception o f a text. Cunningham's interest is also in a reading

practice which acknowledges an existential engagement with the text. But as he

uses words like "the best", "fine", "classic," his value judgments are assumed

or subsumed, and a 'Western canon' shapes them, and that needs to be

acknowledged. Cunningham carries the 'human' card o f the 'transformative'

power of literature with the emphasis on the first part of that equation. He uses

the word "astonishing" twice within a paragraph to describe the fact that

theorists ignored the work o f moral philosophers like Iris Murdoch and Martha

Nussbaum and what they had to say about the ethical force o f literature, "that

literature was about human behaviour and preoccupied with questions o f how

to live." And thus Cunningham builds his own 'theory', or hermeneutic o f

reading, which he does not define as such, and calls for reading with tact,

"Tact: gentle touch, caring touch, loving touch; appropriate handling,

unmanipulative reading...Theory keeps mishandling." And he returns to the
1 8"sacred items" o f the communion table. Reading, thus construed, becomes a 

quasi-religious or spiritual experience. However what is missing in 

Cunningham's account is the self-critical element in his own reading practice.'^ 

In contrast Sandra Schneiders engages with issues o f power and 

patriarchy in her work which is written from a feminist perspective seeking to 

dialogue with the Christian tradition. In her hermeneutic of reading, texts can

Cunningham, Reading after Theoiy, 147.
Cunningham, Reading after Theoiy, 148.
Schneiders, The R evelatoiy Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, 172.
Cunningham, Reading after Theoiy, 150; 155.
It is, I suggest, also missing in: Alan Jacobs, A Theology o f  Reading: The Hermeneutics o f  

Love (Boulder, Colo.; Oxford: Westview Press, 2001).
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be revelatory despite, or, even because, one has engaged critically with 

difficulties. The Revelatory Text is particularly persuasive because the 

theoretical exposition of the hermeneutical stance is followed by a practice of 

reading an actual text in which such difficulties are encountered. This 

hermeneutic has a value beyond a discussion o f 'sacred' texts as one cannot 

assume that 'the arts' constitute a neutral territory and that all such works are 

benign. Andrew Hass describes hermeneutics as a "significant mode of 

mediation":

In following Jeanrond, we might say hermeneutics has always been 
a theory about reading practically, and at the same time a practice 
about reading theoretically. N ow , in the new light o f  deconstruction, 
hermeneutics begins to come into its own again, but no longer in the 
exclusive provenance o f  either the traditional sacred text or the 
traditional literary text. The 'text', under the force o f  hermeneudcs, is 
exploded open into spaces both cultural and existential.^'

Feminist scripture scholars such as Sandra Schneiders and Elisabeth Scbiissler

Fiorenza demonstrate such an 'explosion' o f the text into social and cultural

contexts; Fiorenza offers a 'praxis' o f hermeneutics. She instructs in ways o f
22reading which again have applications beyond the scriptural.

M is/ Trusting Reading

A 'hermeneutics o f suspicion' has dominated feminist readings, 

particularly of sacred texts. I want to turn now to an article by Toril Moi who 

argues against such a hermeneutic as a starting point, and this connects with 

calls for empathy and hospitality as more appropriate places to begin the 

interpretive enterprise. This can be contested and I propose a place for 

suspicion at a later stage in the process in order to discern the often invisible 

power relations presupposed by texts.

See " A Case Study: Feminist Interpretation o f  John 4:1-42" in: Schneiders, The R eve la to iy  
Text: Interpreting the N ew  Testam ent as S acred  Scripture, 180-199.

Hass, "The Theoretical Community (or. Is There a Theory in This Journal?)", 295.
■■ See for example: Elisabeth Schiissier Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introducing Fem inist B iblical 
Interpretation  (Maryknoil, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 2001).
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Moi, like Cunningham, is dissatisfied with 'theory' predetermining the 

reading practice and wants to negotiate another way of reading. She argues 

for the place o f literature in philosophy in a manner which offers possibilities 

for this discussion about the place o f literature in conversations about religion. 

Moi suggests, as I have done (following Eagleton) in Chapter One that, "To 

cast philosophers as the guardians o f universality, reason, insight and argument 

is to strip literature o f its ambition to provide knowledge, thought and truth.

She also intuits a gender divide here with the stereotypical 'feeling/thinking' 

cast in the female/male binaries. However Moi's real concern is not dissimilar 

to that o f Cunningham: dissatisfaction with criticism that "reduces the literary 

text to an example o f a pre-existing theory". Why not just read the theory, she 

asks? She raises the question about the hidden value system whereby 'theory' 

trumps the writing. Her target is also, a hermeneutics o f suspicion which has 

been a dominant feature o f literary criticism and, as I indicated, of feminist 

scriptural studies. She writes, "The spirit of the hermeneutics o f suspicion has 

made us believe that to read critically is necessarily to debunk, deconstruct,
0 stake apart, and tear down, not to praise and admire." I will follow her 

question and reasoning although I would formulate my own suspicion o f the 

hermeneutics o f suspicion somewhat differently. 1 suggest it is a necessary 

move in order to keep alert, not just to the transformative effect o f literature, 

but precisely to the power relations. So for me the question is not whether a 

hermeneutics o f suspicion is a necessary part o f the reading practice, 1 think it 

is; but where it comes in that practice.

Toril Moi seeks another place to begin in order that philosophy might 

learn from literature and indeed all the arts. Her guides in this enterprise are

Toril M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir," 
Literature and Theology 25, no. 2 (2011).

M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 126.
Ibid., 127. A  similar point is made by Seamus Heaney who finds it problematic that students 

arc taught "prematurely to regard the poetic heritage as an oppressive im position and to suspect 
it for its latent discriminations...it is lamentably destructive o f  cultural memory when it is 
induced in minds without any cultural possessions whatever." Seamus Heaney, Finders 
K eepers: Selected  P rose  1971-2 0 0 1 (London: Faber, 2002), 71, 72. Clara A. B. Joseph and 
G aye W illiam s Ortiz critique the 'destruction' element of'deconstructionism ' and suggest that 
"the ch ief function o f  academ ics in the arts and humanities is to engage in a game o f  
indiscriminate undermining..." Gaye W illiam s Ortiz and Clara A. B. Joseph, Theology and  
L iterature: Rethinking R eader R esponsibility  (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 2. This 
may be overstated, but one takes the point.
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Stanley Cavell and Simone de Beauvoir. Cavell's argument is that "criticism"

understood as the encounter with works o f art helps to clarify questions that

cannot be resolved in any other way. Moi cites Cavell:

I am not seeking illustrations for truths philosophy already knows, 
but illumination of philosophical pertinence that philosophy alone 
has not surely grasped—as though an essential part of its task must 
work behind its back. I do not understand such appeals as 'going 
outside' philosophy.^^

This is analogous to my point about the relationship between literature and 

theology, namely that theologians should not draw on literature or any o f the 

arts to illustrate already considered theological concepts, and in this way 'mine' 

the arts, but rather see the 'arts' as partners in this discourse, helping to shape it 

and transform it.^’ Cavell's larger point, as elucidated by Moi, is "to understand 

language as something we do...so  that our words reveal us, our values and 

commitments, and what we take ourselves to be responsible for."^* Moi makes 

the point, following Cavell, that judgments about works o f art depend on the 

authority of experience and thus expose one to the possibility that one is 

wrong. Experience is fallible. She refers to the feminist turn to experience
29which was liberating, but problematic, because received uncritically. So we 

are returned to the place for critique in judgment. Cavell speaks o f "educating 

one's experience", of paying attention. The trust comes first and the willingness 

to allow oneself to be exposed both to the work o f  art and to one's own 

experience o f it, and these moves may render the experience transformative. I 

suggest we describe this stance as 'vulnerable,' and am proposing it here as the 

very ground o f possibility for any truly human encounter with another.^®

From the preface to the updated edition o f  Stanley Cavell, Must We M ean What We Say? A 
B ook o f  E ssays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2002), xxiv-xv. Cited in M oi, "The 
Adventure o f  Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir." 129.

See also Simon Critchley's insistence that he is not interested in "mining" the work o f  
W allace Stevens but wants to show that Steven's poetry contains philosophical insights best 
expressed in poetical form. Critchley, Things M erely Are: P hilosophy in the P o e tjy  o f  W allace 
Stevens, 4.

M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 129.
Ibid., 130. The assumption that one could speak of'w om en's experience' is now w idely  

challenged. See for example: Kwok Pui Lan " Feminist T heology as Intercultural Discourse" in 
Susan Frank Parsons, The C am bridge Companion to  Fem inist Theology (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 23-39.

"It is the mortal, fragile, suffering, ecstatic, needy, dependent, desirous, compassionate body 
w hich furnishes the basis o f  all moral thought." Eagleton, A fter Theoiy, 155.
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So what would such a practice o f reading look like? Cavell and Moi 

take the reading o f a work o f theory as their guide suggesting that the kind of 

attention that we give it, "with no trouble," should be given to literature or film. 

The 'we' is telling here. Cavell and Moi are philosopher and theorist 

respectively, and that 'we' may not include those o f us for whom such works 

are a struggle, and for whom giving attention to a poem or a film is the easier 

side o f that equation. It is difficult to avoid questions o f personal preference
•j 1

here and I would have liked some reference to 'an interpretive community.'

The testing of one's ideas in conversation with others seems one helpful step in 

establishing a practice o f reading and certainly a practice o f reading which has 

'illumination' or 'transformation' or any o f these value-laden goals as its object. 

Without such testing, all readings, however insightful, remain subjective.

Moi then turns to her second conversation partner: Simone de Beauvoir. 

Beauvoir's interest was in the problem of the other, but to explore this she 

chose to write a novel L'Invitee rather than a philosophical essay. Like Cavell, 

she argues that the novel allows the writer to convey the temporal nature of 

existence, and "an aspect of metaphysical experience that cannot otherwise be 

manifested: its subjective, singular and dramatic character, as well as its 

ambiguity."^^ Beauvoir recognises that reading enables experiences and offers 

a "disclosure o f existence." And then comes the most telling part o f de 

Beauvoir's ideas about reading: "And this is the miracle o f literature which 

distinguishes it from information: that an other truth becomes mine without 

ceasing to be other. I renounce my own T in favour of the speaker; and yet I 

remain m yself At this point we begin to see some implications for the place 

o f literature in expanding the imaginative capacity for empathy. Amos Oz 

speaks o f his role as a writer in encouraging this imagining o f the other:

I intend this not in sense o f  the self-enclosed 'interpretive communities' o f  Stanley Fish, but 
rather in the concept o f  a 'community o f  interpreters' such as envisaged by Werner Jeanrond. 
Werner G. Jeanrond, Theological Herm eneutics: D evelopm ent and S ignificance  (M acmillan, 
1991), 180. See also Janet Martin Soskice: "Christianity is indeed a religion o f  the book, but 
not o f  a book o f  this sort o f  fact. Its sacred texts are chronicles o f  experience, armouries o f  
metaphor, and purveyors o f  an interpretive tradition. The sacred literature thus both records the 
experiences o f  the past and provides the descriptive language by w hich any new  experience 
may be interpreted." Janet Martin Soskice, M etaphor an d  R eligious L anguage  (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1985), 160.

From "Literature and Metaphysics" cited in M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading; Literature and 
Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 133.

From Que pen t la li t te ra tw e l  1965. Cited and translated by M oi, "The Adventure o f  
Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 134.
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I am trying to enhance our ability to imagine each other. On every 
level, on the most everyday level, just to imagine each other.
Imagine each other when we quarrel, imagine each other when we 
complain, imagine each other precisely at the moment we feel 100 
percent right. Even when you are 100 percent right and the other is 
100 percent wrong it's still useful to imagine the other.’'*

Oz speaks o f 'imagining each other' as a key to unlock fanatical thinking and I 

read his reference to "100 percent" ironically. In both examples the 'ego' is 

displaced. Is it sufficient to argue for "self-making" as Cunningham does? In 

these remarks the self is engaged with an other, and for a moment o f time is 

willing to relinquish the self, and is this form o f relinquishing not one o f the 

necessary moves in understanding? If this occurs it is a kenotic moment of 

giving away power, a moment o f vulnerability in the host-guest exchange of 

genuine conversation. Yet even as Moi argues with de Beauvoir for the 

exceptional place o f literature in enabling a degree o f absorption and "loss of 

s e l f  not available in philosophy, one wonders if it is necessary to argue for 

such exceptionalism. One would have to qualify this; as Terry Eagleton 

comments, "Freud is a lot more fascinating than Cecil Day Lewis. Foucault's 

The Order o f  Things is a good deal more arresting than the novels of Kingsley 

Amis."”

Moi advocates, with Cavell and de Beauvoir as guides, that we allow 

the text to teach us how to read it. This, I suggest, is a broader form of the 

notion o f'the  author's intention' as a guide, the latter now largely regarded as 

difficult to argue for. However Moi insists that "the kind o f attention valued by 

Cavell and de Beauvoir is not the sort o f attention that arises from a spirit of 

suspicion." She cites the Wittgensteinian philosopher Cora Diamond, who 

refers to attention "as a willingness to participate in the adventure offered by 

the text." So Moi concludes with this idea, "To be open to adventure is to be 

ready to be illuminated by the text, to assume it can work the 'miracle of 

literature' and show us things we never had suspected, show us 'another 

world'."

A m os Oz, H ow  to Cure a F anatic  (Princeton; Princeton University Press, 2006), 67. 
Eagleton, A fter Theory. 86. See also the critique o f  Moi in Ben Morgan, "Some Problems 

with the Very Idea o f  Otherness," L iterature an d  Theology 25, no. 4 (2011): 436-455.
M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading; Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 136; 

137.
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While largely in sympathy with much o f what Moi says I think it a pity 

that she did not return to retrieve a role for the hermeneutics o f suspicion. Yet 

there are others, Sandra Schneiders among them, who demonstrate that close 

attention to a text and awareness o f the discourses o f power do not necessarily 

make for a distorted reading. In fact the opposite may be the case. Schneider's 

reading practice (hermeneutic) o f a well-known text in John's Gospel: the story 

o f the Samaritan woman (John.4) proves through her lens to be utterly 

illuminating, full o f surprises, in fact. It uses the critical tools o f suspicion and 

retrieval but is, according to Schneiders, "properly hermeneutical" in that it 

invites "the transformative participation of the reader."^^ So I suggest these are 

false options and would argue that both moves o f trust and suspicion are 

necessary and it is more a question o f their order. And if we wish to make 

some sense of the role of literature in the search for meaning we need to 

understand what we are doing when we advocate close attention. If this is not 

accompanied by some discerning judgment, then it is little more than aesthetic 

admiration.^*

What is missing from accounts such as Moi's and Cunningham's is the 

awareness that one can 'betray' the meaning o f a text. The ambiguities o f a 

hospitable approach are not sufficiently exploited. Paul Ricoeur, in an essay on 

translation, suggests that bringing the author to the reader and the reader to the 

author runs the risk o f "serving and betraying two masters: this is to practise 

what I like to call linguistic hospitality."^^ According to Marianne Moyaert, 

Ricoeur's understanding o f hospitality is about a "making room" and the 

"reception of the strange into ones' own space. This is not a form of 

colonising and it requires the host to undergo a kind o f alienation. Linguistic 

hospitality calls for "taking responsibility, in imagination and sympathy, for the

Schneiders, The R eve la to iy  Text: Interpreting the N ew  Testam ent as S acred  Scripture, 180- 
199; 180.

Eagleton makes the very interesting point that aesthetics started life "not as a language about 
art, but as a way o f  investigating bodily experience." A return to the body would allow  us to 
once again connect ethics and aesthetics. Eagleton, A fter Theoiy, 155.

Paul Ricoeur, On Translation, Thinking in Action (Abingdon, England; N ew  York, NY: 
R outledge, 2006), 23. (These ideas on translation will be taken up again in relation to the work 
o f  Seamus Heaney and Adrienne Rich in Chapter Three o f  the dissertation.)

Marianne Moyaert, "Absorption or Hospitality: Two Approaches to the Tension between  
Identity and Alterity," in Interreligious H erm eneutics, ed. Christopher R. C om ille Catherine; 
Conway (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2010), 83.
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story o f  the other. This kind o f  self-forgetting, even self-emptying, in the

journey towards the other is, what I propose, can happen in the reception o f

works o f  art literary, visual, musical. Edward Said makes a similar point in a

conversation with m usician Daniel Barenboim:

One of the striking things about the kind of work you do is that you 
act as an interpreter, as a performer—  an artist concerned not so 
much with the articulation of the self, but rather with the articulation 
of other selves...The interesting thing about Goethe...was that art, 
for Goethe especially, was all about a voyage to the "other," and not 
concentrating on oneself, which is very much a minority view today.
There is more of a concentration today on the affirmation of identity, 
on the need for roots, on the values of one's culture and one's sense 
of belonging.''^

Estrangement and alienation m ay m atter as much as sympathetic identification.

Reading with Attention and Resistance

When will we stop allowing ourselves to think of humanism as a 
form of smugness and not as an unsetding adventure in difference, 
in alternative traditions, in texts that need a new deciphering within 
a much wider context than has hitherto been given them?"*̂

Edward Said is the final conversation partner in this discussion on 

'learning to read'. Said was a hum anist cultural critic but his m ethod o f  reading 

is rooted in a philological attention to language which is part o f  the Islamic 

tradition. As a cultural critic engaged with political realities we m ay expect 

contextual reading practices. Texts are not set apart from political, and we 

could add religious, realities, but are part o f  these networks. The notion o f  a 

com m unity o f  interdependent readers suggests a valuable role for tradition. I 

suggest that Said's concept o f  the double m ove o f reception and resistance is 

helpful in formulating a reading strategy which has transform ative practice as 

its purpose.

It m ay seem strange that two cultural critics deeply concerned with 

political realities suggest a turn towards apparently archaic forms o f literary

■*' Cited in: Moyaert, "Absorption or Hospitality: Two Approaches to the Tension between  
Identity and Alterity." 85.

Daniel Barenboim, Edward W. Said, and Ara Guzelimian, P arallels and Paradoxes: 
Explorations in M usic and Society  (London: Bloomsbury, 2004), 11.

Edward W. Said, Humanism and D em ocratic Criticism  (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), 55.
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criticism: Eagleton with his move to rhetoric, and Edward Said proposing a

return to philology. To counter the surprise at this move Said tells us that the

most radical thinker o f the past 150 years, Nietzsche, regarded him self as a

philologist. He also notes that in the Islamic tradition knowledge is premised

on a philological attention to language beginning with the Koran. The

philological-interpretive model was established in Arab universities by the

twelfth century.'*'* Said explains that what might appear Casaubon-like in terms

o f a world-denying exercise is quite the opposite;

A true philological reading is active; it involves getting inside the 
process o f  language already going on in words and making it 
disclose what may be hidden or incomplete or masked or distorted in 
any text we have before us. In this view  o f language, then, words are 
not passive markers or signifiers standing in unassumingly for a 
higher reality; they are, instead, an integral formative part o f  the 
reality itse lf

In other words we do not see through language and through texts, we see with 

them. (And this was the point highlighted in the Introduction when I argued for 

a reading alongside texts.) Said cites the view o f Richard Poirer that "literature 

is words put to more complex and subtle uses, both by convention and 

originality, than in any other place in society." And he continues with his own 

gloss on this, "literature provides the most heightened example we have o f 

words in action."'*^ However, almost immediately. Said warns against any rush 

from a quick reading to general statements about structures o f power or o f 

"salutary redemption." Language is used by human beings in human historical 

situations, and he offers a reading practice based on two motions: reception and 

resistance. The first close reading locates the text as part o f a network o f 

relationships. Said breaks off his argument here to discuss "the aesthetic" 

which is a category he finds useful and wishes to maintain as " providing 

resistance not only to my own efforts to understand and clarify and elucidate as 

reader, but also escaping the levelling pressures o f everyday experience from 

which, however, art paradoxically derives." He illustrates the possibility of 

both appreciating the skilful work o f a piece o f writing while at the same time 

acknowledging its limitations on other levels. Thus he is not bound to a

Said, T/ie World, the Text and the Critic (London: Faber, 1984), 36; Said, Humanism and 
Democratic Criticism, 58.

Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism, 59.
Ibid., 60.
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description of reading Jane Austen for instance— a writer he admires—  as an

example o f virtue, but can discuss the dialectical relationship o f the novels in a

web o f social and political forces/^ Said also advocates a practice o f reading

where only 'good faith' will help:

There is only the inner faith of the humanist 'in the power bestowed 
on the human mind of investigating the human mind,'.. .there is no 
guarantee, only a deep subjective sense for which no substitute, no 
guidebook or authoritative source is possible. One must take the 
decision oneself and take responsibility for it."**

Toril Moi described the slow process of coming to understand a text 

and that process is understood here by Said as reading and re-reading. It is an 

"irreducibly personal act o f commitment to reading and interpreting".”*̂  In my 

work I have chosen to illustrate this 'theory' with a practice o f close reading of 

texts and I share with Said the need to take 'responsibility' for reading. There is 

little desire to return to the grand narratives o f a Frye or a Leavis with their 

certainties about what constituted the Western canon, a canon now well and 

truly deconstructed. Yet, as I suggested, we need to construct temporary 

holding places for values, or for the searching for values. This is where 1 think 

literature can help. Said critiques Derridean readings and those following 

Foucault, for deferring clarifications o f the purpose of reading for too long. He 

suggests rather that reading is" fundamentally, an act o f perhaps modest human 

emancipation and enlightenment that changes and enhances one's knowledge 

for purposes other than reductiveness, cynicism, or fruitless standing aside.

If the texts we read are inserted into networks of relationships, political, 

economic, social, religious, then so are the readers o f those texts. We do not 

come 'unsullied' to the text and nor do we come alone. Even the apparently 

subjective response has been schooled and formed in ways o f reading and 

evaluating. I referred earlier to the need for communities o f interpretation so 

that readings can be tested and discussed. Said argues that what keeps the

Ibid., 63; 64. The topic o f  virtue in Jane Austen's work has generated a large body o f  
literature; to cite two exam ples o f  the field see: Alasdair C. MacIntyre, A fter Virtue: A Study in 
M oral Theoiy, (Notre Dame, Ind.: University o f  Notre Dame Press, 2007); Mary Beth 
Garbitelli and Douglas Kries, "Virtue and Romance: Allan B loom  on Jane Austen and 
Aristotelian Ethics," M odern A ge  52, no. 1 (2010).

Said, Humanism and D em ocratic Criticism , 65.
Ibid., 66.
Ibid., 66. In Chapter One we referred to an understanding o f  the human person in ways 

beyond com m odification and connected that to a discussion of'the sacred'..
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humanist on track, as it were, is the sense o f a shared undertaking with its own 

"built-in constraints and disciplines". He finds a useful paradigm for this in the 

Islamic tradition and describes it thus, "So the presence of others is given as a 

community o f witnesses whose availability to the contemporary reader is 

retained in the form o f a chain, each witness depending to some degree on an 

earlier one. This system o f interdependent readings is called 'isnad'."^^

In the following chapter I will discuss the most recent collection o f 

poetry by Seamus Heaney, Human Chain . In this work Heaney, very 

consciously, as we shall see, inserts his own work into such a 'chain' of 

readings and writings. Interdependence is the keynote. The consciousness o f 

interdependence already builds a restraint in interpretation. It is simply not the 

case that 'anything goes'. Such a notion o f possible constraints is important 

when we consider the role of literature in conversations about human values. 

There is a constant dialectical play between the imaginative possibilities 

opened up and the partial constraints o f their reception. This is most clearly 

marked when it comes to the interpretation o f 'sacred' texts where the tradition 

o f churches or religious bodies may define the limits of interpretation.^^ In the 

academy controls also operate, and where dogmatic schools o f theory dominate 

they need to be questioned. Cui hono? Ciii malo? Who benefits and who is 

harmed remain the fiandamental questions for any interpretation o f texts.

When we come to the important issue o f conversations about the search 

for values in the public square Said has a firm convicfion that academic debate 

and intellectual work should serve the public interest and not seek to be 

obscure and distancing.^^ The issue o f the responsibility of the academic to the 

debates in the public square is o f relevance here.

So we come to the matter o f resistance. Having engaged in the close 

reception o f the text we are alert to the frameworks Irom which it has come: 

the words come from a culture and into a culture.^'* The task o f the critical 

reader is to be "both insider and outsider to the circulating ideas and values that

Said, Humanism and D em ocratic Criticism , 6%. See also the reference to an imagined  
comm unity o f  writers and readers in Robinson, When I  Was a C hild I  R ead  Books, 21.

Such a community o f  interpretation in terms o f  the 'loosing' and 'binding' o f  texts can be 
benign or oppressive.

Said, Humanism an d  D em ocratic Criticism . 73.
See the work o f  Sean Freyne on this matter: Sean Freyne, Texts, Contexts an d  Cultures: 

E ssays on B ib lica l Topics (Dubhn: Veritas 2002).
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are at issue in our society, or someone else's society, or the society o f  the

other."^^ There is no lofty vantage point for any reader or critic; we are always

already immersed in that which we critique, but that does not mean that it is

im possible to investigate and question. The role o f insider/outsider, the role o f

one who is prepared to question assumed values is a necessary one. Said speaks

o f  how reading prepares one for such a role as we m ove from:

private to public, from silence to explication and utterance, and back 
again, as we encounter our own silence and mortality—  all of it 
occurring in the world, on the ground of daily life and history and 
hopes, and the search for knowledge and justice, and then perhaps 
also for liberation.^*

W ith Edward Said, we have explored a practice o f  reading that involves

both reception and resistance: reception in term s o f  hospitality to the text and a

close and prolonged reading encounter (an exercise in philology) and the

attem pt to understand it, but also a resistance to dom inant patterns o f  thought.

He speaks o f  the role o f  the hum anist —  and I would want to add the poet and

the prophet—  as "excavating the silences". Valentine Cunningham cited some

lines from a poem by Czeslaw M ilosz about the practice o f reading as a form

o f'tac t', and we could cite the same poem here to illustrate this kind o f  concern

for both the love o f  the text, the love o f  the world, and the resistance —  which

is part o f  that love:

Compelled to be attentive we shall think of that epoch 
No more distant than yesterday, though the heads of caesars 
On coins are different today. Yet still it is the same eon.
Fear and desire are the same, oil and wine
And bread mean the same. So does the fickleness of the throng
Avid for miracles as in the past. Even mores.
Wedding festivities, drugs, laments for the dead 
Only seem to differ. Then, too, for example.
There were plenty of persons whom the text calls
Daimonizomenoi, that is, the demonized
Or, if you prefer, the bedevilled (as for "the possessed"
It's no more than the whim of a dictionary).
Convulsions, foam at the mouth, the gnashing of teeth 
Were not considered signs of talent.
The demonized had no access to print and screens.
Rarely engaging in arts and literature.
But the Gospel parable remains in force:
That the spirit mastering them may enter swine.

’^Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism,16. And see Heaney's understanding o f  the role of  
the poet to be a counter voice: Heaney, The Redress o f  Poetry : Oxford Lectures, 3.

Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism, 83.
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Which exasperated by such a sudden clash 
Between tv.'o natures, theirs and Luciferic,
Jump into water and drown (which occurs repeatedly).
And thus on every page a persistent reader
Sees twenty centuries as twenty days
In a world which one day will come to its end.^’

The "persistent reader" is concerned, not just with the 'world o f the text' 

as a romantic liberal humanist might be, nor merely with 'the world behind the 

text' as a historical critic might be, but also with 'the world in front o f the text'. 

Into what world does this text invite us? To what are we called? These are 

questions which take us beyond the purely aesthetic to an ethical, even a 

religious response. Whether we read this poem on a Kindle, online, on paper, it 

is a piece about 'reading,' demanding to be 'read' to be ingested. It calls us back
C O

to an ancient Gospel text which calls us forward, and thus becomes not a 

fossilized 'classic,' but a 'presence'. Edward Said, in his form of secular 

humanism, requires readers to take responsibility: to be insiders and outsiders 

negotiating this liminal terrain. I referred to how Sandra Schneiders's readings 

o f biblical texts required the same engaged participation of her readers. She, as 

a feminist scripture scholar, excavates those particular silences, the lacunae in 

the texts o f the Christian tradition which have rendered women less visible. 

Readers, such as these, begin to illuminate a practice o f reading as encounter 

which does not deny the difficulties but enables greater understanding. From 

such a practice, recourse to literature in the service o f conversations about 

meaning and value is not a retreat from complexity but an engagement with it.

Part II: Sacred and/or Secular Readings?

In Chapter One I raised the question of sacred and secular attempting to 

mediate between these binaries. I am not concerned with a sharp distinction 

between sacred and secular texts and question whether such categorizations can 

be made apart from context. The ambivalence in the question, posed by Laurel 

Schneider and cited below asking for what these texts are bound, seems

"Readings", M ilosz, N ew  and C ollected  Poem s, 1931-2001, 262.
The story is told in each o f  the synoptic gospels: Mark 5.1-13; Matthew 8.28-34; Luke 8.26- 

39.
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pertinent. I have suggested that the theologian needs to take 'secular' texts of 

literature as serious 'performances' or 'unfoldings' o f human meaning and 

values. Michael VanderWeele in an essay on the "Usefulness o f Literature" 

remarks, "The question about theology should not be whether it can be isolated 

from other disciplines— it cannot— b̂ut whether it is adequate to them."^^

If these texts o f prose and poetry help to nourish an inner life and an 

outer practice, then they require the same kind of attention as any works of 

theory or philosophy. I am advocating a practice o f attentive trust, discerning 

judgment and compassionate imagination. This is not about 'reading for virtue' 

but reading, as Walter Brueggemann suggests, for the evocation o f "alternative 

futures":

I have come to see that imagination  is the capacity to entertain, host, 
trust, and respond to images o f  reality (God and the world) that are 
out beyond conventional dominant reason. It has slow ly dawned on 
me that biblical exposition cannot be, in the context o f  the church, a 
scientific enterprise designed to recover the past as historical 
criticism has attempted; it is an artistic preoccupation that is 
designed to generate alternative futures.

Laurel Schneider argues for other modes o f reasoning which:

Do not assume language, narrative, and story to be disembodied, 
without agency o f  their own. Perhaps there is a fundamental 
tendency in book-cultures towards the negligent idea that language 
and narrative can be reduced to utility and thereby bound (as in 
shelved). The error lies in forgetting the innate agency o f  stories, 
their capacity to be bound/or something, for m ischief and creation 
beyond any storyteller's ability to predict or manage.* '̂

I have juxtaposed these remarks and what they have in common is a
62trust in what Brueggemann calls the practice o f  imagination. The problematic 

nature o f 'imagination' is addressed at various points in this work, but it 

remains key to this approach which shares with Laurel Schneider (and indeed 

with Sandra Schneiders too) and with Brueggemann a trust in the generative 

power o f narrative texts. However I would also note Brueggemann's reference

Michael VanderW eele, "John Calvin's Notion of'Exchange' and the U sefulness o f  
Literature" in Vanhoozer, Smith, and Benson, H erm eneutics a t the C rossroads, 167.

Brueggemann, R edescrib ing R eality: Wliat We D o When We R ead the B ible, xx.; See also 
"Hosting Alternative Worlds" in Brueggemann and Sharp, D isruptive Grace: Reflections on 
God, Scripture and the Church, 267-286.

"crib notes from bethlehem" in Keller and Schneider, Polydoxy: Theology o f  M ultip licity  and  
R elation, 31.

Brueggemann, R edescrib ing Reality: What We D o When We R ead  the B ible, xx.
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in his remarks to "the context o f the church." The context in which texts are 

voiced makes all the difference. Instead o f seeking for some internal criteria to 

determine the 'sacredness' of texts we need to attend closely to context.^^ Using 

Laurel Schneider's term we could ask 'what are they bound fo rT  We might also 

ask, with our lens o f suspicion, 'for whom are they bound?' or indeed 'who is 

bound by these texts?' Or to cite Sandra Schneiders we could ask, "What kind 

o f world does the text project and invite the reader to inhabit?"^”* In all cases 

the role o f readers in shaping the text is relevant. Hence my attention to the 

work o f art, rather than the artist and to the habitation and reception o f that 

work. What is its home? Who is welcome there?

We can also ask these questions o f so-called 'secular' texts. We can ask 

'where do they lead us?' or 'for what, for whom, by whom, are they bound?' It 

is possible to argue that close attentive reading o f the sacred texts o f a tradition, 

school us to attend to other texts in a similar way. Reading is a relational act. 

Toni Morrison reflecting on the role o f the reader in shaping a text speaks of 

"invisible ink". "Invisible ink is what lies under, between, outside the lines, 

hidden until the right reader discovers it."^^ Of course the question arises as to 

who is the 'right reader'? Perhaps a reader may 'right' a text by exposing 

lacunae o f which the author had been unaware.

Despite the 'and/or' in the title o f this section I am not concerned with a 

separation between 'sacred' and/or 'secular' texts but in the spaces in between 

these so-called separate worlds opened up by a practice o f  the imagination. I 

am interested in the capacity o f texts to illuminate and transform, and attentive 

to the context in which this happens. A relational hermeneutic would allow for 

a dynamic reading o f texts and traditions so that the fluidity, o f which Laurel 

Schneider speaks, is not permitted to dry up and become sterile. Terry Eagleton 

in a typically provocative way suggests that a fundamentalist approach to texts 

is a kind o f "necrophilia, in love with the dead letter o f the text" but more 

seriously relates this to "contempt for the material body o f the world."

In terms o f  the importance o f  context in reading Biblical texts see Sean Freyne, Texts, 
Contexts an d  Cultures: E ssays on B ib lica l Topics, 252-253.
^  Schneiders, The R evela to iy  Text: Interpreting the N ew  Testam ent as S acred  Scripture, 196.

From a lecture by Toni Morrison, titled "Invisible Ink: Reading the Writing and Writing the 
Reading" delivered at Princeton University March 1st 2010-
< http://ww w.dailvprincetonian.com /2011/03/02/27811/ >(accessed Decem ber 17, 2012).

Eagleton, A fter Theoiy, 207.
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Paradoxically one o f the matters which Eagleton sees as neglected is "death" 

which shows we have no "final dominion" over ourselves and therefore should 

not try to master the lives o f o th e rs .T h is  is an example o f a place where 

theology and theory meet in a place o f common concern about meaning and 

value. These concerns can be articulated not in abstract form away from the 

messy ambiguity o f texts, and lives, but with them in their materiality. In an 

early work Joseph O'Leary speaks o f "the concrete textuality" o f "the Word of 

God" in history. Theology becomes "an art o f reading".

In all o f these ideas about 'learning to read' there has been no specific 

reference to "How to read a Poem" although poetry forms the first example in 

the 'reading practice' which follows. Perhaps the most useful thing to note at 

this point is Eagleton's comment that "Poets, then, are materialists of 

language. As we shall see the reading of poetry embeds us in political and 

cultural landscapes just as much as fiction does. Yet its capacity to generate 

meanings enables it to cut loose from the bindings o f theories or theologies. Its 

ability to excavate silences is equally important.^® We are returned to 

Morrison's "invisible ink". The conversation about—  and the practice of— 

reading poetry will be taken up in the next chapter.

In this thesis I have chosen to work with so-called 'secular' writers to 

ask what they have to teach those concerned with 'sacred' matters about that 

practice o f imagination and its capacity to open spaces in which we might find 

ourselves hearing one another into speech. Francis Clooney talking about the 

effect of his comparative theological readings o f Hindu texts says, "We are 

what we read, and if  we read in complex ways we become persons with 

complex religious identities."^' Yet this cannot simply be an exchange o f text 

to text but always must involve the move o f interpretation and thus o f some 

forms o f theory. Andrew Hass speaking about the role o f the journal Literature 

and Theology in providing a forum for debate says that it is not about

Eagleton, A fter Theoiy, 213.
Joseph Stephen O'Leary, Q uestioning Back: The O vercom ing o f  M etaphysics in Christian  

Tradition, A  Seabury Book (Minneapohs; W inston Press, 1985), 41.
Eagleton, H ow  to R ead  a Poem , 44.

™ See references to Muriel Rukeyser's praise o f  silence in Miller, ed. R adical P oetics and  
Secular Jewish Culture, 266, 267.

Francis X. C looney, Com parative Theology: D eep  Learning across Religious B orders  
(Chichester: W iley-B lackw ell, 2010), 147.
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conformity: "It is to work out, in tension, how to negotiate the ever-shifting 

passage between theory and practice— o f reading, o f interpreting, o f making 

sense o f our world through the manifold expressions of our culture—

I am proposing that we need this kind o f creative exchange and tension 

between readers and theorists o f the arts and of the religions which encourage 

the stretching o f that space between texts 'sacred' or 'secular' which reach for 

meaning with a full awareness o f the tragic, the futile and the fragile. Then the 

complexities o f intertextuality may allow a breathing space for common and 

uncommon concerns to be addressed or acknowledged.

So with these provisos about reading with attention, with alertness to 

context, but also with a willingness to ask for whom and for what such texts are 

bound, I turn now to the practices o f reading which follow in the next chapters. 

It will be clear that each o f the texts discussed elicits its own response. No 

single over-arching theory governs the approach and a different choice o f texts 

would result in different outcomes. What is fundamental though, is the initial 

act o f trust without which, it seems to me impossible to initiate a conversation 

with the texts. Trust allows for meaning to unfold rather than to be pre

determined. There is a complex interrelationship between one's presuppositions 

and the 'otherness' o f any text. I want to propose that the initial act of 

fundamental trust is what might constitute a 'theological' reading o f texts—  that 

willingness to be confronted with something "irreducibly other than itself.

What I name here as 'fundamental' is aeons away from any 'ism' because it is 

open to the suggestive, the playful, the evocation o f 'alternative futures'. It 

resists the temptation to control the outcome in advance. For this reason the 

reader of the following chapters is invited to take the same journey of 

unfolding exploration of the texts under consideration, without knowing the 

endpoint in advance. In that sense it is an example o f what Toril Moi described 

as "the adventure o f reading."^'*

There is something 'provisional' about such a reading which refuses to 

know too much, too soon and thus can bear an analogy with the process of 

coming to know another through unfolding conversation. Rowan Williams

Hass, "The Theoretical Community (or. Is There a Theory in This Journal?)," 302.
W illiams, On Christian Theology, 9.
M oi, "The Adventure o f  Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and Beauvoir", 137.
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alludes to the kind of attentive reading and second readings which follow the 

progression of the text, and are dependent on "the prior fact of a lectio contimia 

in which the reader had to experience the temporal formation and emergence of 

meanings." Williams describes this kind of reading as 'diachronic' in that it 

works through the 'time of the texf and resists premature "unities and 

harmonies. One of the purposes of this dissertation is to illustrate that kind 

of reading of secular texts as a form of theological praxis, illuminating matters 

of faith in human experience, and thus the 'performance' is primary. Then 

having learnt to read 'secular' poetry, fiction, and literary essay we might learn 

to speak in a different register about 'sacred matters.' More importantly such 

work might facilitate a re-framing of the debate between 'sacred' and 'secular' 

by setting it in a space of greater openness to the metaphoric density of 

language and to the capacity of texts to generate alternative futures.

Williams, On Christian Theology, 46; 47.
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CHAPTER THREE: Patterns and Practices in Poetry: Reading 
Seamus Heaney and Adrienne Rich

 The mountain's profile
in undefiled snow disdains

definitions o f  poetry It was always 
indefinite, task and destruction

the laser eye o f  the poet her blind eye
her moment stricken eye her unblinking e y e ...

—  Adrienne Rich, Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth

A great one has put faith in 'meaning'
That runs through space like a word 
Screaming and protesting, another in 
'Poet's imaginings

And memories o f  love’:
Mine for now 1 put 
In steady-handedness maintained 
In books against its vanishing.

—  Seamus Heaney, Human Chain

Part I: Practising Poetry

These next three chapters form the centrefold o f the dissertation. They 

constitute practices in 'the adventure o f reading' with a trust that such readings 

may illuminate the search for meaning, and may serve to expand the space in 

which those o f religious and o f secular dispositions can speak about matters of 

ultimate concern. The reader is invited to follow the same practice o f  reading, 

to undertake the same exercise o f 'taking time' with the works under discussion 

as their meanings unfold and are played out in time. In these chapters I will 

give close attention to certain texts and will attempt to illustrate the idea that 

'the manner in which' and 'the matter in hand' belong together: to understand
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substance, we must attend also to style. This chapter in particular discloses the

ways in which the metaphorical language of poetry offers a supple subtle

language to negotiate the terrain of human searches for meaning. We will see

what we described as "meaning taking shape as practice".' We cannot simply

extract the essence from a piece of poetry and discard the husk as it were; we

have to read with it, alongside it. Iain McGilchrist cites Heidegger: "Words and

language are not wrappings in which things are packed for the commerce of

those who write and speak."^ McGilchrist speaks further about poetry, moving

on from Merleau-Ponty's insight that "we do not see paintings as much as see

according to them"

Equally with poetry: language does often ftanction as i f  it were 
transparent, when we are reading a piece o f  prose, and unaware o f  its 
facticity. But in poetry the language itself is present to us— sem i
transparent, semi-opaque; not a thing but a living something that 
allows us to m ove through it and beyond, though never allowing the 
language to disappear as though it played no part in whatever it is 
beyond language that it yields to us.^

We come to 'see with' a piece of art, to 'think with' and 'feel with' a poem.

There is a relational aspect to the engagement which disallows abstraction from

the form. The silences around the poem in the white spaces on the page are

akin to the spaces between the notes of music.

1 begin with poetry— with language at its most heightened and least

domestic form. Dominican theologian Herbert McCabe speaks of it in a way

which explicates the idea that poetry restores us to our senses:

The full, complete and perfectly precise use o f  language is what we 
call poetry’. In listening to or reading poetry we have to pay attention 
not only to what I might call the 'dictionary meaning' o f  a word but 
also its sensual value, how we interpret it through our natural bodily 
nervous system, its rhythm and how it sounds and feels along the 
nerves. The reason why we can genuinely enjoy what w e think o f  as 
'obscure' poetry is that w e often respond to our sensuous experience 
o f  the material words spoken before we can give a critical account o f  
the 'meaning'...The poetic use o f  language, which 1 imagine is its 
primitive use, appeals to the complex interaction o f  experience and 
understanding.'*

' Eagleton, How to Read a Poem, 68.
' McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissaiy: The D ivided Brain and the Making o f  the 
Western World, 155.
■’ ibid., 183-184.
"'McCabe and Davies, God Still Matters, 146.
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The subtle and allusive language o f poetry opens a space where fluidity

is possible and ambiguity a gift and not a threat. In such a space we might leam

ways of'seeing things' and o f knowing things in a manner not available

through any other means.^ This cannot be achieved instrumentally. Poetry

cannot be 'used' in this sense but can be experienced affectively. We can leam

to think with it. In this sense poetry too can be a raft, a 'skilful means' of

illumination, o f insight.^

I have chosen two distinct and distinguished poets: Seamus Heaney and

Adrienne Rich to 'test the thesis' that poetry has a place in the vast task o f what

Les Murray calls 'learning human'. It will also enlarge the conviction o f this

work that poetry is fundamental to the manner and method of theology. It will

question the notion that rational discourse alone is adequate for understanding,

and will seek to show how the metaphorical language o f poetry enables a more

nuanced language for dialogue. Poetry has the capacity to stretch our language,

to stretch its readers. Poet Jorie Graham says this of it;

At present, on ly som e form s o f  advanced scien ce— ^particle physics 
for exam ple— allow  a young mind to experience the paradox, 
am biguity, irrational thought, associative "leaping" any good poem  
teaches us to think and feel in. It opens those synapses in the brain.
It alw ays has. O nce open, such m inds can think differently in any 
field.^

I will look at how these particular poets mediate and translate 

experience and thus help to open up the terrain of talking about the things we 

hold sacred. I will seek to show how they do this, not by abstracting from 

bodily experience but by returning to it, "The body is the ultimate refractory
o

context o f experience." This will be done as 'an exercise' in considered 

attention, as a 'showing' rather than 'a telling'. It will be less concerned with the 

theoretical possibilities but more with the patterns in practice; with 'the manner

 ̂As we noted this is the view o f Simon Critchley: Critchley, Things M erely Are: Philosophy 
in the Poetry o f  Wallace Stevens, 4.
 ̂O'Leary, "Skilful Means as a Hermeneutic Concept." 163-183. See also James Boyd White, 
"This Book o f  Starres ": Learning to Read George Herbert (Ann Arbor: University o f  Michigan 
Press, 1994). Boyd White speaks o f  reading poetry as a kind o f "language-learning", xvi.
 ̂Cited in Dennis O'Driscoll, The Bloodaxe Book o f  Poetiy Quotations: Contemporary 

Quotations on Poets and P oetiy  (Tarset; Northumberland: Bloodaxe, 2006), 188.
* McGilchrist, The M aster and His Emissaiy: The D ivided Brain and the Making o f  the 
Western World, 319.
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in which' Seamus Heaney and Adrienne Rich offer their particular imaginative 

constructions o f the world and what we might discover "according to them".

This task is not confined to poets but, as Mary Midgley in her work 

Science and Poetry, reminds us scientists also construct imaginative visions of 

the world:

Our visions—our ways of imagining the world—determine the 
direction of our thoughts, as well as being the source of our poetry.
Poetry exists to express those visions directly, in concentrated form.
But they are also expressed less directly in all our thoughts and 
acdons, including sciendfic ones, where they often pass unnoticed 
and uncriticised.’

The construction o f such visions is how we shape and make sense o f the world 

so in all cases we need to look at the kind o f vision that underpins what we take 

as granted and therefore beyond questioning. Heaney alerts us to a similar idea 

when he comments that governments and revolutionaries too work through the 

imagination but the difference is that they may compel society to "take on the 

shape o f their imagining, whereas poets are typically more concerned to 

conjure with their own and their readers' sense o f what is possible or desirable 

or, indeed, imaginable."'^

In an early poem Adrienne Rich offered a 'material' vision, which, in its 

imagery, challenges, not only the abstraction o f theoretical accounts which 

refused to attend to women's experience and to daily lives, but also their 

limitation:

Vision begins to happen in such a life
as if a woman quiedy walked away
from the argument and jargon in a room
and sitting down in the kitchen, began turning in her lap
bits of yarn, calico and velvet scraps,"

Imaginative visions are o f  course the very stuff o f religions and when these 

originating visions get corralled into canons we need to be able to look behind 

and discern the vision which has shaped the forms. Imagination is part o f the 

'armoury' o f poetry and part o f the perverse 'poetry' o f war and I am not talking 

about war poetry.. Neither term carries the good without ambiguity.

Imagination alone will not do to tell us either what poetry is or what value it

’ Mary M idgley, Science and P o e tiy  (London: Routledge, 2006), 2.
Heaney, The R edress o f  P o e tiy : Oxford Lectures, 1.

" From the final section of'Transcendental Etude' in Adrienne Rich, The D ream  o f  a Common  
Language: Poem s, 1974-1977, (N ew  York; London: Norton, 1993), 76.
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has. It will not tell us the full story o f what religions are about but without it we 

will be tongue-tied. It is an indispensable part o f the arts o f living and of 

communicating. 1 have recalled this concept here in order to show both the 

importance o f dealing with the imagination as a faculty which can enable us to 

cross-over to the sacred and at the same time to remind us that a quasi-religious 

tone is inappropriate to discuss a sense which, like all human faculties, is as 

flawed and as graced as we are.

Chosen Texts: A Human Eye; Human Chain

In this section I offer some justification for my choice o f texts. I 

acknowledge the arbitrary nature o f the choice but take the risk o f the promise 

indicated in the works. The very titles: A Human Eye and Human Chain 

suggest moral import—  a concern with human values and human purpose.'^

Not knowing beforehand precisely what these writers have to teach us is part of 

the adventure o f the encounter and prevents us from determining their 

'usefulness' in advance. In that sense it is analogous to a personal encounter or 

conversation, the outcome of which cannot be predetermined but must be 

allowed to take its course. O f course we begin with presuppositions which 

enable our entry into the hermeneutical circle o f understanding. On the basis of 

what is already known about both Seamus Heaney and Adrienne Rich 1 make 

the choice in the confidence that they offer a doubly rich resource of 

contemporary work which is engaged and engaging.'’’ I suggest some possible 

points o f contrast and comparison between the poets particularly in terms o f 

their ethical concerns: the public and political, the personal and private. They 

are secular poets, engaging with the world, and yet I propose that this 

engagement suggests ways that we can begin to think with theologically. I 

deliberately chose the preposition 'with' rather than 'about'—  we think with 

these poets in a relational manner. The concern with the humanum is the 

bottom line for Christian theology. These poets are engaged with matters

'■ Seamus Heaney, Human Chain (London: Faber, 2010); Adrienne Rich, A Hitman Eye:
E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008  (N ew  York; London: Norton, 2009). In terms o f  poetry 
and human values see: Eagleton, H ow  to R ead  a Poem , 28-29.
' As noted in the Introduction the death o f  Adrienne Rich occurred in March 2012 and the 
death o f  Seamus Heaney, just as the dissertation was completed, in August 2 0 1 3 .1 will 
continue to refer to them in the present tense as their work remains present.
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immanent and material with bodies— with flesh—  vulnerable and mortal. I 

conclude this section by proposing some o f the ways in which the encounter 

with the chosen poets might forward the concerns which engage us in this 

dissertation—  the capacity o f the arts to clear new ground for conversations 

between the sacred and secular about the human search for meaning and about 

matters o f faith in terms o f human experience.

The first issue raised here is about the public and political roles o f these 

poets and where Heaney and Rich place themselves along this trajectory. 

Questions arise about the aesthetic and the ethical and what weighting is given 

to each. I will make some preliminary remarks about the contrasts between 

these poets which might lead to a fruitful exchange. In what ways do their 

readings in a 'secular' voice open up a space in which 'sacred' tones may be 

heard?

In very different ways Heaney and Rich turn their attention to this 

world. Both poets bridge the possible gap between the private lyric poem and 

the public space. In the series o f interviews with Dennis O Driscoll in Stepping 

Stones, Seamus Heaney makes a distinction between the 'public poet' and the 

'political poet.' He places Adrienne Rich in the latter category and would like to 

see himself as nominated for the former.''* This can be contested and I would 

argue for the public role o f the two poets. Both are concerned to tell the truth 

and tell it slant through poetry. Both generously took part in many public 

readings and events.*^ Poetry is not seen as a private affair by either poet. Both 

have taken poetry from the academy to the public square.

These are several possible interesting contrasts between Heaney and 

Rich. We have the obvious ones of heterosexual male and lesbian female, then 

also that of the contrasting religious or ethical roots: Jewish and Protestant in 

the case o f Rich, and Catholic in the case o f Heaney. I suggest that these roots 

help to shape a sacramental or incamational imagination in the work o f 

Heaney, and a moral or prophetic imagination in the work o f Rich. I do not 

want to make too many points o f comparison and contrast at this stage but I

Seamus Heaney and D ennis O'Driscoll, Stepping Stones: In ten iew s with Seam us H eaney 
(London: Faber, 2008), 385.

Noted by Fintan O'Toole in an article on the front page o f  the Irish Times when Heaney's 
death was announced: "He was out and about again this spring and summer, reading, opening, 
presiding, blessing". Irish Times August 31st 2013.
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suggest that we tend to think of Rich in terms of 'vision'—  her sharp eye cast 

on what she might see as the skewed nature o f things; whereas with Heaney it 

is his hstening ear. He has 'an ear to the line' but also has 'his ear to the ground'.

I have chosen to work from the 'inside' out with Heaney in terms of 

taking the poems as my primary focus; this mirrors the sense o f the 'given' 

moment as the impulse for Heaney's work. The integrity or truth of the work 

seems to come as a piece with the poem. In the case o f Adrienne Rich I take 

her poetic essays as the starting point, as my sense is that she works from the 

'outside' in; she is driven by her passionate concern for justice and this shapes 

her poetry and her desire to write/right the wrongs.

However there are ethical concerns in both poets. This is explicit in the 

essays o f Rich and implicit in the poems o f Heaney. It is also explicit in 

Heaney's p r o s e . H e l e n  Vendler talks o f the ethical responsibility o f a poet and 

the moral as well as aesthetic signals conveyed by a change in style. Vendler 

offers a nuanced account o f the levels o f meaning suggested by a shift from 

adjectives to verbs for example and o f how form shapes "feeling and 

conviction".'^

Terry Eagleton defines a poem as "a fictional, verbally inventive moral 

statement" and later develops this thought, "Poems are moral statements
i 8because they deal m human values, meamng and purposes." Seamus Heaney,

when asked by Dennis O'Driscoll "What has poetry taught youT ' answered:

That there's such a thing as truth and it can be told —slant; that 
subjectivity is not to be theorized away and is worth defending; that 
poetry itself has virtue, in the first sense of possessing a quality of 
moral excellence and in the sense also of possessing inherent 
strength by reason of its sheer made-upness, its integritas, 
consonantia and claritas}'^

As one o f my interests is with 'the manner in which' meaning is made, I will 

offer close readings o f these poets to discover the material ways in which they 

embody their concerns. Even the fact o f reading with these writers and 

alongside their concerns suggests a different hermeneutic than talking about

See for example: Heaney, The R edress o fP o e tiy :  Oxford Lectures; Seamus Heaney, "Reality 
and Justice; On Translating Horace Odes, 1, 34," Irish P ages  1, no. 2 (2002).

Helen Vendler, The B reaking o f  Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham  (Cambridge, Mass.; 
London: Harvard University Press, 1995), 6; 68-69.

Eagleton, H ow  to R ead  a Poem , 25; 29.
Heaney and O'Driscoll, Stepping Stones: In ten iew s with Seamus H eaney, A61.
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them.^® Miroslav V olf speaks o f texts as "social relations" in the same sense as
2 ]we understand a gift as "part o f a social relation." We read them as 'other' to 

us, and not simply as vehicles for our concerns. Hospitality to their 

'strangeness' resists a co-opting for our own purposes or a narcissistic 

reflection. The space o f 'difference' is honoured even in the discovery of 

commonality.

Having offered a close reading -  starting with Heaney and then moving 

on to Rich -  1 will then look at the contrasts and comparisons thus engendering 

a conversation across their differences. Finally I will suggest how the ground 

excavated here also opens up the theological concerns which engage us: 

crossing the boundaries o f sacred and secular (Heaney and Rich); the role of 

the imagination in shaping our moral concerns and clearing new ground 

(Heaney and Rich); confrontation with our vulnerability and mortality 

(Heaney); awareness of our propensity for evil (Rich); the meaning o f fidelity 

and the role o f tradition (Heaney); the body and matter; (both poets); the 'tears 

o f things' (Rich); the 'play o f grace' (Heaney). These are not as clearly 

demarcated as I seem to suggest here but are some of the shadings marking the 

texts.

Part II: Attending to the Human with Seamus Heaney

I begin with the work o f Seamus Heaney and will look at his collection 

Human Chain under four main headings: Links in the Chain, Body Matters, 

Just Translations and A Gaze o f Love. The first part will consider how the 

collection is o f a piece, and show the links from one poem to the next, it will 

consider how the poet re-members, shaping experiences into coherent form and 

illustrating the correspondence between style and substance and attending to 

the way in which meaning takes shape. The second part speaks about the 

vulnerable body and then takes three poems where the body is central and

Poet Don Paterson critiquing "blind subscription" to the Modernist dictum which, he claims, 
can foster distrust o f  a poem  says that "It leaves us with poetry that can only be talked around 
and about, but not with." Rainer Maria Rilke and Don Paterson, Orpheus: A Version o f  Rilke's 
D ie  Sonette an Orpheus (London: Faber, 2006), 65.
■' M iroslav V olf, C aptive to the Word o f  God: E ngaging the Scriptures fo r  C ontem porary  
Theological Reflection  (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W illiam B. Eerdmans Pub., 2010), 28.
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becom es the text. The third part considers translation as a practice o f  fidelity 

and o f  justice—  linking the wisdom o f  the past to the needs o f the present. The 

final part circles back to the links o f love which m ake up this hum an chain.

Links in the Chain

Seamus Heaney's titles always intrigue and Human Chain is no 

exception. Firstly there is the avowedly secular 'the human'. W e are 

im m ediately pulled up because it is not the human; there is neither 'the' nor 'a'. 

This is naked, vulnerable 'human' without article —  definite or indefinite—  and 

in fact as m odifier to 'chain'. This is something very different to 'the great chain 

o f  being' with its hierarchical orderings. This human chain is understood, 

according to the poem o f  the title, as the linking o f 'hand to hand.' Yet it is 

difficult not to hear Rousseau's 'everywhere in chains' and although there is no 

allusion— as far as I can see— to that kind o f chaining, there is an om inous note 

in the title poem with "soldiers/firing over the mob."^^ In his review o f  the 

collection, poet Eam on Grennan has this comm ent on the ambiguities o f the 

title:

In Human Chain 1 like how the two words temper each other, 
turning an instrument of bondage into one of liberation, a sign of 
individual restriction into an image of mutual aid, dependency, 
community. It's the way a poet who has wanted "hope" and "history" 
to rhyme handles his complicated world, a world in which the public 
and the personal, the political and the private fashion a braid of 
necessary interconnections.^^

For all that, it is the more benign and even at tim es playful aspect o f  'chain' that 

we find here, as in the description o f Cuchulain entertaining the embroidery 

women:

By flinging needles in the air 
So as they fell the point of one 
Partnered with the eye of the next

To form a glittering reeling chain—

■■ In Chapter Five o f  the dissertation forms o f  inhuman  chains are discussed. 
"Seamus Heaney's Book o f  Resurrections" The Irish Times (August 28, 2010).
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And in the poet's own dreams these become a "gross o f nibs" which 

"...Hnks/into a giddy gilt corona" (Hermit Songs VI).

Another aspect o f the title and the collection is how it counters a 

particular view o f Heaney him self Seamus Heaney is very much 'the public 

man', the iconic poet. Yet here in this collection he inserts himself in a web of 

connection, as a link in a chain o f belonging, taking him back to parents and 

grandparents, present to family and friends, forward to his own grandchildren. 

The poet is not 'wandering lonely as a cloud' but very much embedded, 

enmeshed and indeed dependent on the other links in the c h a i n . I n  fact one o f 

the strongest senses is that o f the vulnerability o f the human condition, no 

doubt brought into sharp focus for Heaney when he experienced his stroke, and 

we will look in some detail later at the poems arising from that experience.

The other aspect o f a chain is that links can be broken; the final 'letting

go' o f death is marked. There are poems dedicated to friends who have died but

there are also poems such as "A Herbal" where "The funeral bell tolls" and

"The dead here are bome/Towards the future". (We note the ambiguity in the

sounding of bom/bome). The poem in memory o f David Hammond, "The door

was open and the house was dark" is a meditation on the great silence that

flows after death:

That kept m e standing listening w hile it grew  
Backwards and down and out into the street 
W here as I'd entered (I rem em ber now )

The streetlam ps too w ere out.
I felt, for the first tim e there and then, a stranger,
Intruder alm ost, w anting to take flight

This collection speaks o f dependence, not just thematically, but also in 

form and word. Many reviewers have noted the echoes back to earlier 

collections. It is not 'original', some will say; it is 'derivative'. Heaney is 

quoting Heaney. 1 believe that the echoing is intentional and may be a virtue

The'poems discussed are followed by the title in parenthesis and where appropriate the 
number o f  the section, they refer to: Seamus Heaney, Human Chain (London: Faber, 2010).

Noted by Louisa Thomas in her review The Bright Nowhere' in Newsweek (30 September 
2010 ).
'As a famous poet, Seamus Heaney is often considered in isolation, but Heaney him self has 
always focused on what links people, generations, and cultures— questions o f  inheritance and 
transmission.'
http://www.thedailybeast.eom/newsweek/2010/09/30/seamus-heaney-s-near-death- 

experience.html. (accessed July 10, 2013).
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rather than the supposed vice of'unoriginality'. Heaney is digging very deeply 

into his own ground here, unearthing further layers o f experience. He takes up 

and recalibrates ideas. They are not rejected but reframed in another 'light'. So 

standing in "an unlit door" takes us back to the "sunlit absence" in "Mossbawn" 

(North). The 'mottled barrel' o f "The Conway Stewart" echoes "Digging" 

{Death o f  a Naturalist) and the squat pen resting "snug as a gun". Most 

deliberately we have the echo o f "A Kite for Michael and Christopher" from 

Station Island in "A Kite for Aibhi'n". In District and Circle we have the 

description o f "Chairing Mary" and o f those "bearing the brunt"— and the poet 

probably among them. In "Chanson D'Aventure" he is the one "strapped on, 

wheeled out, forklifted" and in "Miracle" it is other shoulders that bear the
"yfxload. Even more pertinently, the title poem of District and Circle referred to 

"a human chain" created by "a crowd half-straggle-ravelled and half strung" on 

the platform o f the underground.^^ Heaney circles back to take up themes and 

re-frame them or link them in to a new chain o f meaning.

And if  the poet is not cast as a solitary figure and intentionally revisits 

his work where "radiant epiphanies recur, recur," as Denise Levertov puts it,^* 

he also draws on other poets— most prominently Virgil in "The Riverbank 

Field" and "Route 110" but also Donne and Keats in "Chanson D'Aventure". 

There is a hint o f William Carlos Williams in "Derry Derry Down" with "The 

full o f a white/Enamel bucket/Of little pears:" There are also translations from 

early Irish lyrics and an adaptation o f the Breton poet Guillevec. Our age has a 

false notion of'originality'. Helen Vendler comments that poets are often 

"praised for their wisdom" but they are "not primarily original thinkers; they, 

like other intellectuals, generally think with (and against) the available
29intellectual categories of their epoch." Heaney wants to remind us that there 

is a communal language in which we participate (Rich also dreams o f a 

26 These associations have been noted by several reviewers. See for example: Maria Johnston, 
"Review o f  Human Chain" in Tower Poetry <http://www.towerpoetrv.org.uk/poetrv- 
matters/reviews/reviews-archive/434-maria-iohnston-reviews-human-chain-bv-seamus- 
heanev> (accessed November 7, 2010) and Vona Groarke, "Heaney offers a Masterclass in 
Depth and Meaning" in The Post <http://www.thepost.ie/archives/2010/0912/heanev-offers- 
masterclass-in-depth-and-meaning-51540,html>(accessed November 7, 2010).

See David Bowden Spiked review o f Books 24 September 2010. http://www.spiked- 
online.com/index.php/site/reviewofbooks_article/9635/. (accessed June 10,2012).

"For those whom the gods love less" in Denise Levertov, Sands o f  the Well (New York: New  
Directions, 1996)., 96.

Vendler, The Breaking o f  Style : Hopkins, Heaney, Graham.1.
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'common language'). There is a very strong sense in this collection of 

honouring 'the tradition': "leam that you were a keeper only" is a line in a poem 

which is dedicated to Vendler. Heaney resists the instability o f the age and 

makes an appeal to the whole tradition: classical, humanist, Christian which 

has formed the Western ways o f thought. Heaney writes because others have 

written.^® The stress on continuity and the value placed on the wisdom gained 

is a marked aspect o f Human Chain and yet there is also a concern that this link 

can be broken and, if it is, o f what will be lost.

Loss is a strong m otif in the poems. There is the obvious 'loss' that 

occurs at death "too late alas"...for things to be said. There is the 'loss' in 

parting. There are losses o f meaning: "Inkwell" now as robbed o f sense/As 

"inkhom" (Hermit Songs); there's the loss o f strength "uncertainty on stairs"; 

loss o f memory: "As I age and blank on names" (In the Attic). Against these 

losses the poet puts his faith in "steadfastness" or "In steady-handedness 

maintained/in books against its vanishing." Then the books are cited, the great 

books o f Irish learning and artistry:

Books o f  Lismore. Kells. Armagh.
O f Lecan, its great Y ellow  Book.
'The battler', berry-brown enshrined.
The cured hides. The much tried pens.'

(Hermit Songs IX)

There is both the sound o f lament here: a plea against the losing o f things and

also a 'trust'. Faith is entrusted to these much tried books and pens. Indeed with

perhaps an eye to 'Kindle' and other e-books there is a turn to the reader,

"Reader, ours were 'reading books". Can this be read as nostalgia or as a cry to

recognise the transmission o f learning: the "second and third handlings" o f the

schooling? Is this desire to show 'the links', a riposte against the fragmentation

of post-modemity which refuses 'grand narratives'? The narratives o f the

poems may not be 'grand' but they know their roots. The final point I want to

make about 'links' and chains, is to suggest that this collection needs to be read

as a whole. John Banville notes that:

Human Chain, however, is unmistakably o f  a piece, for as its title 
suggests it is a series o f  links stretching in a great arc from an 
opening moment o f  airy epiphany to a final loosening and lightening

W e recall Edward Said's reference to the interdependence o f  readers in the system  o f  isnad  
in Chapter Two page 84.
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as a kite breaks free of its string and "takes off, itself alone, a 
windfall."^'

As one reads it through one starts to hear echoes from poem to poem. The 

effect o f this deepens the sense that although Cuchulain may have thrown the 

needles in the air and watched them pattern as they fell, Heaney is weaving and 

stitching a pattern here, like "Thomas Hardy working to the end/In his 

crocheted old heirloom of a shawl" (Death o f a Painter). We are reminded of 

the origins o f the word 'subtle' with its roots in 'loom-woven cloth'.

Colm Toibfn in his review o f Human Chain in the Guardian refers to the poem 

"Uncoupled" which has the double meaning of the un-linking o f the chain 

through the 'pain of loss' and separation, and yet linkage of this couple one 

coming to the "ashpit", the other carrying an "ashplant".^^

(And, I suggest, there is another linkage in the idea o f 'ash' carrying the 

memory o f the dust from which we come.)

It is the ear that picks up the sounds and carries them forward, thus as 

the first poem ends with the somewhat ominous "Not now", the next one 

begins "Now". Section IV of "Album" refers to the last week o f his father's life 

with the poignant reference to the "webby weight o f his underarm," taken up in 

“The Butts", to be discussed later, at this point we note how in the last stanza 

we hear another "but" and see the "Butts" o f the title in double vision, or hear 

them in stereo. Section 11 of "Album” cites lines from an ancient Irish poem "a 

grey eye will look back" and this leads to sight and insight; but the same phrase 

is cited again in "Colum Cille Cecinit" Section III and this time associated with 

"not seeing" anymore.

In "Chanson D'Aventure" the poet cannot feel his wife "lift" his "once 

capable/ Warm hand". The vulnerability o f his father has become his own, and 

as we learn in the second last poem of the collection, "In the Attic", he is now 

the one who blanks on names, and is uncertain on stairs. That poem concludes 

with the idea that it is still possible to imagine "that slight untoward rupture

John Banville, "Living Ghosts" in The New York Review o f  Books, November 11, 2010.
Vona Groarke makes the point: "What is at stake in this collection is an ambitious process o f  

revision that involves, not the tinkering with words or stanzas that most poets employ, but a 
chime with what was central to the moment o f  a given poem which, through careful stitch work 
(or crochet), is translated, or re-pattemed, into a new setting." In "Heaney offers masterclass in 
depth and meaning"

Colm Toibin, 'Human Chain by Seamus Heaney', review, The Guardian, August 21, 2010.
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and world-tilt/As a wind freshened and the anchor weighed." The next and 

final poem "A Kite for Aibhfn" (for a granddaughter) finishes with the kite 

taking off "itself alone, a windfall." My point is not just about thematic 

connections, but more that the echoes are verbal and this is what we attend to 

first, as we learn with Heaney to put our ear to the ground.

I hear the notes taken up. I see the cross-stitching of a pattern. In 

"Herbal" an "elsewhere world" is imagined:

Where all is woven into
And of itself, like a nest
Of crosshatched grass blades?

In an age which is, as Mary Douglas observes, suspicious, indeed "averse to 

artistic and poetic closure", and to boundaries, patterns are more difficult to 

recognise and acknowledge.^"* We are not attuned to seeing them. In Heaney 

there are clearly discernible patterns and there is a cantus firmiis, despite his 

occasional unsteadiness on the stairs. There is a sense of trust in the shape of 

things, in the shape of the poems themselves, and especially in the human 

body. Even when it ghosts in empty suits, it yields smells and memories; even 

when it lets one down or is let down, "the body is his book".

In this first part I have stressed the links and the patterning of the poems 

so that they are read contextually and not 'proof-texted' for purpose. Such 

attention to pattern is one of the fundamental exercises in understanding as it 

insists on context.

Body Matters

In Chapter One I referred to Charles Taylor's concept of "excamation" 

and his view that aesthetic experience in some sense counteracted this 

tendency. In the next poems I want to look at how 'the body matters'; this is 

how truth is mediated, not just in the body of the poem but in the body of the 

reader where it resonates. Poet Les Murray describes the sensations, "Poetry 

subtly takes command of our breathing and dances with it; a sob built into a 

line will reverberate in the diaphragm and cause it to signal the brain for tears,

Mary Douglas, Thinking in C ircles : An E ssay on R ing Com position  (N ew  Haven, Conn.; 
London: Y ale University Press, 2007), 146.
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and laughter can similarly be produced without any joke needing to appear in 

the text."^^

I will give some detailed attention to three related poems which 

explicitly deal with bodily experience: "Chanson d'Aventure", "Miracle" and 

"Human Chain". Firstly though, I want to make some remarks about a number 

o f other poems which prepare us for the concerns about the body, vulnerable 

and mortal. The human links in this chain o f poems mediate through the body, 

the truths o f our need for, and dependence on, one another. The intimacy o f the 

relationships stretches to include the stretcher bearers and the line o f backs 

bearing grain for unnamed strangers. To be at the mercy of others and to have 

others at our mercy is a fundamental part o f the human condition which is 

embodied in these poems and is read here in a benign manner. For the purpose 

o f the dissertation what these pieces illustrate is the necessary vulnerability 

which shapes human intercourse. Our survival as a species depends on the 

extent to which we understand and accept this (inter)dependence. This was the 

kind o f thing which we pointed towards in Chapter One seeking a meaning for 

a 'sacred' reading of the human person—^beyond functionality. Yet even more 

essentially the poems show us that 'the body is his book'. Through this poetry 

we are restored to our senses.

The poem "Album" traces memories from the "footworn motto" o f the 

school, to his parent's wedding meal and the poet's ghosting presence. I want to 

look at Section IV which is a lament for the half embraces: the one that didn't 

happen the summer before college, with his father in his prime; the half

embrace o f doing up "trouser buttons" when his father was "very drunk"; and 

then in the last week o f his father's life:

Helping him to the bathroom, my right ann
Taking the webby weight of his underarm.

(The three attempts also echo the three attempts to 'encircle the father's neck' in 

Book VI ofV\r%\Vs Aeneid}^) This last half-embrace offers a good place to

O'Driscoll, The B loodaxe Book o f  P o e tiy  Q uotations: Contem porary Q uotations on P oets 
and P o e tjy , 225.
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77
pause and consider what Eagleton calls "the moral quality" of poetry. Let us 

consider the empirical facts revealed here: the poet, holding his father by the 

arm, takes him to the bathroom. This hardly seems the stuff of poetry. Now we 

see the act shaped in the poem and we wait for the third illustration of the "half 

embrace"; we are paused at the end of one stanza until we are first given the 

location: "on the landing"; then the time: "during his last week"; then the 

occasion: "helping him to the bathroom"; finally the manner in which this is 

done: "my right arm/Taking the webby weight of his underarm". The image 

conjured up by "webby weight" suggests the vulnerability of both giver and 

receiver and the relationship between son and father. The 'facts' of the case are 

also 'weighted' and receive a value from that weighting. No other phrase will 

do. And no 'summary of content' can reveal what the image "webby weight" 

holds. Poet Nick Laird speaks of "the drag of decrepitude" contained in the 

word "webby".

The word 'vulnerable' unnecessary in this moment— shown not told— 

is used in the final section when the grandson succeeds where the son has 

failed and rushes with a "snatch raid," "Proving him thus vulnerable to 

delight". Yet when it is used here it takes on a fresh meaning as this 'wounding' 

is a 'blessing'. So we are returned to the first dawn with the "steady dawning" 

of the meaning of the three "tries at an embrace," and into his very arms swims 

the 'true', the verus that has "slipped from 'very'". "Slipped" may sound light 

but as Heaney himself noted in an early essay it has a whole range of 

associations:

Slip, after all, has also to do with unleashing energy; with taking a 
cutting for planting; and (if one were to engage in special pleading) 
with the moment of arrival, words coming safely and fluently 
towards us out of the uncharted waters of the unconscious. All in all, 
what is accidental, energetic, and genetic in the poetic act is hinted 
at here in one syllable.’’

Each of the poems would merit a detailed reading; each is thickly 

textured. Every poem shows an intensity of language, hidden sometimes

36 attempts made to encircle his father's neck with his outstretched/Arms yielded three
utter failures."Virgil and Frederick Ahl, Aeneid, Oxford World's Classics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 151: Line 700.

Eagleton, How to Read a Poem, 28-31.
Nick Laird in Human Chain: review The Telegraph September 2, 2010.
Seamus Heaney, Preoccupations: Selected Prose, 1968-1978 (London: Faber & Faber,

1980), 80.
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behind apparent simplicity of phrasing, as when a cliche is turned, reviewed 

and revived. This concentrated form of communication allows an insight into 

the way language works, not as a straightforward system of decipherable 

signals, but as a rich resource of possibilities, sometimes deeply buried and 

uncovered as you reach for 'meaning', or perhaps not for meaning, but for the 

veriis, the real, the true. "Meaning" is too loose a word as Heaney says in 

"Hermit Songs", it "runs through space like a word screaming and protesting." 

However the image of "reaching for" appears in several of the poems. In "The 

Butts" for example, the "reaching in" allows first for the earthy smells of "stale 

smoke and oxter-sweat" to assail the nostrils, and then for "the rake of 

thomproof and blue serge to swing heavily/like waterweed disturbed." But then 

it gives rise to "empty-handedness" and the sense of loss. Later he has "to leam 

to reach well in beneath/each meagre armpit/to lift and sponge him," Thus each 

"reach" extends the understanding; it cannot simply be grasped but has to be 

"reached for". It is also clear once more how the themes and tones echo and 

resonate. Yet again we have the image of the "last days", the empty suits, the 

unaccustomed intimacy of washing the body 'to prepare it for its burial'. Here is 

the paradox of this poetic language: with every illustration of vulnerability and 

unsteadiness, with each intimation of mortality, there is a corresponding 'trust' 

that the words will find their purchase.

From the coupling and uncoupling of the links with his parents, with 

the further paradox of that loss apparently intensifying their 'aliveness' in his 

memory, I want to turn now to the poems which explicitly address the poet's 

own awareness of fragility and dependence following his stroke. The early 

poems of memory then become a type of mirror in which the poet sees his own 

reflection: "I see now."

"Chanson d'Aventure"

An ambulance must be one of the most unusual settings for a love poem 

and, following the citation from John Donne's "The Ecstasy",

Love's mysteries in souls do grow.
But ye t the body is his book

we are jolted into a very different kind of bodily experience. The opening lines 

capture the man-handling urgency of the movements:
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"Strapped on, wheeled out, forklifted, locked" and then "Bone-shaken, bumped 

at speed,"

In this condition one is at the mercy o f others. Chains can be "locked"

as well as linked. The fork-lifting suggests bales o f hay or sacks o f grain lifted

onto trucks. Autonomy is absent. Dependence is all —  "me flat on my back".

Yet in extremis love is tested and Donne provides the echo here, "Our

eyebeams threaded laser-fast," picks up, "Our eye-beams twisted and did

thred/our eyes upon one double string;" The echoing continues with "apart"

which ends Section I and opens Section II: "Apart: the very word is like a bell"

which in turn calls up Keats's "Ode to a Nightingale," "Forlorn! The very word

is like a bell/to toll me back from thee to my sole self!" There is a sense of

mourning and loss in this "tolling" as it tells of the "once capable/warm hand"

which now lies "flop-heavy as a bellpull". The "ecstatic" gaze o f Donne's is

here bisected "by a hooked-up drip-feed". The dependence on others is both

physically literal and literary.

In Section III of these 12 terza rima stanzas the poet turns from verbal

echoes to a visual one: the charioteer of Delphi who was left without horses

and chariot and with his left hand lopped, as Heaney's left hand flopped heavy.

There is a marvellously comic juxtaposition between the portraits o f the

charioteer "eyes front, straight-backed posture" and that o f the poet: "like my

own/Doing physio in the corridor". The humour is missed by one reviewer,

who regards the comic turn as evidence o f self-mythologizing:

This self-mythologizing impulse is evident in 'Chanson d'Aventure' 
where Heaney, recovering from a stroke that has induced high levels 
of poetic recall, is seen doing physiotherapy in a hospital corridor.
Not content with being all too human in this vulnerable pose, he 
casts himself in bronze as the victorious Charioteer of Delphi who, 
unflinching, stead-fast, 'holds his own': 'His eyes-front, straight- 
backed posture like my own'‘‘°

This is unlikely. Heaney remarked to Dennis O'Driscoll that following 

the stroke he was "very lucky not to have suffered any impairment to speech or 

memory or vision or humour."'*' The shafts are not just those o f the missing 

chariot o f Delphi but those o f a farm cart. But this is progress from the straps to

40 Maria Johnston, ‘'R eview  o f  Human Chain".
Heaney and O'Driscoll, Stepping S tones: Inten'iews with Seamus H eaney, 461.
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the shafts and there is "another's hand on mine". Heaney may feel each "slither 

o f the share" but has not lost the run o f himself here.

These three poems are, in the best sense, poems o f dependence. There 

is an odd notion that considers the human person in the first place as solitary 

(the Cartesian -  cogito, ergo sum) and then subsequently, relational. This flies 

in the face o f experience as Terry Eagleton suggests:

Men and women are thrust at birth into a deep mutual dependence — 
a truth scandalous to Rousseau, who is his petit-bourgeois way 
placed excessive value on human autonomy....It is not always easy 
to say where my responsibility (or even interests, desires, or 
identity) ends and your begins.'^^

Mary Midgley in a section entitled "The importance of babies" in Science and 

Poetiy has a somewhat gentler take on the same issue; the human infant 

recognises and responds to an 'other' before it knows itself.'*^ Human 

dependence on one another is not created by apparent weakness but made 

manifest by it. "Route 110" which is a journey into and out o f Aeneid VI, 

traverses a life, taking in the ambivalences o f adolescence, ghosts, corpse- 

houses and circles back to the "age o f births" and to "Talking baby talk."

The other dependence that is shown here is that on the written tradition. 

Heaney in quoting Donne and Keats announces his heritage, claims his roots 

and gives the lie to the insistence on originality. For a time there was an 

approach to the Scriptures which determined that the way to read the Gospels 

was by identifying and segregating the sources. The point, it seemed, was to 

unearth what was truly Lukan and distinguish that from Mark and so on. Q 

(from the German word Quelle meaning 'source') was much cited. This method 

applied an inappropriate theory o f 'originality'. Do w'e think Heaney less 

'original' because he returns constantly to Virgil or because he has borrowed 

here from Donne and from Keats? Or do we see these borrowings as 

recognition o f the 'links' in the human chain? Heaney is embedded in the 

tradition and can take it up and play the notes differently, like a Jazz musician 

improvising on a standard which is always recognised as a 'tribute', an 

acknowledgement, and not a furtive borrowing.

'*■ Terry Eagleton, On E vil (N ew  Haven, Conn.; London: Y ale University Press, 2010), 36. 
M idgley, Science and P oetiy . 125. In fact one could argue the infant sees itself as 'other' too.



"Miracle"

W e turn now to another poem of'dependence' which also has a double 

reach, a double vision. This central poem in the trilogy o f  body poem s is 

deceptively simple. It assum es knowledge o f  the Gospel story o f  the healing o f  

the paralytic man following a lowering o f  his bed through the roof. The poem  

takes the parable and subverts it so that it becom es a m iracle in the ordinary. It 

offers m any possibilities for the purpose o f  this work. I do not want to p re

empt the reading but will propose some directions: firstly it indicates again that 

the body matters; in this it is in tune with the incam ational thrust o f  the New 

Testam ent message; secondly it dem onstrates the generative pow er and fluidity 

o f  non-literal but lateral readings: we recall the point about stories bound in 

and bound for; thirdly it attends to the m argins o f  the story, and in offering 

such a view alerts us to this kind o f  attention from below; finally it escapes its 

apparently 'pious' frame to raise questions about lowering and raising, 

transcendence and immanence, presence and absence. It holds the prom ise o f 

the parable in allowing a teasing out o f  possibilities while at the sam e tim e 

translating the m iracle from Divine grace to human grit, from sacred to secular 

and back again. I cite it in full:

Miracle

Not the one who takes up his bed and walks 
But the ones who have known him all along 
And carry him in -
Their shoulders numb, the ache and stoop deeplocked 
In their backs, the stretcher handles 
Slippery with sweat. And no let-up

Until he's strapped on dght, made tillable
And raised to the tiled roof, then lowered for healing.
Be mindful of them as they stand and wait

For the bum of the paid-out ropes to cool,
Their slight lightheadedness and incredulity 
To pass, those ones who had known him all along.

The context for the poem is well known and we can describe it, in the 

knowledge that such description does not 'explain' the poem  but sets it down 

somewhere where it can be unsettled by different readings. In August 2006
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Seamus Heaney suffered a stroke and w oke unable to m ove his left leg or arm. 

Several friends were staying in the same guesthouse in Donegal and supported 

him both physically and emotionally.'*'*

There are versions o f  the m iracle story on which the poem is based in 

each o f  the 'synoptic' gospels. Yet despite sim ilarities in the story-line each has 

a different take, a different 'eye' on things. M atthew has little o f  the drama,

"Just then some people were carrying a paralysed m an lying on a bed" [Mt. 

9.2-8], and then the remaining verses turn to the dialogue between Jesus and 

the scribes. Luke makes m ore o f  the story:

Just then some men came, carrying a paralysed man on a bed. They 
were trying to bring him in and lay him before Jesus; but finding no 
way to bring him in because o f  the crowd, they went up on the roof 
and let him down with his bed through the tiles into the middle o f  
the crowd in front o f  Jesus [Lk.5.17-26].

M ark usually the sparsest o f  the story-tellers gives us even m ore detail:

Then some people came, bringing to him a paralysed man, carried 
by four o f  them. And when they could not bring him to Jesus 
because o f  the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and after 
having dug through it, they let down the mat on which the paralytic 
lay [Mk. 2.1-12].

A nd in the conclusion M atthew does not even allow the healed man to pick up 

his bed but sim ply reports "And he stood up and went to his home" [Matt.9.7]. 

M ark offers more: "And he stood up and im m ediately took the mat and went 

out before all o f  them; so that they were all amazed" [Mk.2.12]. Luke includes 

the taking up o f  the pallet but not the reception o f  the crowd.

W hatever about the variations in the telling we have tended to a 

'synoptic' reading o f  the story, with a single focus: "the one who takes up his 

bed and walks." Heaney shifts the lens and turns it away from the m ain action 

and begins, "Not (em phasis mine) the one who takes up his bed and walks."

The second line takes us to the "But" and turns our gaze on "the ones who have 

known him all along" and this is followed by the short ha lf line "And carry him 

in — " at which point the line breaks and we pause, as they take a necessary 

breath. As we are stopped, we realise, that we have never given the stretcher 

bearers a m om ent's thought. M ark says there were four o f  them. Now we see

See Heaney and O'Driscoll, Stepping Stones: Intennews with Seamus Heaney, 461-463.
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them—  two each end; the man was heavy. So we turn from the one "strapped 

on...locked" in "Chanson d'Aventure" to the pallet bearers here, "Their 

shoulders numb, the ache and stoop deeplocked/In their backs, the stretcher 

handles/Slippery with sweat." And after the slip and sweat we have the internal 

rhyming o f "tight", "tillable" and "tiles" marking the slow progress.

Luke tells us "they went up on the roof and let him down.” Heaney 

juxtaposes "raised to the tiled ro o f  with "lowered for healing" (my emphases), 

paradoxically the "raising" occurs before the "healing". This raising and 

lowering also suggests an easy slippage from pallet to pall-bearers and another 

lowering which will come once "and for all". The focus remains on the bearers; 

"Be mindful o f them" we are urged. In Luke's narration "amazement seized all 

o f them". In Heaney's poem they wait for their "slight lightheadedness and 

incredulity/To pass," Does the "incredulity" refer to a lack o f "faith" in the 

"miracle" or to their amazement at what they have achieved—  the grounded 

miracle o f their effort? The poem then circles back to "the ones who had 

known him all along." The tense shifts from "have" to "had"; the deed is done. 

The poem turns back and re-collects them for posterity so "wherever this story 

is told" we will now remember them.

This focus is in fact faithful to the Gospel accounts: when the man is 

lowered for healing the narrator in each case tells us "When Jesus saw their 

faith, he said ..."  [Mk 2.5; Lk5.20; Mt 9.20]. It is precisely on account o f the 

faith/perseverance, slippery sweat and stooped backs o f the ones who "carry 

him in" that there is a "miracle". And this was Heaney's own insight: "I realised 

the guys that are hardly mentioned are central... without them no miracle would 

have happened. In fact in both Mark and Luke the effort of these bearers is 

considerable. Mark describes how "they unroofed the roof (literal translation) 

and having opened it lowered the mattress"; and in Luke too we have the 

"going up" and "letting down" o f what he describes as a pallet {kline, K/.nn] 

klinidion).

45 Seamus Heaney: "I live in panic over the next poem" by Eimear Flanagan. BBC N ew s  
Northern Ireland. September 23, 2010 < http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northem-ireland- 
11400255> (accessed July 10, 2012)
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Kate Kellaway writing in the Obset-ver seems to make the point while 

missing it:

This is followed by "Miracle" which is, on the face of it, a religious 
salutation to miracle workers, "the ones who have known him all 
along/ And carry him in". But h also indirectly celebrates the 
workaday help of everyone good enough to help with a recovery -  
the human chain.'"^

The poem is not indirectly concerned with "the workaday help" but very 

directly: "Be mindful o f ..."  the aching shoulders o f those who carried him in 

and who are "the miracle workers." Heaney's 'faith' has always been 

incamational, grounded in the human. So this distinction between "religious 

salutation" and "workaday" seems misplaced.

Other reviewers are even more uncomfortable with the religious 

referencing, blinding them to the possibilities o f the piece:

It seems a pity to follow this original writing with a poem simply 
called "Miracle", about the Gospel story of the paralysed man 
lowered by his friends to Christ for healing. But Heaney has always 
had a weakness for quasi-theological allegories of manual labour."*̂

In these readings I suspect a reluctance to attend to more than the surface o f

what is a deceptively simple poem as if  the very word 'miracle' itself implied a

piety which is to be avoided as stringently as 'sex' once was. Something

unseemly there to be passed over quickly. I contend that even the supposedly

'pious' source is o f narrative and theological interest. Our 'synoptic' readings

tend towards the 'hero' Jesus and 'the one healed'.*** In an earlier poem "The

Skylight" in Seeing Things Heaney refers to the more conventional reading but

even here the opening o f the roof brings more than one 'grace':

But when the slates came off, extravagant 
Sky entered and held surprise wide open.
For days I felt like an inhabitant
Of that house where the man sick of the palsy
Was lowered through the roof, had his sins forgiven.
Was healed, took up his bed and walked away.'*’

The O h sen ’er August 22, 2010.
47

Jeremy N oel-Tod, R eview  in N ew  Statesm an  September 13, 2010.
As a counter exam ple see how fem inist scripture scholar Elaine Wainwright challenges the 

reading o f  Jesus as 'hero' and places him within a christic community o f  disciples: Elaine Mary 
W ainwright, Shall We L ook for A nother?: A Fem inist Rereading o f  the M atthean Jesus 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1998), 4.

"Glanmore Revisited: 7: The Skylight" in Heaney, Seeing Things,37.
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In "Miracle" the engagement with the Gospel text reaches a much more deeply 

felt and embodied level of interpretation. It opens up a whole web of 

associations and relationships making up a human chain.

"Human Chain"

The final poem in this trilogy of linked poems is the title poem of the 

collection. Here too backs are stooped and bent, carrying bales of aid. Yet the 

ominous presence of the soldiers hints at less benign chains. Following on from 

a piece with a grounded 'miracle' and confidence in human kindness one might 

want to ask on what basis is human solidarity predicated? Can it hold up, bear 

burdens without a religious reference? Has 'do unto others' offered the basis for 

Human Rights? How can that be sustained if we translate into the secular and 

human without these religious references? What calls to our compassion?^^ 1 

am not suggesting that such questions lie behind this set of poems but the title 

evokes them with the ambiguities around the word 'chain'. Once more the 

question 'what are we bound for?' comes to mind. In Chapter Five 1 will discuss 

Toni Morrison's novel Beloved where the chaining of human beings regarded 

as less, and as Other beyond accommodation, has a much more sinister ring.

"Seeing the bags of meal passed hand to hand" and later "eye-to-eye" 

we too see a 'human chain' and yet with only the slightest pause of the comma 

after aid-workers, we have "and soldiers/Firing over the mob," The and rather 

than a but suggests the coexistence of human aid and human threat. The human 

condition is ambivalent: capable of sustaining life and destroying it. This is not 

the focus, almost an aside, but an aside which helps to sidestep sentimentality. 

The world is present. The reference to "braced" and "grip" echoes back to 

"Chanson d'Aventure" and yet here the speaker is "the bearer" and not the 

"borne". The "stoop" and drag on the back resonate with the 'bearers' of the 

pallet in "Miracle".

There they waited for "paid-o\A ropes to cool," here "that quick 

unburdening is backbreak's truest payback" (my emphases). Just as in 

"Miracle" there was shift from "have known" to "had known" with its hint of

Rowan W illiam s engages with these kinds o f  questions in "Reconnecting human rights and 
religious faith" in: W illiam s, Faith in the Public Square, \ 6 0 - l l 2 .
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post mortem, here too we note that same recognition that the linlc will be 

broken "once. And for all." The two full-stops frame the "And for all." This is 

not optional. The "Not now." which concluded "'Had 1 not been awake'" is 

recognised as a temporary stay. It will happen and just "once".

Just Translation

Reviewer Maria Johnston suggests that Human Chain "pivots on the 

action o f translation". She suggests that "Throughout, we find the poet 

foregrounding issues o f self-representation, caught up in the process o f turning, 

or translating, the limited span o f a human lifetime into a living art-form ." 

Johnston gives the examples of "Ask me to translate what Loeb gives us" in 

"The Riverbank Field" written dSiQY Aeneid  VI, and "Needy and ever needier 

for translation" in "Route 110" which also takes up the same Virgil text. And 

indeed these two examples already offer two different meanings of 

"translation"; to render into another language and to transfer to another place. 

Then there is the experience of "between languages" on the trip to the 

Gaeltacht in "Wraiths". Johnston suggests that one o f the things the title refers 

to is the chain o f translation over the centuries. As she notes there are many 

different meanings to the notion o f translation "Translation may occur from life 

into art, from world into word, from life into death and back, as well as from 

one language into another... Heaney is a consummate translator in all o f these 

senses." Chambers Dictionary offers further possibilities; to interpret the 

significance or meaning; to remove to heaven; to transform or convert; to 

enrapture; to renovate; make new from old.

As we noted in Chapter Two, Paul Ricoeur in his short essay On 

Translation describes translation as "linguistic hospitality."^^ He suggests that 

it serves as a model for other forms o f hospitality. Confessions and religions;

Maria Johnston. “R eview  o f  Human Chain". It is worth noting that this review resists the 
seductive power o f  Heaney's rhetoric and is critical o f  the poet's very conscious attempts to 
write his own epitaph as it were: "literary posterity, not human death is the true focal point." I 
disagree; see "The Baler" with the poignant reference to Derek Hill asking to be placed "with 
his back to the window" as he could bear no longer "to watch/The sun going down". The 
collection is imbued with a sense o f  mortality.

The Cham bers D ic tion a iy , (London: Chambers, 1993).
”  RiccEur, On Translation. 23; And see also: Moyaert, "Absorption or Hospitality: Two  
Approaches to the Tension between Identity and Alterity", 61-88.



"are they not like languages that are foreign to one another, with their lexicon, 

their grammar, their rhetoric, their stylistics which we must learn in order to 

make our way into them?"^”* In Heaney's work we see the two forms of 

translation to which Ricoeur refers: "translation within the same linguistic 

community" where "it is always possible to say the same thing in another 

way"^^ and translation from one language to another. The first form teaches us 

about the second. We might want to question whether it is 'the sanie thing' if 

said in another way? Is this not a case o f trying to step into the same river 

twice? So 'doing justice' is, in the first place, doing justice to what Maria 

Johnston describes as the arduous work of conveying words from "one realm to 

another".^^

Heaney plays with the art o f translation in "The Riverbank Field" when 

he takes the 'translation' given by Loeb's classic and continues "as enjoined to 

often, / 'In my own words'": The school teacher's instruction is lighted on. 'In 

your own words' gives us a clue to the 'translation' which takes place in all 

forms o f dialogue as we seek to translate what the other has said into our own 

words, which is a necessary distortion and needs to be recognised as such. It 

also requires us to listen as the other translates our concepts into 'her own 

words' and we hear a new take on the old familiar worn-out phrases. In these 

kind o f spaces opened up in a subtle way through poetry, we experience new 

possibilities for meaning.

We may tend to think that talk of'justice' or 'ethics' or 'faith' or 'fidelity' 

in terms o f poetry must necessarily refer to the large themes which the poets 

address or fail to address. However as Helen Vendler has demonstrated in her 

close readings, style (and the breaking of style) can have "perceptual, aesthetic 

and moral implications."^^ There is a mode o f via negativa, a kind o f apophatic 

theology running through some o f Heaney's translations in Human Chain. 

"Death o f a painter" is a perfect example: it begins, "Not a tent o f blue but..." 

and then "not Cezanne, / More Thomas Hardy" and continues "And now not 

Hardy but a butterfly" but that won't do either "And now not a butterfly but

^■'Ricoeur asks whether Eucharistic hospitality "is not to be taken up with the same risks o f  
'translation-betrayal'", Ricoeur, On Translation, 23, 24.
”  Ibid., 25.

Johnston, "Review o f  Human Chain".
Vendler, The B reaking o f  Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham, 5.
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Jonah." The series o f negatives builds, as once more something is 'reached for,'

but in the realisation that it will always elude our grasp, and what we have are

'approximations'. The task of'translation' is ever continuing and the poem

appears to end on that note as it turns from the 'reach' o f the poet's words to the

"Old English" o f the poet Gawain which is itself a translation, "Like a mote

through a minster door:" "Slack" opens with "Not coal dust..." and "Miracle"

with "Not the ones..."

Even the opening poem has 'Had 1 not been awake' and "In the Attic"

the poet remarks "It's not that I can't imagine still/That slight uptoward

rupture". The via negativa works against unquestioned assumptions and against

certainties. This resistance to any 'cheap grace', and resilience against the easy

resolution, which marks Human Chain has something to offer us in the pursuit

o f understanding. "Imaginative sympathy" does some justice to "moral

complexity" to use some o f Vendler's words.^^ There is truth-telling here in the

attempt and the acknowledged failure to 'capture' experiences. They are

continually reached for but always beyond our pinning down. Like kites they

fly from us. There is tact too in human exchanges shown most poignantly in

the final three stanzas o f the previously cited "The Butts":

And we must learn to reach well in beneath 
Each meagre armpit 
To lift and sponge him,

One on either side,
Feeling his lightness 
Having to dab and work

Closer than anybody liked 
But having, for all that.
To keep working.

Dennis O'Driscoll, the chronicler of Heaney's poetic life has

commented on two major reasons why Heaney is trusted as a poet. The first is

that he is the inclusive poet o f "two minds" o f the "in-between," and also:

The fact that he always speaks in his 'own tongue' is a further reason 
why Heaney is trusted by his readers. His language is so personal, so 
individual, so inimitable, so far removed from any official idiolect 
used by politicians or businessmen that it can never be confused 
with a media-speak of borrowed opinions, received assumptions or 
stock responses. Every idea is examined afresh, as every word is

Vendler, The Breaking o f  Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham, 63.
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coined anew; he is a subscriber to no one's manifesto, political or
1 • 59literary.

The fundamental desire o f human exchange is to establish 

trustworthiness; we have a lesson here in this deeply textured work of how 

such trust is grounded. The testing ground is the resonance with human 

experience. Moral theologian Enda McDonagh remarks on Heaney's close 

attention to the material as distinct from the virtual, and muses that this may 

derive from his immersion in his younger years in Catholic notions o f Creation 

and Incarnation. Such attention reveals the "inwardness" o f the poet, the 

spiritual capital on which he d r a w s . I t  is this kind delving into the depth of 

things, through matter, and not aside from it, that enables a conversation with 

other seekers for meaning. Theologians should resist the temptation to 

appropriate the work o f Heaney, but they have much to learn from it.

The 'imagining' in these poems seems a constant play between memory 

and possibility and "hope" as "The dead here are bome/Towards the future." 

(Herbal) As things (and they are often material things) are recalled, they are 

'enraptured', to take up one o f the definitions of'translation'. The understanding 

of'translation' as a ferrying across seems to offer rather richer possibilities than 

that envisaged by Jurgen Habermas when he raises the question o f the 

'translation' o f what he calls "the rational content" o f religious utterances into 

"publicly accessible language" and asks that secular citizens should not treat 

"religious expressions as simply irrational".^' There is a different 

understanding o f 'translation' in these Heaney poems, one that allows for 

multiple meanings and for the struggle to make this crossing; as Johnston 

remarks: "the torsion and tensions in wresting words into poetry are deeply felt 

throughout.

Habermas seems to miss the role that the imagination or, more 

precisely, metaphorical language, might play in this exercise of'translation'. 

With his stress on the rational he appears to give less weighting to that other

Dennis O'Driscoll, "Heaney in Public" in Bernard O'Donoghue, The Cambridge Companion 
to Seamus Heaney (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 59.

Enda McDonagh, "'Inwardness' and the Economic Crisis - for Seamus Heaney at Seventy," 
The Furrow  60, no. 6 (2009): 324, 325.

Habermas and Cronin, An Awareness o f  Hliat Is Missing : Faith and Reason in a Post- 
Secular Age, 22.

Johnston, "Review o f  Human Chain".
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vital capacity. He asks "What is missing?" and I propose that one o f the things

missing from his account is precisely "imagination". Richard Kearney raises

similar doubts when he wonders if Habermas's theory o f rationality is sufficient

to welcome "strange gods."^^

Whatever about 'strange gods', what is the role o f poetry when times are

askew? In 2002 Seamus Heaney wrote an essay entitled "Reality and Justice:

On Translating Horace Odes, 1, 34". Under the subtitle, "keeping us right"

Heaney reflects on the role o f art in extremis and in particular on the events of

9/11. He tells o f a phone conversation with American friends visiting Italy at

the time o f the attack. Their way o f getting through those days was to continue

doing what they had come to do —  visit galleries and "look hard at pictures

and sculptures that kept standing their ground, as it were, in spite of the shaken

world around them." Heaney defends this approach:

This was not a case o f  trying to forget atrocity by escaping into the 
reverie that art works can induce. On the contrary, these were two 
people out to put art to the test rather than retreat into it. What they 
were after was the upfrontness o f  the made thing. Its power to keep 
itself whole and its viewers hale, its capacity to distinguish itself 
from us and our needs and at the same time to make ourselves and 
our needs distinct and contemplatable. What they sought in the 
galleries was the equivalent o f  the thing the Polish poet Julia 
Hartwig seeks in the written sentence. "Everything in me," she 
writes, "longs for a moment when a shape/surmounts the 
shapelessness in which 1 d a n g le .../...a  sentence a solid 
sentence/restores the earth beneath my feet."'''*

Heaney uses this experience to reflect on the challenge faced by the artist to 

take up the Yeatsian idea "to hold in a single thought reality and justice.

What is intriguing is the particularity o f Heaney's application o f this 

phrase. If this were an essay by a political commentator one might expect some 

continuing discussion or analysis o f'the  idea o f justice,'^^ but Heaney is a poet, 

and the discussion swerves in a very different direction. He is concerned to do 

"justice" to a Horace Ode that he wishes to translate, while holding "true" to 

the present reality. The poem that resulted from this reflection was "Anything

Richard Kearney, Anatheism  : {Returning to G od after God} (N ew  York: Columbia 
University Press, 2010), 173-174.

Heaney, "Reality and Justice: On Translating Horace Odes, 1, 34." 50-53; 50.
Cited in Ibid. 51
To cite the title o f  a book by one such thinker, Amartya Sen, TJte Idea o f  Justice  (London: 

Allen Lane, 2009).



can happen" which appeared in District and Circle. So the translation o f the 

Ode from Horace offered a way to translate the experience o f 9/11 o f "the 

tallest towers...overturned". There are no such explicitly "political" poems in 

Human Chain but there remains a sense of these co-ordinates o f "reality" and 

"justice" shaping the work. As we shall see in the discussion o f Adrienne Rich 

she takes a much more overt approach to matters o f justice.

A Gaze of Love

Later in this chapter I will bring the two poets into conversation but 

before I turn to the writing of Rich, I want to return again to mark some of the 

links in the chain of Heaney's work. Although I have made the somewhat 

artificial distinction between the 'listening ear' o f Heaney and the 'seeing eye' o f 

Adrienne Rich, I want to ask now, how do we see things according to Heaney? 

The primary emphasis I have drawn from this collection has to do with 

vulnerability and dependence. The human person according to this "Human 

Chain" cannot be understood apart from links to others and links to the 

traditions which have formed him or her. In these poems such dependence is 

not portrayed as weakness but as constitutive o f human relatedness. There are 

links in the chain until the dead "are borne towards the fiature" (A Herbal) and 

we come back "to the age of births" (Route 110, XII). In these poems to be at 

the mercy o f others is to receive mercy: the bearers who carry the man in, 

symbolise the grounded miracle of human kin and kindness. Taking the 

"webby weight" o f his father's underarm (Album, IV) or reaching "well in 

beneath /each meagre armpit/to lift and sponge him" suggest a tact and 

courtesy which imbues the actions with a patina o f grace. Even that idea of 

"learning to reach well in” (emphasis mine) suggests something more than 

surface attention. These are embodied lessons and practices in love. One is 

struck by "learning." In fact in that poem "The Butts," to which I have already 

referred several times, there is a tenderness in the gaze which holds the "bandy

sleeved" suits and even the smell of "stale smoke and oxter sweat" with 

affection. In Chapter Five we will consider Love's Work by Gillian Rose but 

the work and grammar o f love is anticipated in poems such as these, and it is 

this which places them along a register which we might want to call 'sacred'. It
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is parsed rather than preached. The tone is benign—  one might argue too much 

so—  but it confers a sense o f graced rather than mahgn existence on the 

r e a d e r . T h e  impulse from this reading, according to Heaney, is to give praise 

and thanks, and this is what places it along a theological register o f language. I 

want to name Adrienne Rich's way o f seeing as a 'moral gaze' o f compassion

and I propose that Seamus Heaney's close and unsentimental attention which
68reaches for understanding is a gaze o f love. Finally, as suggested throughout

the readings o f Heaney, meaning never moves far from matter, from the

material. It is a moving inwards into the depths of things, not transcending this

world, but looking "hard" at it:

If you know a bit 
About the universe

It's because you've taken it in 
Like that.

Looked as hard
As you look into yourself.

Into the rat hole 
Through the vetch and dock 
That inantled it.

Because you've laid your cheek 
Against the rush clump

And known soft stone to break 
On the quarry floor.*’̂

A recent article com m ents on Heaney's interest in the Polish poets Herbert and M ilosz in 
particular and considers the sharp differences between their "gaze" and that o f  Heaney: 
"Contemporary Polish poetry is not a matter o f  closing one's eyes but o f  holding them painfully 
open: Magdalena Kay, "Seamus Heaney, Zbigniew Herbert, and the Moral Imperative," 
C om parative L iterature Studies 50, no. 2 (2013): 267.

See Rowan W illiam s on the convergence o f  understanding and love in W illiam s, Faith in the 
P ublic Square, 17.

From "A Herbal" Heaney, Human Chain, 42.
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Part III: The M oral Gaze of Adrienne Rich

1 hope never to idealize poetry— it has suffered enough from that. Poetry is 
not a healing lotion, an emotional massage, a kind of linguistic aromatherapy. 
Neither is it a blueprint, nor an instruction manual, nor a billboard. There is no 
universal Poetry anyway, only poetries and poetics, and the streaming, 
intertwining histories to which they belong...Poetries are no more pure and 
simple than human histories are pure and simple. Poetry, like silk or coffee or 
oil or human flesh, has had its trade routes. And there are colonized poetics 
and resilient poetics, transmissions across frontiers not easily traced.

— Rich, A Human Eye

W e turn now in this section to some considerations o f the work o f  our 

second poet: A drienne Rich. The focus will be on her essays as well as her 

poetry to see how she configures the role o f  poetry in 'clearing a space' for 

imaginative re-visioning o f  prevailing discourses about the shaping o f  human 

lives and hopes. How does Rich extend that "gram mar o f  human 

possibilities"? 'Sight' and 'insight' are crucial to Rich's work; and the ways in 

which we can extend and enable the reach o f  our vision is part o f  the concern 

o f  this dissertation. Rich's distinction — which was raised in Chapter One—  

betw een literal thinking and the language o f  metaphoric density casts further 

light on this topic. The m anner in which Rich's poetry works to shape a moral 

imagination through her concern for justice  is another issue to be discussed. 

Questions about 'use' and 'truth' are also raised.

Further Links in the Chain

As we come to explore the concerns o f  Adrienne Rich it will be 

interesting to see what happens when the personal and the private are turned 

m ore sharply outwards. The elegiac tone o f  Heaney's writing is m et here with 

what could be described as a fierce impatience. Rich is not a religious poet, but 

she is in the best Jewish sense a prophetic poet, and if  she had to m ake a 

choice between poetry and justice  I expect, that like Amos, she would choose 

justice;

Take away from me the noise of your songs;
1 will not listen to the melody of your harps, 

but let justice roll down like waters, 
and righteousness like an 

everlasting stream (Amos 5:23-24).
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And like Amos she would use poetry to proclaim the choice, and make the 

point.

Prior to a detailed discussion o f her work it seems worthwhile to 

illustrate some commonalities with Heaney before stressing differences. In the 

case o f Heaney's work my focus was in the first place the new collection of 

poetry Human Chain, and in second place Heaney's reflections on his work; in 

the case of Adrienne Rich my focus is first on the collection of essays A 

Human Eye and then on her poetry. As I have suggested, this seems to mirror 

the way they work, with Rich's passions and commitments— her politics—  

driving her creativity, whereas with Heaney the aesthetic is prior to the 

e t h i c a l . O r  we could argue that both are committed to integrity and truth- 

telling, but that it finds different expression. I would also contend that Heaney 

and Rich are superb essayists as well as poets.

Although at this stage I do not want to make too many comparisons 

with Heaney I am interested in adding some further links to the idea o f a 

'human chain'. The first is the link o f human solidarity which is very present in 

Human Chain and could be described as the bedrock of Rich's work. The 

second link is that o f the indebtedness o f each poet to their fellow writers, thus 

Rich:

There is no "progress"— political or otherwise— in poetry— only 
riffs, echoes, o f  many poems and poets speaking into the future and 
back toward the past. Breaking with one tradition to discover 
another. Returning to an abandoned tradition, like an abandoned 
house, to find it inhabited by new guests.

And in a later essay she refers to what we might term "a whole cloud of

witnesses" when along with her subject Hugh MacDiarmid she lists a range of

eclectic names such as: Quaifi Azami, an Urdu poet, set alongside Billie

Holiday and "William Blake. Bertolt Brecht. Gwendolyn Brooks...Garcia

Lorca. Audre Lorde...Pablo Neruda...Wilfred Owen...Nina Simone". This, she

says, is not about invoking "a canon" but:

They are voices mingling in a long conversadon, a long turbulence, 
a great, vexed, and often maligned tradition, in poetry as well as in

™ M cDonagh sees the aesthetic and ethical as closely  interrelated in Heaney's work: Enda 
M cDonagh, "'Inwardness' and the Econom ic Crisis - for Seamus Heaney at Seventy", 327. For 
a different view  see: Kay, "Seamus Heaney, Zbigniew Herbert, and the Moral Imperative."

Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 122.
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politics. The tradition o f  radical m odernism  w hich crosses and 
recrosses the map o f  poetry. The tradition o f  those w ho have written  
against the silen ces o f  their tim e and location. W ithout it—  in poetry 
as in politics— our world is unintelligible.^^

This idea o f "voices mingling in a long conversation" is an interesting one and 

we might want to consider whether it is more helpful than talking about 

"canons". What difference does it make to use the term 'conversation' as 

distinct from dialogue, for example? What does it suggest to invoke "long 

conversation" in place o f 'tradition'? Do these terms offer a greater fluidity?

For Rich it appears to imply diversity and plurality. She has included many 

diverse voices in her list but the link is created by some form of engagement, of 

social or political awareness. If Rich had chosen the image o f Human Chain I 

suspect it might have had a very different primary reference and 'chains' would
7 7

be plural.

Any conversation across difference would be impossible without 

translation and Rich says her life would be "unthinkable without poetic 

translation". This desire to include other voices and engage in the arduous work 

o f translation is, as we discussed, also important for Heaney and is an aspect 

which has all kinds o f implications for understanding.

Finally in terms o f links, the question of'w hat use is poetry?' is one that 

has pre-occupied Heaney also, but Rich may answer it differently. One could 

argue that this collection o f essays is an attempt to address that very problem. 1 

propose to look at some o f the themes which emerge and circle back and forth 

from some o f Rich's own poetry, in particular the 2007 collection Telephone 

Ringing in the Labyrinth The purpose will be to see what these 'arts' might 

teach us about 'the possible'^^ in terms o f learning to speak with and understand 

one another, in particular across the religious and secular divide.

■ Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008, 144. Rich who often omits 
punctuation in her poetry, here punctuates the list o f  her conversation partners with full-stops 
rather than commas following each one. It is as if  she is saying 'pause here and consider each 
o f these'. They are separate voices as well as connected ones.

As Rich concludes her essay "Jewish Days and Nights" she tells us that "there's a disc 
playing-Solomon Burke singing 'None o f  us are free/while one o f  us is chained.'" This seems to 
make the point. Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on A n  in Society, 1997-2008, 33.

Adrienne Rich, Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth: Poems, 2004-2006, (New York: Norton, 
2007).

I am invoking: Adrienne Rich, Arts o f  the Possible: Essays and Conversations (New York ; 
London: Norton, 2002).
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A Human Eye

In this section I loolc at Rich's attention to how we see; the gaze is a 

moral one drawing us into relationship with what we see. In the foreword to A 

Human Eye Adrienne Rich talks about writing which has cleared the air for her 

"in badly smogged times". As the idea o f the arts as a "clearing space" is one of 

the imaginative constructs o f this thesis her image appeals.

The title comes from Karl Marx, "The eye has become a human eye 

only when its object has become a human social object." Rich then continues, 

"When art— as language, music, or in palpable, physically present silence— can 

induce that kind o f seeing, holding, and responding, it can restore us to our 

senses." Iain McGilchrist refers to the importance o f the eye in enacting our 

relationship with the world: "How we see the world alters not just others but 

who we are."^^ The poet recognises the 'betweenness' o f the seeing relationship 

and thus the power and possibility inherent in changing our gaze: "And what
7 0

apprehension, what responsibility then?"

There is an almost biblical resonance in the idea o f a kind o f seeing 

"that restores us to our senses". The 'sense' that is restored is that of'sight' in 

terms o f scales lifted from our eyes and "the eyes o f the blind are opened". I 

proposed earlier that while Heaney has his 'ear to the ground', Rich is laser

eyed, in-5/g/2?-ful. What she wants for poetry has all to do with vision. It is 

presented in terms o f what she sees, what she is looking for. In her 2011 

collection Tonight No PoeUy Will Sei-ve the title poem opens:

Saw you walking barefoot
taking a long look
at the new moon's eyelid.’’

Three lines and three references to sight: "saw", "long look" and "eyelid". In 

her first essay on the poet Thomas Aveda she tells us:

Wherever 1 look these days, I'm looking, as from the comer of my 
eye, for a certain kind of poetry whose balance of dread and beauty

Rich, A Hitman Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008., ix; x.
’’’’ McGilchrist, The M aster and His Emissaiy: The D ivided Brain and the Making o f  the 
Western World., 167. See also pages 28-29 on "The Nature o f Attention".

Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008., x.
Adrienne Rich, Tonight No P oetiy Will S en e: Poems, 2007-2010, (New York; London: 

Norton. 2011), 25.
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is equal to the chaotic negations that pursue us. Amid profiteering 
language, commoditizing of intimate emotions, and public misery, 1 
want poems that embody—make into flesh— another principle. A 
complex, dialogic, coherent poetry to dissolve both complacency 
and despair.*®

We notice how she too wants the poetry "to embody", to "make flesh" and in 

her own poetry we see bodies bearing wounds— whether it is the "cracked and 

suppurating skin" o f the fingers o f Marie Curie,*' or the body armour the poet 

narrator puts on to dive into the wreck "in which our names do not appear."

In a poem called "The Eye" the city is not described as 'vulnerable to attack' 

but is shown bodily to be so: "it's the war/not us, that moves, pauses and 

hurtles forward into the neck/and groin o f the city, the soft indefensible places 

but not here yet" She learns from Aveda that "not only do we look at 

extremity through art, we also look at art through extremity's pocked, stained 

lenses."*''

The eye looks and finds another eye looking back. One is reminded of 

those paintings where the artist has placed a figure who appears to keep the 

viewer in his gaze, when the viewer imagines that she is the one 'doing the 

looking' so to speak. This is a device which was often used to effect in 

religious paintings where the spectator was also being judged, for example.

Mirrors, reflections, broken shards o f glass all appear in Rich's essays 

and poems. In the collection Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth, even on a 

cursory glance, one finds more than two dozen references to eyes or seeing. I 

offer three examples. The first comes from the poem "In Plain Sight":

If the suffering hidden in plain sight 
is of her past her future 
or the thin-ice present where 
we're balancing here

or how she sees it
1 can't presume

*** Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008, 2.
"Power" in Adrienne Rich, The Dream o f  a Common Language : Poems 1974-1977, 3. 

^■"Diving into the Wreck" in Rich, The Fact o f  a Doorframe: Selected Poems, 1950-200, (New  
York; London: Norton, 2002), 101-103.
*'̂ "The Eye" in Rich, The School among the Ruins: Poems, 2000-2004, (New York; London: 
Norton, 2006), 32.

Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008, 3.
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In "Long after Stevens" the poet narrator reflects on the definition o f poetry 

through the 'eye';

 The mountain's profile
in undefiled snow disdains

definitions o f poetry It was always 
indefinite, task and destruction

the laser eye o f  the poet her blind eye 
her moment-stricken eye her unblinking eye

And as a third example, from many, I take the title poem o f the collection:

. . . . i f
you in your rearview mirror sighted me 
rinsing a green glass bowl 
by midsummer nightsun in, say, Reykjavik

if  at that moment my hand slipped
and that bowl cracked to pieces
and one piece stared at me like a gibbous m oon

if  its convex reflection caught you walking
the slurried highway shoulder after the car broke down
if  such refractions matter*^

From "laser eyes", "moment-stricken eyes", from "looking" and "gazing" and 

"staring," "sighting" and "being sighted", Rich is a poet of the eye. If Heaney 

thinks that everything can be 're-imagined'. Rich believes that everything can 

be 're-visioned'. How we see and what we see matters. Once more we are 

reminded of the 'moral choice' o f paying attention and o f who pays the price of 

our inattention where suffering may be 'in plain sight' and yet we may 'choose' 

not to see it.

The Israeli novelist Shulamith Hareven provided the description

"Levantine," to offer Rich a metaphor for the artist "without borders", the artist

o f "the third eye":

Authentic Levantism means the third eye and the sixth sense. It is 
the keen sensitivity to "how," the knowledge that "how" is always 
more important than "what;" therefore every true artist is a kind o f

Rich, Telephone R inging in the Labyrinth, 24; 39; 99.
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Levantine. It means a perpetual reading between the lines, both in 
human relations and in political pronouncements—

"Levantine" for both Hareven and Rich is a matter o f the "discerning

eye." That sensitivity to the 'how' rather than the 'what' implies attention to the

relationships between things.^^ This is what the 'third eye' sees. It is neither the

blurring o f double vision nor a blinkered tunnel vision but the eye o f wisdom.

It refuses to exchange simplicity for complexity.

Learning to see and so to understand, that passage from blindness, to

sight and ultimately to insight, seems to be the predominant preoccupation of

Rich's work. (In that trajectory I invoke the Emmaus journey in Luke 24). Her

essay about James Baldwin, "The Baldwin Stamp" (2004) concludes:

His country has put his face on a first-class postage stamp. Has 
named a black presidential candidate. But has yet to face its own 
confusions in his art's unsparing mirror.**

According to Rich this is the purpose o f art: to hold up a mirror in which we do

not willingly recognise ourselves. Sentimental forms of art confirm us in the

comfort o f knowing that we can weep with victims because we are never the

perpetrators, and in any case these things happened in another time, in a far off

place, not on our watch.*^ Complex forms o f art confront us with our fallibility.

For Rich art does not soothe. It disturbs and awakens to "suffering in plain

sight." Poetry as well as prose has the capacity for awakening our moral sense

as it opens our eyes.

A dramatic illustration o f poetry working in this way is given in the

essay "Poetry and the Forgotten Future. Rich relates the story o f David

Zonsheine, a former commander of the Israeli Defence Force, who came by

chance on a poem by Yitzhak Laor and described his reaction:

Reading these lines a moment after a violent month of reserve duty, 
which was full of a sense of the righteousness of the way, w'as no

Cited in Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 20, 21.
Iain M cGilchrist also talks about ‘how ness’ rather than 'whatness', and writes that attention is 

"a way in which...a relationship and not a brute fact." M cGilchrist, The M aster and His 
E m issa iy , 29.
** Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 56.

A point also made by Andrew Shanks talking about the work o f  Gillian Rose: Andrew  
Shanks, A gainst Innocence: G illian Rose's R eception and Gift o f  Faith (London: SCM Press, 
2008), 17.

Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 123-146.
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easy thing. I remember for one alarming moment 1 felt I was looking 
at something I was forbidden to see.^'

After this experience Zonsheine refused to serve again in the territories. This is 

a particularly potent example of writing which 'works' by doing what Heaney 

described in the Redress o f  Poetry, "This redressing effect of poetry comes 

from its being a glimpsed alternative, a revelation of potential that is denied or 

constantly threatened by circumstances." Heaney continues with reference to
92the "strain of bearing witness." The revelation to Zonsheine came through the 

lifting of scales from his eyes, "something I was forbidden to see." Not all 

'seeing' is so Damascus-like. Rich talks of the daily and material conditions of 

our lives and how they rarely form the matter of critical discourse about poetry:

How we glimpse a blur o f  smoke in the air, look at a pair o f  shoes in 
a shop window, at a woman asleep in her car or a group o f men on a 
street comer, how we hear the whir o f  a helicopter or rain on the 
roof or music on the radio upstairs, how we meet or avoid the eyes 
o f  a neighbour or a stranger. That pressure bends our angle o f  vision 
whether we recognize it or not.^^

Note all the verbs to do with sight; "glimpse", "look at", "meet or avoid eyes" 

in comparison with one "hear", culminating in bending "our angle of vision".

The metaphor of "bending our angle of vision" seems particularly 

apposite: for Rich the whole process of understanding is about learning to see 

and being cognizant of the lenses through which we do see. Feminist 

hermeneutics have consistently emphasised the limitations of the lens of 

patriarchy or indeed any other single vision lens as affording a skewed vision.

We see things not as they are, but as we are.

Vision Begins to Happen

Rich does not refer to any examples from her own work in this regard, 

in fact she rarely cites her poetry in her critical essays, but 1 want to return to 

the poem about 'vision' from "Transcendental Etude" written in 1977, cited

briefly in the introduction to this chapter:

Ibid., 139.
Heaney, The R edress o fP o e tiy :  Oxford Lectures, 4.
Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 141.
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Vision begins to happen in such a life
as if  a woman quietly walked away
from the argument and jargon in a room
and sitting down in the kitchen, began turning in her lap
bits o f  yam, calico and velvet scraps,
laying them out absently on the scrubbed boards
in the lamplight, with small rainbow-coloured shells
sent in cotton-wool from somewhere far away,
and skeins o f  milkweed from the nearest meadow—
original domestic silk, the finest findings—
and the darkblue petal o f  the petunia,
and the dry darkbrown lace o f  seaweed;

The Vermeer-like interior o f apparently domestic content and attention to detail 

opens out to suggest an integrated life "a mind/one with her body":

...experienced fingers quietly pushing 
dark against bright, silk against roughness, 
pulling the tenets o f  a life together 
with no mere will to mastery, 
only care for the many-lived, unending 
forms in which she finds herself, 
becoming now the sherd o f  broken glass 
slicing light in a corner, dangerous 
to flesh, now the plentiful, soft leaf
that wrapped round the throbbing finger, soothes the wound; 
and now the stone foundation, rockshelf further 
fonning underneath everything that grows.’'*

The poem here reveals what the prose tries to describe. It is intensely sensual, 

"velvet scraps", "scrubbed boards", "soft le a f ,  "throbbing finger". It is also 

visual: it is a verbal painting, and yet it has the keenness and sharpness o f that 

shard/sherd "of broken glass". Earlier in the poem Rich talked about "the truths 

we are salvaging from/the splitting-open of our lives." The deeply personal 

love poem is at the same time profoundly political. It seems to me the perfect 

illustration o f what Rich in this essay describes as the "metaphoric density" of 

poetry. The poem could not 'hold' the political without the primary integrity 

which is that of the artefact o f the poem. It is bodily and material in the most 

literal as well as metaphoric senses. This is an example o f poetry restoring us 

to our senses, as it takes the reader from the abstract 'vision' to the 'material' of 

that vision.

Final section o f "Transcendental Etude" in Rich, The Dream o f  a Common Language: 
Poems, 1974-1977,11.
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I suspect that many women encountering "Transcendental Etude" for 

the first time felt as David Zonsheine did "almost to a physical degree touched 

and moved." The possible superficial sentimental reading o f that phrase 

'touched and moved' is jolted both by the 'electric shock' effect of the "physical 

degree" and by the following sentence, "The imagination's roads open before 

us, giving the lie to that slammed and bolted door, that razor-wired fence, that 

brute dictum 'There is no alternative. R i c h  contrasts glib and shallow poetry 

with "the great muscle o f metaphor drawing strength from resemblance in 

difference." As we noted in Chapter One, Rich suggests that if there is a line to 

be drawn "it's not so much between secularism and belief as between those for 

whom language has a metaphoric density and those for whom it is merely 

formulaic—  to be used for repression, manipulation, empty certitudes to ensure 

obedience. This is the kind of language those who wish to speak about 

matters o f faith know and recognise, and find allies in the language o f the 

poets. Metaphoric density enables language to move along the bloodstream; the 

pulse quickens, the heart beats faster, the hairs on the neck stand up and so we 

are 'touched and moved'. Rich would add 'moved to action'. 1 would add 'taken 

to the depths o f our being'. In Gospel terms this is the 'gut' response of 

"compassion" which impels Jesus to take pity on the widow at Nain, for 

example (Luke7:l 1-15).

Rich makes an important point in this piece about 'political' poetry. She

suggests that we may tend to assume that "politicized emotions" belong to the

"outraged" and thus regard other forms o f poetry as 'neutral'. She argues

against this, claiming that all poetics speak a political language and in some

cases it may be that o f "self-enclosed complacency, passivity, opportunism,

false neutrality."^^ We may note that where Heaney is very clear that "the will

must not usurp the work o f the imagination,"^^ while acknowledging that the

redressing effect o f poetry offers an imaginative alternative to the given
08circumstances. Rich places that demand to the fore. For her, the moral and the

Rich, A Human Eve: Essays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 142.
Ibid., 141.
Heaney, The R edress o f  P o e tiy : O xford Lectures, 5.
Helen Vendler has dism issed Rich's writing on poetry on the grounds that it is 'political 

rather than critical' Henri Cole, " Helen Vendler; The Art o f  Criticism N o .3 " P aris R eview  
(141) 1996 < http;//w ww .theparisreview.org/interviews/1324/the-art-of-criticism -no-3-helen- 
vendler.> (accessed July 7, 2011).
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aesthetic dem ands o f  a work are intim ately intertwined. She is not interested in 

"the poetry o f  false problem s" but a "poetics searching for transform ative 

m eaning." It is centred on extending the capacity to see. Poetry rem inds us o f 

what:

we are forbidden to see. A forgotten future: a still-uncreated site 
whose moral architecture is founded not on ownership and 
dispossession... but on the continuous redefining o f freedom—that 
word now held under house arrest by the rhetoric of the "free" 
market.^’

Rich is forthright about poetry's capacity to offer glim pses o f  an alternative 

w ay o f  seeing, o f  imagining and, like one o f  the Hebrew prophets, she wants to 

open up the "forgotten fu tu re"- a wonderful phrase which captures the idea that 

a state o f  amnesia leaves us crippled, not only in relation to the past and what 

has shaped us, but also leaves us unable to imagine a future other than 'm ore o f 

the same'. W e are rem inded o f  W alter Brueggem ann's reference to the 

evocation o f  "alternative f u t u r e s " . H o w e v e r  Rich's insistence on the gravity 

o f  poetry's task seem s to leave little room for playfulness. Adrienne Rich may 

'fly kites' but there are no 'Kites flying' in her recent poetry—  in contrast to that 

o f  Heaney. She also appears to struggle with the conflict between the aesthetic 

and the ethical but her passion for justice m eans that she will always give the 

weight to the latter, while recognising that propaganda does not m ake poetry.

I want to conclude this section on 'seeing' with a poem which 'works' on 

all these levels:

This Is Not The Room

of polished tables lit with medalled 
torsos bent towards microphones 
where ears lean hands scribble 
"working the dark side"

— glazed eye meeting frozen eye—

This is not the room where tears down carven 
cheeks track rivulets in the scars 
left by the gouging tool 
where wood itself is weeping

where the ancient painted eye speaks to the living eye

Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008,143. 
See Chapter Two, page 82.
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This is the room
where truth scrubs around the pedestal of the toilet 
flings her rag into the bucket 
straightens up spits at the mirror'®’

We are taken immediately from the title into the poem arrested by "This is 

not..." we know we will continue until we find out what 'This is'.

Our eye is also drawn to the shape o f the poem: three four line stanzas with the 

first and second separated by a single line refrain-like and referring to the 'eye'.

The opening line is full o f '1' sounds: "po/ished", "tab/es", "/it", 

"meda//ed"; there is a sense o f opulence here, and nothing is rough in word or 

image. However the second line offers "torsos" and that truncated image seems 

to suggest a something less than fully human(e). The synecdoche is used 

almost subversively—  we are unsure that there is a 'whole'. Even the first line 

split from the title makes that point o f disconnection. The medalled/torsos 

convey the military gathering. Ears are leaning towards microphones and hands 

are scribbling, but the body parts are disconnected and the all important sense 

for Rich, 'the eye', is unseeing: "— glazed eye meeting frozen eye— ." A note 

tells us that "working the dark side" is a quotation from Vice President Dick 

Cheney in September 2001, "we also have to work through sort o f the dark 

side...use any means at our disposal, basically, to achieve our objective."

The chill is conveyed in the poem itself metaphorically through the "glazed eye 

meeting frozen eye".

The second stanza moves from the military 'green room' gathering of 

the 'top brass' the "medalled/ torsos" to a room, perhaps in a gallery, or a 

church, where a piece of art seems to weep. This piece o f art is not human but 

yet there are "tears" as in weeping, and with the double meaning of the word, 

also "tears" as in ruptures. Here in place o f the smooth talking liquid T sounds 

we have the grittier 'r' sounds o f "room", o f "tea^-s" o f "ca^-ven" o f "sca;-s" 

("scar" incidentally is an image often used by the poet). It seems that the work 

o f art has the capacity to convey sorrow and lament: suffering is etched onto 

this wood, gouged into it and thus "the wood itself is weeping" and so in this 

case, "the ancient painted eye speaks to the living eye".

"This is not the Room" in Rich, Telephone R inging in the Labyrinth : Poems, 2004-2006 .,
52 .

N otes in Ibid., 106.
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Yet even this is not enough because we are again told "This is not the 

room". In the final stanza we are at last at the place: "This is the room". The 

false optics o f the "polished tables" are replaced by "the pedestal o f a toilet" 

and images o f "scrubs", "rags" and "spitting". In the first room although the 

tables are 'lit' we are offered "the dark side" from the medalled headless torsos. 

And 'pedestals' in such a room would undoubtedly have statues o f heroes 

placed on them. Here we have the startling juxtaposition o f the word "truth" 

with "scrubs". There is a gospel-like reversal and truth is found in the least 

likely o f places where a woman doing the most menial o f tasks— cleaning the 

toilets— "flings her rag into the bucket/straightens up" and "spits at the mirror." 

O f course "mirror" is also significant for Rich. What do we see reflected there? 

What/who looks back at us? Can we see ourselves as we are?

I propose this as an example o f Rich's integration o f passion, politics 

and poetry. The aesthetic and the ethical or moral concerns are closely meshed. 

It is an artefact, a carefiilly constructed formal piece with a compelling 

intensity. It has its effect, we might note, not just through the powerful visual 

images, but verbally through its sounds. Those powerful last lines build up into 

the crescendo o f anger: "scrubs", "flings" and then these monosyllabic verbs 

are paused by the phrase "straightens up," and finally given vent with "spits". 

The poem has that metaphoric density o f which Rich speaks. It resists a simple 

summary, a translation into prose or protest. There is sufficient ambiguity to 

tease out various possibilities and allow the imaginative work o f the reader in 

response. A poem cannot insist on a univocal reading without rendering itself 

redundant as poetry. And as Adrienne Rich recognises, "Finally: there is 

always that in poetry which will not be grasped, which cannot be described, 

which survives our ardent attention, our critical theories, our classrooms, our 

late-night arguments."''*^

Writing the Wrongs: Shaping a Moral Imagination

The poetry of Adrienne Rich is explicitly concerned with 'righting', or 

'writing', the wrongs; personal experience serves political ends. In that sense 

the shaping o f a moral imagination appears as a primary rather than a 

secondary goal. Yet without the aesthetic form the ethical concerns would fail

Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, J 997-2008, 145.
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to resonate. So are these false divisions for the poet? Two recent articles on the 

work o f  Adrienne Rich offer some insights. The first, by Shira W olosky, 

discussing fem inist poetics proposes the concept o f  "relational aesthetics". The 

author considers the place o f  gender in aesthetics and suggests that it opens up 

a text as "an intersecting site o f  m ultiple dom ains and discourses." She 

continues:

In fact, one can claim that this is the specific power of art to
bring into contact and mutual interrogation the variety of domains of 
experience and discourse: history, politics, philosophy, psychology, 
religion, as each may situate or enter into a text. Literature in this 
sense may be called a discourse of discourses, a language space in 
which different realms, positions, and their articulation are able to 
come into encounter and conflict, dialogue, confrontadon, 
disputation, confinnation. It offers a space for the interrelation 
among a wide range of domains.

This idea o f  "relational aesthetics" seems to offer a useful w ay beyond any 

binary division o f  ethics and aesthetics. It opens a space where we are enabled 

to conduct a w ide-ranging discussion about the role o f the arts. It also offers a 

category in which we can understand the work o f  A drienne Rich. For her, 

poetry is precisely such a site o f encounter. For the purpose o f this dissertation 

a relational aesthetic facilitates the encounter with religious discourses.

In the work o f  Seamus Heaney it is very clear that his prim ary 

understanding o f 'd o in g  justice ' involves poetic justice. The work must have its 

own integrity before it dares to speak o f anything else. Rich's passion is driven 

by her sense o f  solidarity. Poetry is her medium o f  expression. I have noted 

how frequently the word 'scar' appears in her poetry she is, like Jacob, limping 

(literally as a result o f  her long battle with arthritis) wounded, but carrying the 

blessing o f  her work. In an interview she describes herself as 'scarred': "I have 

thought recently that my poetry exposes the scarring o f the hum an psyche 

under the conditions o f  a runaway, racist capitalism . But that's because my 

psyche is also scarred by these conditions.

The second piece by M iriam M arty Clark on "Hum an Rights and the 

W ork o f  Lyric in A drienne Rich" describes the "widespread scepticism about

Shira W olosky, 'Relational Aesthetics and Feminist Poetics' in N ew  L itera iy  H isto iy , 
V olum e 41, Number 3, (Summer 2010): 572.

Rich, A rts o f  the P ossib le: E ssays an d  C onversations, 145.
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poetry's ethical and political force". How ever Clark suggests that Adrienne

Rich is an exception to this, having:

Marshalled the resources of poetry to serve collective purposes, to 
address injustice and social suffering...In doing so, she has moved 
with exceptional fluidity along the axes that run between private and 
public worlds; between the intimate speech commonly associated 
with lyric and muscular public speech; between the lyric's single 
voice and the world's many diverse voices.

A ccording to Clark, the later volum es The School Am ong the Ruins  and

Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth  are m arked by an even m ore intense focus

on global suffering. Clark argues that w hat we see illustrated in this poetry are

examples o f  the kind o f  moral and spiritual anxieties referenced by Charles

Taylor in A Secular Age. She notes in particular Taylor's com m ent on the

demand our age makes in regard to solidarity and benevolence and the

com m itm ent to universal human rights. She does not how ever refer to the other

side o f this pole, which Taylor suggests, is "the rehabilitation o f  the body and

desire."'®^ This is som ewhat surprising as 1 would place R ich's work precisely

between both o f  those poles: on the one hand solidarity, and on the other

attention to the body and to desire. Rich has been shaped by her life

experiences and they have left her with a sense o f  belonging w ith the

"dispossessed". Clark cites "North Am erican Time" as an exam ple o f  the

enlarged accountability and although she does not cite this section, it seems

m ost apposite:

try telling yourself

you are not accountable 
to the life of your tribe 
the breath of your planet

For Rich therefore, choices between an artistic life and a politically  com m itted 

life are false. Once m ore the concept o f  a "relational aesthetics" seem s useful, 

or we could speak o f  'aesthetics o f  solidarity' and I would propose both Heaney 

and Rich for that category, again with the proviso o f implicit, in the case o f  the 

former, and explicit in the case o f  the latter. Both concepts take us away from a

Miriam Marty Clark, "Human Rights and the Work o f  Lyric in Adrienne Rich", The 
Cambridge Quarterly 38, no. 1 (2009): 46.

Taylor, A Secular Age, 676.
"North American Time" Section III, in Rich, The Fact o f  a Doorframe: Selected Poems, 

1950-2001,280-282.
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preoccupation with beauty alone and suggest an ethical component to 

aesthetics.

The Arts of Translation

Clark describes translation as one o f the simplest o f Rich's strategies for

global engagement. By this means Rich joins other voices and becomes part of

a community that stretches across cultures and borders. Sometimes the

translations are 'figurations' as in "Char 1996" where, as Clark puts it, "her

words wind in and out o f Char's own".'°^ Rich concludes that poem with a

promise to keep vigil and the words "I keep vigil for you" repeated in the

second and the last line, frame her homage:

and you decided and lived like that and you
held poetry at your lips a piece of wild thyme ripped
from a burning meadow a mimosa twig
from still unravaged country You kept your senses
about you like that and like this I keep vigil for you."°

Here the writing o f the poem is the point o f connection but, to use Heaney's 

expression, it is also the link in the chain o f solidarity. We are struck firstly 

though by the power o f the imagery: poetry as "a piece o f wild thyme/ripped 

from a burning meadow". We can smell both the thyme and the burning. She 

holds both in the same 'breath'. The 'mimosa twig' is yellow and we see its 

brightness and the delicacy o f its flower. In some countries it is also a symbol 

o f affection. Such small things: a sprig o f thyme, a twig o f mimosa can bear 

h o p e ." ' This is what poetry does, according to Rich: it bears hope; it keeps 

vigil.

However in A Human Eye, Rich shows her awareness o f the 

ambivalence o f the art and exercise o f translation:

Translation can both betray and make possible that exchange of 
energy. I've relied —both today and in my lifelong sense of what 
poetry can be — on translation: the carrying over, the trade routes of 
language and literature. And the questions of who is translated, who 
are the translators, how and by whom the work is done and

Clark, "Human Rights and the Work o f  Lyric in Adrienne Rich", 53.
"Char" in Rich, The F act o f  a D oorfram e: S elected  Poem s, 1 950-2001, 280-282.
One is reminded o f  the jasm ine which continued to blossom  in the mind o f  Etty Hillesum  as 

a sign o f  hope, even after it had been ruined by the storms: Etty Hillesum, An Interrupted Life: 
The D iaries o f  E tty  Hillesum, 1941-1943  (London: Persephone, 1999), 219.
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distributed are also in a world of imbalanced power and language, 
political questions."^

The significance and ambiguities surrounding the act o f  translation have 

featured in the work o f Heaney and o f Rich. Translation internally and 

externally has been seen as the work o f the poet as a form o f  Terrying-across', 

and metaphor is its barge. W here Ricoeur emphasises the possibility o f 

betrayal, Rich concentrates on the 'choices' we m ake in what we consider 

worthy o f  translation.'

Translation is part o f the art o f  the poet. It is what she does in her 

writing. It is not always and only about an external language but also about 

what Ricoeur names as the other half o f  the problem  o f translation: "translation 

within the same linguistic c o m m u n i t y . A n d  for the poet this is intensified; 

the poet is the hermeneut for her community. Rich expresses this when she 

says, "And 1 thought I could translate something o f  what m y country and my 

friends and I were going through into language—  the poems o f  Midnight 

Salvage and Dark Fields o f  the Republic." She then explains how this is done 

and why poetry can resonate beyond its original source: "Maybe because poetic 

truths depend not on a structure o f ideas but on a medium, not on fixed 

relationships but on metaphor: lightening flashes o f  connection.""^ So despite 

the fact that we use the term 'translation' here, this is not intended as a literal 

'word for word' exchange, but a 'ferrying across' from a place o f  stasis to one o f 

flux. The poem releases the idea.

There is another apparently paradoxical aspect o f  'translation' and that 

is the voice that breaks the silence, that translates the apparently unspeakable, 

that gives voice where no voice had been perm itted before. This too is an art o f  

translation. Rich uses the image o f  poetry making its way through "invisible 

holes in reality" and in these gaps the voices o f  the disem powered are given 

utterance."^ In the evocative poem "Cartographies o f  Silence" she explores the 

difficulties o f communication, "and each/ speaker o f  the so-called common 

language/feels the ice-floe split, the drift apart." Yet this is how she concludes:

"■ Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 144-145. 
"■’ Ricoeur, On Translation, 23.
"''ibid., 24.

Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 107.
' Rich, A rts o f  the Possible: E ssays and Conversations, 150.
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No. Let me have this dust,
these pale clouds dourly lingering, these words

moving with ferocious accuracy 
like the blind child's fingers

or the newborn infant's mouth 
violent with hunger

No one can give me, I have long ago 
taken this method

whether o f  bran pouring from the loose-woven sack 
or o f  the bunsen-flame turned low and blue

If from time to time I envy 
the pure annunciations to the eye

the visio beatifica
if  from time to time I long to turn

like the Eleusinian hierophant 
holding up a single ear o f  grain

for return to the concrete and everlasting world 
what in fact I keep choosing

are these words, these whispers, conversations
from which time after time the truth breaks moist and green."’

There is the additional paradox here in that the poet o f the 'eye' knows that 

words are her only 'tool, and it is through words we will 'see'. And to make the 

point she uses the image o f the "ferocious accuracy" o f the fingers o f the child 

who is blind, and the cry o f the newborn infant—  literally one without speech.

Poetry and Pain

No poet can avoid these questions— which also arose for Heaney, and 

for Yeats—  about 'the use' o f poetry in times o f suffering. There is a danger, 

addressed by Rich, o f what she calls an aesthetic which glides across brutality 

and cruelty treating them "merely as dramatic occasions for the artist rather 

than structures o f power to be revealed and dismantled." She speaks instead of

"Cartographies o f  Silence" in Rich, The Fact o f  a Dooiframe: Selected Poems, 1950-2001 
138-143.
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art "reaching into us for what's still passionate, still unintimidated, still
I 1 o

unquenched." Miriam Clark cites Rich's comment:

In the America where I'm writing now, suffering is diagnosed 
relentlessly as personal, individual, maybe familial, and at most to 
be 'shared' with a group specific to the suffering in the hope of 
'recovery'. We lack a vocabulary for thinking about pain as 
communal and public."^

According to Clark the later poems press towards that vocabulary.

In fact I would argue that all o f Rich's work has pressed towards that

articulation which knows that what is inscribed on the body is not just personal,

but political also. She has intensely, imaginatively and erotically described:
120"the truths we are salvaging from/the splitting open o f our lives."

These 'truths' that emerge from poetry are trustworthy when we sense a 

correspondence between the experience and its articulation. Ruth Padel refers 

to Rilke's understanding o f poetry as "a shelter nailed up out o f darkest 

longing, / with an entryway that shudders in the wind".'^' There is fragility and 

yet (precarious) trust. What poetry seems to offer is this constant struggle with 

and against the possibility o f language releasing meaning(s). The increasing 

fragmentation in Rich's later work mirrors the fragmentation o f our codes of 

meaning, o f our narratives and yet the very fact o f the poems offers solace: the

poem is there. The final collection o f poetry from Adrienne Rich has the
122paradoxical title: Tonight No Poetiy Will Set-ve.

Rich refers to the "piously over-quoted" remark o f  Shelley in 1821 that, 

"poets are the unacknowledged legislators o f the world." It is taken, she argues, 

to suggest that merely by writing poetry, poets exert a moral power "in a vague 

unthreatening way". She goes on to show exactly how engaged Shelley was 

and concludes that he did not say "Poets are the unacknowledged interior
I  9  ^decorators o f the world." Yet there are always those others:

Rich, A Human E ye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 137.Sec also Nicholas 
W olterstorff on the fact that art itself can be "an instrument o f  oppression and exploitation." 
See "Beyond Beauty and the A esthetic in the Engagement o f  R eligion and Art", 130.

Cited in Clark, "Human Rights and the Work o f  Lyric in Adrienne Rich", 64. 
"Transcendental Etude" in Rich, The D ream  o f  a Common Language: Poem s, 1974-1977.

74.
Ruth Padel, The P oem  and the Journey: A nd Sixty Poem s to R ead  A long  the Way (London: 

Chatto & Windus, 2007), 51.
Rich, Tonight No P o e tiy  Will S e n ’e: Poems, 2007-2010.
Rich, A Human E ye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1 9 9 7 -2 0 0 8 .,\2 S -\2 1 .
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who daily with fierce imagination and tenacity, confront cruelties, 
exclusions, and indignities, signalling through those barriers— 
which are often literal cages—in poetry, music, street theatre, 
murals, videos, Web sites— and through many forms of direct

• • 1 2 4activism.

In a poem written over thirty years ago Adrienne Rich uses the phrase 

"a wild patience has taken me this far" with its delightful and teasing 

contradiction o f "wild" and "patience". Later in the poem there is a stanza 

about other apparent contradictions:

Anger and tenderness: my selves.
And now I can believe they breathe in me 
as angels, not polarities.
Anger and tenderness: the spider's genius 
to spin and weave in the same action 
from her own body, anywhere— 
even from a broken web.'^^

This conjunction o f "anger" and "tenderness" breathing now as "angels" and 

not "polarities" offers the possibility o f integrity even from "a broken web". 

The "broken web" is suggestive of fragmentation in every' way and of the 

poem's capacity not to deny this but yet to continue spinning and weaving, 

'mending the world'. The Jewish idea o f tikkiin olam (cosmic repair) expresses 

this sense o f gathering the fragments.

Part IV: Patterns Emerging

Having looked at some o f the work o f the two poets Seamus Heaney 

and Adrienne Rich I now want to pull some o f these threads together—  

"weaving" and "spinning" with Rich, "crosshatching" with Heaney—  and see 

what patterns and possibilities emerge.

Ibid., 133.
'■^"Integrity" in Rich, The F act o f  a D oorfram e: S elected  Poems, 1950-2001, 171,172.

Mary C. Grey, B eyond the D ark Night: A Way F orw ard  fo r  the Church?  (London; Cassell, 
1997), 42.
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The first question addressed is that of poetry and solidarity and the 

discussion continues about poetry and moral value with the help o f Terry 

Eagleton. I then look at poetry as play, as meaning in practice, as pattern, and 

imaginative practice, o f compassion. 1 consider how these ways o f reading with 

attention facilitate understanding and open a space for imaginative reappraisal, 

for 'glimpsed alternatives'. Finally I will make some preliminary remarks 

towards the insertion o f this kind o f reading into a framework which might 

facilitate "imaginative and interpretive" ways o f engaging in conversations 

about secular and religious values.

Poetry and Moral Value

We have established that Rich is a writer with a double vision: poetics 

and justice. Heaney is also concerned with the 'redressing' effect o f poetry. A 

question which arose in relation to both poets is where solidarity finds its roots. 

Where does the sense o f 'moral obligation' come from? It seems that the 

passion we observe in the work o f Adrienne Rich is driven by justice, by a 

radical sense o f obligation which has Jewish roots. Charles Taylor is aware o f 

the complexities o f solidarity, its "Janus face", but he offers an alternative 

explanation for the bonds that connect us "a sense that we are somehow given
1 7 7to each other." I propose that this is primarily a religious impulse with the 

emphasis on 'we are given' rather than 'we give,' thus the 'compulsion' appears 

to arise from a sense o f gift or grace which precedes our intention or our will to 

act. An imaginative working out o f these different ways o f perceiving 

solidarity and thus grounding human rights, for example, would see in one poet 

the tendency to highlight the graced nature o f existence (Heaney), and in the 

other the tendency to emphasise what it is that we owe one another (Rich). We 

can see in both o f these emphases something o f what 'the sacred' might mean—  

that which is held with passionate concern (Rich), that which is given 

(Heaney).

Rich is not a practitioner, in the ritual sense, of the Jewish faith, 

however its profound sense o f ethics and justice has marked her. She carries 

this in her veins. Heaney acknowledges that his poetry is shaped by a Catholic 

and sacramental imaginary, that of Rich is shaped, at least in part, by the

'■’ Taylor, A Secular A ge. 697-703. This w ill be discussed further in the Conclusion.
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passionate ferocity o f the law and the prophets. Yet the poem, if it is not to be 

propaganda, can only use its own resources to evoke sympathy and solidarity. 

Its work is through the imagination.

So I want to return now to Terry Eagleton's definition o f a poem, "A 

poem is a fictional, verbally inventive moral statement in which it is the author; 

rather than the printer or word processor, who decides where the line should
I

end." Eagleton offers this 'un-poetic' description and then unpacks it. Let us 

consider first what he means by 'moral'. Morality is not just about 'good' and 

'evil' according to Eagleton, but more essentially it is simply about how best to 

live, and indeed how to live well, even enjoyably, "Poems are moral 

statements, then, not because they launch stringent judgem.ents according to
129some code, but because they deal in human values, meanmgs and purposes." 

This sounds remarkably like the work o f moral philosophy but the difference is 

the way the words are placed, or played. The line-breaks too contribute to the 

meaning. If we take the example o f "This is Not the Room" by Rich, each 

break makes us pause for thought and the refrain-like lines with the references 

to 'eyes,' literally 'catch the eye'. In Heaney's poem "Miracle" the lines paused 

for breath with those carrying in the stretcher, creating a 'lyric' solidarity.

Apart from the concern with values there is another even more critical 

reason which makes the poem a 'moral' piece. According to Eagleton, the 

writing o f a poem implies a "communality o f response. The poem may 

indeed arise from a very private or personal experience but unless it can 'come 

out' into the public realm it is not poetry. It has a context, but it also escapes 

that context in order to speak, thus we can agree with Eagleton that ambiguity 

is built into poetry. We may speak not only o f the responsibility of the writer to 

communicate as truthfully as she is able, but also o f the response and 

responsibility o f the reader to understand and interpret from a range o f 

plausible meanings. As Eagleton argues, these are not limitless, despite 

Humpty Dumpty's plea for 'glory' to mean 'a nice knock-down argument'.

Helen Vendler argues even more strongly for the role of the reader, proposing 

the poem as a score:

'■* Eagleton, How to Read a Poem. 25. 
Ibid., 29.
Ibid., 32.
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1 don't believe that poems are written to be heard, or as Mil! said, to 
be overheard; nor are poems addressed to their reader. 1 believe that 
poems are a score for performance by the reader, and that you 
become the speaking voice. You don't read or overhear the voice in 
the poem, you are the voice in the poem. You stand behind the 
words and speak them as your own—so that it is a very different 
form of reading from what you might do in a novel where a 
character is telling the story, where the speaking voice is usurped by 
a fictional person to whom you listen as the novel unfolds.

The reader does not merely respond but has the responsibility o f a 

partner in dialogue, a participant in a conversation. This also occurs at the most 

intense level in the reception o f a poem. In reading a piece o f fiction we inhabit 

the world created by the writer and assent to this for the duration o f the novel.

A poem is generally a short piece and can be taken in, if not in one breath, then 

usually at one sitting, one glancing, or one hearing. O f course it will take much 

longer to digest the poem fully, but the first appraisal may not require more 

than this. If it resonates with us we ingest it until it no longer speaks to us but

with us, even in us. We have that sense o f recognition not o f the words

taken out o f our mouths —  but o f being given voice. The poem does not simply 

translate out of the silence of other voices, but translates our silences and our 

stuttered and unarticulated experiences into speech. The act o f response can be 

a powerful act o f recognition. The meaning is not univocal. Diverse voices and 

different cadences emerge. Thus we can indeed speak o f a 'performance' o f a 

score. In music the notes on the page are the work o f the composer but they 

remain mere markings unless, and until, realized in performance and, crucially, 

each performance will be different. There will inevitably be arguments about 

more or less authentic performances; and we may argue too about more or less 

plausible interpretations o f a poem, but the diversity remains. In relation to the 

words o f a poem we speak o f ambiguity, not as a defect, but as potential. So 

the moral reach o f a poem is not enclosed within it, in some esoteric manner, 

but is found in the interstices, in the folds between what the writer intends and 

what the reader receives. It is set loose into a field o f conversation.

Vendler, "The Art o f  Criticism"; Frances Young argues in a similar way for the reading o f  
scripture in her work, The Art o f  Performance: Towards a Theology’ o f  Holy Scripture 
(London: Darton. Longman and Todd; 1990).
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Poetry and Play

Yet there is a pull between this 'setting loose' and the constrained form 

o f the poem. Both Heaney and Rich are concerned with the 'truth' o f poetry. 

Heaney cites Derek Mahon, "a good poem holds as much o f the truth as
1 ' X ' )possible in one gaze" Rich wants poetry "whose balance o f dread and beauty 

is equal to the chaotic negations that pursue us."'^^ Yet beyond or behind all 

this is the sheer inventiveness o f language what Eagleton calls "a superior form 

o f babbling". Poetry is play. It is, he insists "the opposite o f instrumental 

activity" and continues:

To play with infants, however, is to do nothing other than to 
recognize them for what they are, with no ulterior goal in mind. It is 
in play that we come into our own as human subjects. And poetry is 
among other things a memory-trace o f  this primordial sense o f  being 
accepted for what we are.’'̂ '̂

This connects to something deep (if neglected) in the Jewish/Christian 

religious imagination. In the Book o f Proverbs Wisdom is pictured as a little 

child (or master-worker, as in 'artisan') at play: "ever at play in his presence/at 

play everywhere on the earth" (Pr. 9.30). The capacity to play suggests a 

profound sense o f trust. Play relinquishes the need to be in control. In the title 

o f the dissertation I link 'play' and 'grace' suggesting the gratuitousness o f both. 

That primordial sense o f "being accepted" echoes the discussion about the 

'sacred' in Chapter One— the meaning o f the human beyond commodification 

or functionality. We spoke o f the glorious uselessness o f play, and indeed of 

prayer. If'play ' is at the heart of what poetry is, then it seems redundant to ask 

whether 'poetry is o f use'. Yet we ask it. Heaney has spoken o f "the cure of 

poetry" and discussing Brodsky's view that poetry should be distributed like 

handouts at supermarket checkouts comments "A populace that is 

chloroformed day and night by TV stations like Fox News could do with 

inoculation by poetry...it does constitute a boost to the capacity for 

discrimination and resistance."'^‘̂ Yet Heaney has made it very clear that the 

'cure' cannot be coerced. If poetry belongs along the same trajectory of

Heaney and O'DriscoII, Stepping Stones: In ten iew s with Seamus Heaney.,3iS3.
Rich, A Human Eye: E ssays on A rt in Society, 1997-2008, 2.
Eagleton, H ow  to R ead  a Poem , 58.
Heaney and O'DriscoII, Stepping Stones: In ten iew s with Seamus H eaney, 381.
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meaning as 'grace' and 'play,' then it cannot be instrumental, which is why 

Heaney is always nervous about ideologies co-opting the poet. No matter how 

worthy the cause, the poet serves best by maintaining the more distant or 

disinterested gaze. There is something else to put in the scales and the poet 

seeking truth refuses any simple explanation for complex realities.

Shaping a Compassionate Imagination

It is perhaps paradoxical that we demand 'truth' and 'integrity' from this 

most complex o f forms, and, that from this dense form o f language, we expect 

'meaning'. Terry Eagleton proffers a reason why this might be so and it is worth 

reiterating: "So it is as though poetry grants us the actual experience o f seeing 

meaning take shape as a practice...or seeing form take shape as content".'^’

For example, in the poems and essays of Heaney and o f Rich, in utterly 

different ways, we see the working out o f a compassionate imagination. We see 

how it takes shape on the page we 'experience meaning in practice.' This is 

perhaps one o f the primary reasons why we should engage with it and leam 

from it in terms of understanding. It is through observ'ation o f patterns and 

practice that we begin to understand, not just the natural world, but also 

religion and poetry. The activity o f translation (which we discussed in relation 

to both poets) is another close form o f observing meaning 'taking shape'. These 

subtle forms o f negotiation offer courteous moves in the dance and art of 

conversation. We begin not simply with 'what' is said, but also with the 

'manner in which' it is said. It is this deeply felt attention to the embodied 

nature o f language that we observe in poetry that makes the study o f its arts not 

an optional extra for the work of dialogue between sacred and secular forms of 

meaning, but an essential practice.

Heaney's poems, particularly in Human Chain, are shaped by gratitude, 

by 'the play o f grace', in its many secular manifestations. The tragic is not 

denied, but we are left with the image o f the "gazing face and heart o f the kite- 

flier" and joy  trumps sorrow. Rich has always had a sense o f the tragic nature 

o f our anthropology. She knows that even if suffering is 'in plain sight' we will

Heaney discusses this idea o f  the poet casting weight on the other side, in Heaney, The 
Redress o fP oetiy: Oxford Lectures, 2-4.

Eagleton, How to Read a Poem, 68.
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not see it, and so for her the task o f the poet is one o f constant vigilance, a 

keeping watch with the one who suffers. She is the one who attends to the tears 

and ruptures in the fabric of human constructions; she is the poet o f 'the tears of 

things'. A human eye holds the other in its gaze.

In the normal course o f daily speech we look through words to what 

they signify. (In an unfamiliar language we look for the finger pointing from 

the word to the object to make the connection between sign and signified.) 

Poetry slows us down to see how words shape our understanding. Eagleton 

again:

Poetry is an image of the truth that language is not what shuts us off 
from reality, but what yields us the deepest access to it.. .It is the 
very essence of words to point beyond themselves; so that to grasp 
them as precious in themselves is also to move more deeply into the 
world they refer to.'"’*

What Eagleton describes as "the deepest access" to reality recalls again 

Adrienne Rich's comment that the distinction between secularism and belief is 

more to do with a line "between those for whom language has a metaphoric 

density and those for whom it is merely f o r m u l a i c . A l l o w i n g  this kind of 

language habitation alters us, shapes us towards ways o f perceiving the world 

that make space for the sacred. And back to the other point in Eagleton's 

remark, it enables us to "move more deeply" into that to which the words refer.

Part o f the 'grammar' we learn in attending to this form o f language is 

attention to the gaps. This is also a theological g r a m m a r . I  have described 

some of Heaney's poems as analogous to exercises in apophatic theology- 

poems starting with 'Not' as in "Not the ones" and we have something similar 

in Rich "This is Not the Room". In Chapter One I cited a poem by Billy Collins 

which was built up on a series o f "Not th e ..." It is as if the poet has a resistance 

to the assertive statement, to certainty, and insists on taking us through the 

detour of'w hat is not'. We can never know things fully in terms o f what they 

are, but only in degrees o f what they are not. Then we can begin to approach 

what they might be, but by the time this is proffered we have taken the route of

Eagleton, How to Read a Poem, 69.
Rich, A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008, 142.
Attention to gaps is handled with great subtlety in: Katherine P Meyer: "On Not Hiding 

Scripture: A Hermeneutics oflntrusion and the Visible Unity o f  the Churches". (PhD; Trinity 
College, Dublin; 2011).
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via negativa. This is another aspect which can contribute to understanding and 

inhibit pre-emptive declarations. Poetry holds us back "till the time is right."'"*'

Glim psed Alternatives

Within the context o f this dissertation we might ask whether such 

values as described above are sufficient. Is this what we mean by opening a 

space in which ambiguity is hosted and diversity entertained? How do such 

readings facilitate a space for the generous hosting o f  conversations about the 

textures o f faith? The questions about the 'use' of poetry return again. We can 

revisit Seamus Heaney's arguments in his Redress o f  Poetry. He speaks o f the 

need for poetry to be inclusive, not to simplify: "Its projections and inventions 

should be a match for the complex reality which surrounds it and out o f which 

it is generated." In this manner it can be "a glimpsed alternative." What Heaney 

wants to affirm is the capacity to be in two minds, to reconcile the practical and 

the poetic and further: "To affirm also that each form o f knowledge redresses 

the other and that the frontier between them is there for the crossing." Poetry 

offers a space in which some fluidity and flexibility around ideas which have 

become fixed is glimpsed. Once more we could describe this as a learned 

practice o f thought.

What I have stressed throughout is the importance o f attention to the 

'manner in which' things are said: poetry cannot be reduced to the subject 

matter, to the content. The style, the pattern, the practice resist separation from 

any 'substantive claims.' It is not possible to extract a moral principle, or reduce 

a poem to a summary code, and that is why this chapter engaged in close 

readings o f particular poems, to show how we can come to understand only by 

tact, and the tactful means o f moving our finger along the lines, mouthing the 

words, keeping our ear attuned and our eye alert.

My emphasis in the dissertation is on a practice o f close readings o f 

'secular texts' which (paradoxically) prepare the ground for conversations about 

matters 'sacred'. I want to give such poetic texts a full weighting as it were, 

asking what we can learn from them. Theologians are not privy to any esoteric

From "The Spirit o f  Place" Section IV in Rich, The Fact o f  a Dooiframe: Selected Poems, 
1950-2001, U S.

Heaney, The Redress o f  Poetry: Oxford Lectures, 8; 4; 203.
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or privileged data as they seek to describe the world. What they bring is their 

particular hermeneutic which interprets what is given in the light o f the 

narratives o f their sacred texts, rituals and beliefs. Setting poetic texts into 

conversation with Christian theology is a two-fold process. In Mayra Rivera's 

words it "dis-encloses" theology.''*^ It opens theology to the questions coming 

from the 'secular' imagination and at the same time allows these texts to be 

received as revelatory. This process o f engagement brings to light a space for a 

dialogue between sacred and secular in terms o f the capacity o f the imagination 

continually to make things new. Theologians and poets can find a meeting 

place in that 'sacred space' o f "metaphoric density". Matters o f ultimate concern 

are sensed (embodied) and given shape. Feminist theologians have long drawn 

on the poetry o f Adrienne Rich to articulate the place o f women's 

experience,'"*"* but Rich's poetry, like all good poetry, resists being corralled to 

serve any agenda.

I have sought to explore these texts not as illustrations to theological 

themes, but as part o f the pulse o f theology; not as illuminated sacred 

scriptures, but as 'luminous scripts.' This form of reading with and within these 

texts proposes a practice o f attentiveness, alertness to performance and the way 

meaning unfolds and discloses itself in process, in flux. In Heaney's work his 

own declared affiliation to a kind o f "Catholic mysticism" which remains 

"susceptible to the numinous" permits grace-lines—  and that other 'saving 

grace'—  o f humour, to be drawn through his writing.'"*^ Yet in Human Chain it 

is precisely the emphasis on the vulnerable relational human which convinces. 

This is the 'faith' Heaney has kept together with an honouring of the saints and 

scholars o f the tradition which has shaped him. Yet, as I have emphasised, I do 

not want to draw out 'grand themes' because it is in the close attention to the 

ordinary the bodily, the material that we learn alongside and not through the 

text.

The attention to the body and to matter will be a subject returned to 

later in the thesis through the work o f other writers. It is a central part o f a

Mayra Rivera, "Glory: the first Passion o f  Theology?" in Keller and Schneider, P olydoxy: 
Theology o f  M ultip licity  and Relation, 181.

See for example: A lison Jasper, "The Past Is N ot a Husk yet Change G oes on': Reimagining  
(Fem inist) Theology," F em inist Theology 15, no. 2 (2007).

Heaney and O'Driscoll, Stepping Stones: In ten ’iews with Seamus H eaney, 318-319.



religion of the Incarnation. As Charles Taylor reminds us, such a religion 

cannot sideline the body, "The 'pity' ascribed to Jesus in the Gospel is a gut 

feeling; the eschatological perspective is for bodily resurrection."''*^ If Heaney 

catches the heart 'off-guard' it is precisely through this kind o f 'gut-felt' 

attention. Rich, on the other hand, keeps us on-guard. Her passion for what is 

just and right, as she sees it, offers a distinct and other way o f imagining the 

world. Yet hers is also bodily, grounded and material and always facing 

outwards and forwards, "She had wanted to find meaning in the past but the 

future drove/ a vagrant tank a rogue bulldozer/rearranging the past in a blip."''*’

In Chapter One I spoke o f the role of the artist in shaping a 

'compassionate imagination'. These two distinct poets offer diverse ways of 

such shaping: Heaney has an incamational imagination. Our sympathy is 

engaged by the contours o f the work and the shape it makes on the eye, the 

sound in the ear, the taste on the tongue as the reader performs the script and 

voices it as if it were her own. It is grounded, immanent and restores us to our 

senses in the manner I proposed good poetry might do. The pulse of this 

poetry, even as it faces mortality, is imbued with a joy, or w'hat I have called 

'the play o f grace'. It is also marked by loss as a recurring refrain and so does 

not neglect the tears and ruptures in the fabric o f living, yet it keeps 'faith' and 

shows what such fidelity looks like.

Adrienne Rich engages us both analytically and passionately. And 

although she may plead with us "Don't take me/too seriously please", we do.''** 

Art, as she continually insists, does not happen away from the pain o f the 

world, but within it. She sees herself as a chronicler o f the age in all its ruinous 

beauty and terror. If Heaney is rooted in the rural, Rich is a citizen o f the city 

and concerned with the social realities of public exchange in the market-place. 

This too is a way o f awakening the imagination and intersecting the arts o f 

poetry with the possible art o f the political. For Rich the desires o f a personal 

life are inextricably linked with matters political. The poem "Tonight No 

Poetry Will Serve" begins, apparently, as a 'love poem': "Saw you walking

Taylor, A Secular A ge, 640.
"Tendril" in Rich, The School am ong the Ruins: Poems, 2000-2004 , 110.

take me" in Rich, The School am ong the Ruins : Poems, 2000-2004, 98.
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barefoot" but swerves to "Syntax o f rendition" in its second part.''*’ In broad 

strokes one might suggest that if Heaney is poet o f sacrament, Rich is poet of 

word, but even as I write this, I want to contest it. It might be better expressed 

as the distinction between a parabolic imagination and a prophetic one. I can 

link Rich's calls for compassionate solidarity to the Hebrew God o f pathos.'^® 

Scars on the flesh, scars on a ravaged earth call her attention and ours to 'the 

tears o f things.' And it is the 'tears' as in the rips and ravages in the fabric o f our 

political and ethical life, rather than the weeping and wringing o f the hands of 

bystanders, which engage her.

In the previous chapter we raised the question o f the binding and 

loosing o f texts. If sometimes Rich's later poetry appears too tightly bound to a 

political cause, yet the form o f the poem and the breathing spaces of the gaps, 

insist that the reader, and not the poet, will be the final arbiter o f meaning, as 

she voices it in her mouth. And if the links in Heaney's poetry are essentially 

those that bind the human person to history and tradition, and the graces in his 

poetry play out in this world, nonetheless they keep the skylight open for "the 

marvellous".

In this chapter we have looked at ways in which the listening ear o f 

Heaney and the piercing gaze o f Rich pay 'attention' to the world and help to 

shape a compassionate and moral imagination. We observed the capacity of 

metaphorical language to offer a subtle (textually dexterous) take on reality. 

These imaginatively constructed worlds offer ways o f 'seeing' and 'hearing' 

which stretch readers beyond the 'givens' o f the prevailing 'fictions' o f how 

things are and how they always have been, moving us from the 'taken for 

granted,' to a sense o f gratitude in the case o f Heaney, and rage at the 

incongruous and the unjust in the case o f Rich. To the religious imagination 

such impulses are understood as 'sacred'. All o f these things have been attended 

to as patterns taking shape in the poems and not as extracted gems o f wisdom, 

apart from the 'manner in which' they are formed. Thus they afford fresh ways 

o f thinking, o f  sensing, not readily available through the usual channels o f

Rich, Tonight No Poetjy Will Sei-ve: Poems, 2007-2010, 25.
See: Johnson, Quest fo r  the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the n e o lo g y  o f  God, 58.
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philosophy or theology.'^' This way o f reading alongside, and with, offers 

some hints in terms of how we might learn to speak a language which makes 

room for the human search for meaning, not apart from, but through the matter 

and dust o f the world. In the next chapter I turn to two writers o f fiction whose 

imaginative hinterland is explicitly religious and thus we can expand the 

discussion in terms of the patterns that religious faith makes in these imagined 

lives.

James Boyd White speaking o f  George Herbert's poem "Vertue" refers to the achievement 
o f the poem as "indelibly united with its form" as a kind o f thought not available to the 
disciplines o f  theology or philosophy. See White, "This Book o f  Starves Learning to Read 
George Herbert, 9.
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CHAPTER FOUR: Faith in Fiction: Reading Marilynne 
Robinson and Alice McDermott

Ordinary things have always seemed numinous to me.
— Marilynne Robinson, Paris Review

But in art, the form is always more than a form. Every novel, like it 
or not, offers some answer to the question: What is human existence, 
and wherein does its poetry lie?

— Milan Kundera, The Art o f the Novel

In the previous chapter on Patterns in Poetry I proposed that the two 

poets had been shaped by the imaginative hinterlands o f the sacred traditions 

which had formed them: a Catholic sacramental imagination in the case o f 

Heaney, and a prophetic ethical imagination from the Jewish tradition in the 

case o f Adrienne Rich. Yet the thrust o f both poets was towards the human and 

the secular. In this chapter I want to continue to voyage among the arts but with 

reference to works which connect explicitly with religious matters. ’ What I 

described as 'the imaginative hinterland' in the case o f poets Heaney and Rich 

is foregrounded in the case o f Marilynne Robinson and Alice McDermott, my 

chosen writers here. The intention in this chapter is to extend this discussion 

about textures o f faith by engaging with the patterns or practices o f religious 

faith in fiction. It also considers why we have 'faith' in reading fiction. The 

intended ambivalence o f the title to this chapter suggests this dual meaning.

The idea is to give some sense of what Rowan Williams refers to when he 

speaks o f what a religious faith implies, what its resources are and how it 

affects the terms in which people and things are seen and "what the metaphors 

are that propose further dimensions to the world they inhabit in common with 

nonbelievers."

In the case o f the two novelists under discussion, their respective 

religious belongings inform their imaginative worlds. They are both women 

writers who occupy different comers o f the Christian tradition: Marilynne

' Joseph O'Leary talks about a voyage among the religions as similar to a voyage am ong the 
arts: "We respond to the styles o f  vision and engagement". O'Leary, "Skilful M eans as a 
Hermeneutic Concept", 172.
" W illiam s, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and F iction, xi.
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Robinson comes from a liberal wing o f Presbyterianism and is a 

Congregationalist, profoundly influenced by the teaching o f John Calvin. Alice 

McDermott is also an American writer but from an Irish Catholic background. 

The purpose o f this chapter is to see how the novels are shaped by these 

traditions and offer a subtle way of seeing 'faith in practice' in its ambiguities 

and complexities. The juxtaposition o f the two writers puts them into 

conversation, and more importantly helps to generate a conversation about 

faith matters through 'secular' fiction.

We have moved from the concentrated shapes o f poetry to the 

narratives o f fiction. Marilynne Robinson describes the obligation o f the fiction
■>

writer "to simulate the hourliness and dailiness o f human life." Both novels 

deal with domestic interiors yet these small frames hold the larger questions 

about love, loss, faith, failure and death. The two writers, in very different 

ways, open up a space where the reader can see how a religious imagination is 

constructed and the kinds o f questions that are posed by such a framework. 

Marilynne Robinson's work in particular, enables an entry into a world marked 

out by a firm tradition o f faith; Alice McDermott's novels give an insight into 

the constraints and consolations o f the Catholic faith o f her characters. What 

we are exploring here through these fictions is how religious belief shapes 

these characters in terms o f how they see things and what they do but also how 

this is not a matter o f linear development but an illustration o f the complexities 

o f lives marked (or marred) by the grammar o f  their faith practices.

 ̂Robinson, When I Was a Child I  Read Books. 20.
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Part I: Faith and Fiction/Faith in Fiction

Two questions I can't really answer about fiction are (1) where it 
comes from, and (2) why we need it. But that we do create it and 
also crave it is beyond dispute. There is a tendency, considered 
highly rational, to reason from a narrow set of interests, say survival 
and procreation, which are supposed to govern our lives, and then to 
treat everything that does not fit this model as anomalous clutter, 
extraneous to what we are and probably best done without. But all 
we really know about what we are is what we do.

—  Marilynne Robinson, WJien I  was a child I  read books

The discussion opens by looking at the links between faith and fiction 

with reference to essays by M arilynne Robinson and by Rowan W illiams. All 

our ways o f  seeing the world depend on the imagination; fiction m akes this 

explicit. Fiction has a role in enabling im aginative entry into the world o f 

another, o f  others. In the exam ples chosen, the novels illum inate the m anner in 

which faith works in the lives o f  these characters. It is for this reason it can 

becom e a resource for understanding and facilitate a conversation between and 

about 'religious' and 'secular' worlds. In the com m ent from Robinson, cited at 

the opening o f  this section, she says that she cannot answer the questions as to 

where fiction comes from or why we need it but yet we do; one could 

substitute 'faith' for 'fiction' in that com m ent w ith the same result: "we create it 

and crave it.""* W e also know it by what we do.

I want to propose that without fiction there is no faith and w ithout faith 

there is no fiction. In an essay "Facing Reality" M arilynne Robinson looks at 

the 'fictions' which govern our view o f  the world and contrasts these with the 

intentional fictions o f acknowledged authors. She suggests that 'fear' is a grid 

now  used to interpret history and experience and that this has destructive 

power: "Our collective fiction is full o f  anxiety, em pty o f  hum our and 

generosity".^ She considers that "the truth to which all this fiction refers, from 

which it takes its authority, is the very oldest truth, right out o f  Genesis. W e are

A  similar point about the craving for fiction is made by Chinua Achebe "No one has yet com e 
upon the slightest evidence that any human group now or in the past managed to dispense with 
the need to mai<e fictions." See "The Truth in Fiction" in Chinua Achebe, H opes and  
Im pedim ents: Selected  E ssays (N ew  York: Doubieday, 1989), 140.
 ̂ Marilynne Robinson, Death o f  Adam: Essays on M odem  Thought (N ew  York Picador 1998), 

76-86; 79. She reiterates this idea in a recent essay also; "Austerity as Ideology" in Robinson, 
niien  I  Was a C hild I R ead  Books, 35-58.
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not at ease in the world, and sooner or later it kills us." Traditionally these 

'irreducible truths' were absorbed into mythic or religious contexts. According 

to Robinson the dropping o f these beliefs from the cultural conversation has 

resulted in a "small view o f ourselves as consumers, as patients."

Paradoxically, as an antidote to 'fear' and 'anxiety' she does not propose that we 

take ourselves more seriously, but that we start laughing:

What if the next demographically marketed grievance or the next 
convenience-packaged dread, or the next urgent panacea for the 
sweet, odd haplessness of the body started a wave of laughter that 
swept over the continent? What if we understood our vulnerabilities 
to mean we are human, and so are our friends and our enemies, and 
so are our cities and books and gardens, our inspirations, our errors.^

Robinson and McDermott are writers who illustrate the vulnerability o f 

human lives through the lens o f faith. They do this without the ironic 

distancing which is a trademark o f much post-modern writing. Through an 

examination o f their work I hope to show how these intentional fictions explore 

the patterns that faith makes in lives opened to such a way o f seeing. 1 have 

proposed that without fiction there is no faith; in other words faith depends on 

the 'baptised imagination'; it depends on a capacity for awe, wonder and trust. I 

am working with an understanding o f religious faith as a predisposition, a 

leaning towards what is perceived as the good and an ultimate trust in what is 

named as the source o f that good, "Belief is a relationship, where there is a 

calling and an answering."^ I understand the practice o f faith not in reductionist 

terms o f (non) attendance at rituals as the only marker, but more like the 

practice required in learning a skill, trying and failing, trying again— this will 

be illuminated in the following chapter o f the thesis in the discussion o f Love's 

Work.

Rowan Williams speaks o f how we have to learn "a set o f skills that 

allows us to connect and to see one event or phenomenon through the lens o f 

another." We are invariably led into metaphor "no system o f perceiving and 

receiving the world can fail to depend upon imagination." Thus we are returned

 ̂D eath  o f  A dam , 81; 86.
’’ M cGilchrist talking about b e lie f in terms o f  how the right hemisphere o f  the brain sees it, 
speaks o f  "having an attitude, holding a disposition towards the world, whereby that world, as 
it com es into being for me, is one in which God belongs." The M aster an d  His E m issary: The 
D iv id ed  Brain and the M aking o f  the Western World, 170.
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to the question addressed in Chapter One about the nature o f imagination.

Williams goes on to talk about the "chaotically varied" repertoire o f resources

that shape a religious tradition:

It includes the visual and the aural— what is sung and seen as well 
as said. It includes formative practices, rites, which leave their 
semantic traces in unexpected settings. And it includes the legacy of 
others.

o

He calls all o f this "the forming o f a corporate imagination." Williams applies 

this to the work o f Dostoevsky in order to show belief in practice, as it were. In 

a similar way I want to apply this way o f seeing 'faith at work' to Gilead by 

Marilynne Robinson who, attending to the quotidian rather than to cosmic 

questions, also shows the practice of'faith ' in narrative form. Rowan William's 

phrase about the "chaotically varied" nature o f a religious tradition seems 

particularly apt here as we are dealing with the memories o f an old man who, 

in the manner o f such reminiscing, is both chaotic, varied and repetitious, and 

yet out o f this we get a sense o f precisely what Williams means when he 

speaks o f the shaping o f a 'corporate imagination'. I would describe Gilead as 

an exercise in initiation for the child into the 'faith of his fathers'— the novel 

reflects the gender roles of the era in which it is set: 1956.

Before we turn to the first o f the works o f fiction I want to consider the 

second part o f my aphorism: without faith there is no fiction. When we pick up 

a work o f fiction we make an 'act o f trust' as we begin to read. We willingly 

suspend our 'disbelief. We agree to enter an imaginative world. The more 

successfully the author persuades us o f'the  truth' o f her world, the more 

willingly we enter it. For the time and space o f our reading we participate in 

this imaginative construct and allow it to seep into what we term our 'non- 

fiictional' reality. Without this prior act o f trust it is impossible to read the 

novel. To read a piece o f fiction as if it were a manual, a set of instructions, or 

even a historical record, is to misread it. Yet we regularly come across such 

mis-readings o f religious discourse.^ We get readings which seem to 

presuppose the 'manual' or 'rule book' model rather than the densely metaphoric

* D ostoevsky, ix, x, xi.
’ See for exam ple David B Hart's scathing review o f  Daniel Dennett's misreading o f  religious 
discourse "Daniel Dennett Hunts the Snark" in F irst Things January 2007.
< http://www. firstthings.com /article/2007/01 /003-daniel-dennett-hunts-the-snark-15>.
(accessed January 17, 2013).
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construct which constitutes the religious framework of meaning. A manual 

might tell you how to do something but it is not interested in the 'why,' nor in 

the 'to what end,' nor 'the manner in which'. These are some of the kinds of 

questions the religions seek to answer. In a novel an imaginative world is 

constructed within which some of these kinds of questions may be explored. 

The mode of exploration, if successfully achieved, is such, that the reader 

participates in the process and experiences a sense of freedom in terms of her 

response. She may assent to this world view; she may dissent from it; but she is 

engaged by it. For the duration of her reading she participates in this fictional 

construction of reality and may learn through that participation, empathy for 

the characters. The reader's view of the world is opened to difference or, of 

course, in a less challenging novel, conformed to sameness. If the sermon, as 

John Ames suggests in Gilead, is one part of a passionate conversation then we 

might say something similar about the novel. It too is one part of a 

conversation. Without a responding reader it remains a series of dead letters.

I referred earlier to the religious affiliations of Robinson and 

McDermott but it might be useful to consider Rowan Williams's helpful 

remarks about what it might mean to describe such belongings. He speaks of 

the distinction between Catholic novelists such as Graham Greene and Evelyn 

Waugh (and I would add David Lodge and Michael Arditti), and novelists such 

as Flannery O'Connor or Alice Thomas Ellis. In the case of the first group the 

novels are concerned with tensions between "Catholic teaching and 

contemporary mores." A prime example (mine not Williams's) would be 

Lodge's novel How fa r  can you go? and in the case of the latter writers, the 

questions are less concerned with the particularities of doctrine or dogma. For 

example according to Williams, "O'Connor approaches the question of how 

grace works in the human world by portraying a world in which the variegated 

absences of grace^—or sometimes the apes of grace— almost force the question, 

'What is wrong in this picture?'"'*’ Her sensibility is a Catholic one; her 

narratives are a working out of fundamental questions shaped by that 

sensibility. Alice McDermott has been described as a Catholic novelist, 

probably more in terms o f the first group. It is that particular culture in its Irish-

'°Williams, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction, 5-7; David Lodge, How Far Can You 
Go? (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1980).
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Catholic hue which colours her work, rather than a questioning or questing 

faith. If we were to imagine a similar grid to register novels from the 

Protestant tradition, then I would describe Robinson as belonging to the latter 

group. Despite, or because, her novels are very clearly rooted in the soil o f 

Christian faith informed by Augustine and Calvin, she plumbs to the depths of 

human vulnerability and human hope through this lens. Such writers are shaped 

by a whole religious heritage which offers a lens through which they view the 

world. But it appears in the case o f these writers to operate in terms o f 

freedom, and not restriction. This needs to be nuanced when we come to the 

particularities o f each novelist. Within the contours o f these frameworks o f 

meaning, the writers attempt to answer questions or, more typically, to pose 

questions, as to what it means to be human, and how we might live with one 

another, and in the case of Dostoevsky (according to Williams) what it is that 

we owe each another.' '  In order to take on their read o f the human person 

enmeshed in a set o f circumstances and relationships, we need to be able to 

appreciate the hinterland which has shaped the thought, but not determined it. 

These are not arguments about trying to discern the author's intention, but 

rather about discerning the kind o f things that shape the imagination o f the 

writer. To give a simple example: if  I am sitting in a cottage in the West o f 

Ireland, and pick up novellas by the Indian writer Anita Desai, I need to leave 

the mist and rain, the turf fires and the mountains, and go a place o f heat, dust,
1 9smells o f spices and jasmine. For the time o f my reading I enter this 

imaginative space. Then in the morning, in the same cottage, I take up Gilead 

again and the world o f mid-west America shifts the light in the room once 

more and I am in that contained space which is also strange, and yet oddly 

familiar. In both cases I can only begin to read if 1 accept this world on trust. 

Later I may distance myself and move to a critical perspective, but initially the 

reading demands an act of participative trust, and the reach o f imaginative 

reason bending towards that o f the writer. I can never fully enter those worlds, 

but I can approach them.

" W illiam s, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith and F iction. 14.
'■ Anita D esai, The A rtist o f  D isappearance: Three N ovellas (London: Chatto & W indus, 
2011 ).
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This kind of attentive reading is a rehearsal for the sort of attentive 

listening which is required when we listen to others who come to us from 

different imaginative spaces. If we remain solely within our own constructed 

landscapes then we are unable to hear what they have to say because our lens 

sifts it and interprets it only according to our lights. If we seek to enter their 

space, as we do when reading, then we reach towards the different horizon, 

knowing we cannot grasp it fully, but we can imaginatively lean towards it, 

"incline our ear" and temporally allow it habitation. These acts of trust are 

rehearsals in understanding. Our grasp and reach will only ever be partial, but 

its extent will be determined by our imaginative acts of hospitality. In terms of 

poetry it is as much about training the ear ("inclining the ear", as the Psalmist 

puts it) so that we might be attuned to the sound and then the sense.

Taken into different worlds we are both confronted with 'otherness' and 

arrested by the commonalities of human lives: "What if we understood our 

vulnerabilities to mean we are human?" as Robinson asked. The danger in 

(over) emphasising difference is we fail to attend to the 'common' human body, 

everywhere vulnerable. The danger, in emphasising 'sameness,' is that we may 

colonise and appropriate the 'other'.'"* Novels show us the scripting of human 

lives through language and through relationships, through the narratives which 

shape the characters. They have no essence, but a 'becoming' in and through the 

story.

Part II: Reading M arilynne Robinson

This attention to what it means to be human is at the heart of Marilynne 

Robinson's work. She describes how she spends her life watching, not for signs 

of transcendence, but the mystery of "what is plainly before my eyes".'^ She 

pays meticulous attention to the minutiae of daily lives patterned according to 

particular registers of meaning. In her case a primary register is theological and 

religious, but theology presented, not as proposition, but as pattern or

It is interesting that the term "religiously tone-deaf has entered conversations via Max 
Weber, to describe those, lii<e Christopher Hitchens, whose imaginations can make no space 
for religious b elief They fail to hear the notes.

Robinson, The Death o f  Adam: Essays on Modern Thought, 86; and see Rowan Williams's 
comments on the problematic issue o f  sameness' in: Williams, On Christian Theology, 282. 
'^"Psalm Eight" in Robinson, The Death o f  Adam: Essays on Modern Thought, 243.
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performance. This enables the reader to follow, not a set o f ideas but the ways 

in which they become "imageable" in the narrative. This is the kind o f thing 

Rowan Williams understands as what Dostoevsky envisages: "We relate as 

believers not to the abstract proclamation o f a divine Word calling us to 

abandon our self-justifications, but to the narrative particularity o f the story o f 

God the Son taking flesh and living in a certain definable, imageable way."'^ 

Thus we get to see something o f the ways in which a corporate imagination is 

formed. This chapter forms an example o f narrative fiction as an illustration o f 

'the manner in which' faith works and the way in which grace unfolds in an 

imagined life. We take these works 'on faith'. The novel becomes (or not) a 

means to point towards something which can only be attained with the co

operation or participation o f the reader. Robinson talks about how: "A word, a 

phrase, a story falls on rich or stony ground and flourishes as it can, possibility 

in a sleeve o f limitation."'^ "A sleeve o f limitation" is a striking metaphor 

because o f the paradox implied: limitation creates possibility. In the case of 

Gilead we have a double faith question. We require 'faith' to enter the narrative 

world and, then having entered, we discover another type of faith that 

delineates that particular world. We allow ourselves to temporarily inhabit this 

imaginative construct of'faith '. It is a very particular instance of'faith ' 

embodied and realised in a congregation and its preacher. Thus the invitation to 

the reader is to take this 'on faith'.

Marilynne Robinson is a Congregationalist, a "doctrinal and 

demographic inch" from Presbyterianism. Her world view is shaped primarily
I o

by Calvin whose thought she wishes to return to attention. In some ways, 

Gilead could be described as a narrative space where these ideas are played 

out. I deliberately choose the word 'play' rather than 'work' because the novel is 

a form of'play'. Even when it is ostensibly a novel o f ideas it cannot 'work' as a

W illiams, D ostoevsky: Language, Faith an d  F iction , 236.
Robinson, The D eath  o f  A dam : Essays on M odem  Tltought, 244.

'* Cited in David E. Anderson, "Marilynne Robinson; The N ovelist as Theologian" in R eligion  
and Ethics (September 18 2009)
< http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/episodes/septem ber-l 8-2009/marilvnne-rQbinson- 
the-novelist-as-theologian/4258/> And see "Extended Interview with Marilynne Robinson" in 
Religion an d  Ethics (September 18 2009) :
< http://www.pbs.Org/wnet/religionandethics/2009/09/18/septem ber-18-2009-m arilvnne- 
robinson-extended-interview/4245/> . (accessed January 31, 2013). See also: Introduction and 
"Marguerite de Navarre" in D eath o f  Adam, 174-206.
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novel if it does not play. One reviewer considers Gilead less a novel than a

form of religious writing.'^ Can it not be both— defying, or re-defining, such

artificial boundaries, allowing the sacred to transgress or transform the secular?

I will concentrate primarily on Gilead with occasional brief references to

Home?^ These are companion novels telling the same events from different

perspectives. Each has its own authenticity and one can lose some o f the

richness by not treating them separately. There is something rather oddly

counter-cultural in these novels set in the 1950's in small town America,

centring on the lives o f preachers' families, achieving such popularity. This is

particularly surprising with Gilead focusing, as it does, on the first person

narrator meditations o f an ailing old man preparing for his death. It opens with

the lines, "1 told you last night that I might be gone sometime, and you said.

Where, and 1 said to be with the Good Lord, and you said Why, and I said

Because I'm old ...." And it ends: "I'll pray and then I'll sleep" [3; 282].

Several commentators have alluded to the slow meditative quality o f

the writing; indeed the effect on the reader is to induce a corresponding

slowing down.^' Some readers have taken up the book and put it down puzzled

by its tone, only to pick it up again later and attuning to the pace and the voice

have then become engaged by it. This reaction in itself is interesting. It

suggests that our expectation o f immediacy o f understanding and grasping is

false. If we appear to do so it may be illusory. Hearing, perceiving,

understanding are long processes o f close attention. As John Ames the narrator

says at one point:

In every important way we are such secrets from each other, and I 
do believe there is a separate language in each of us, also a separate 
aesthetics and a separate jurisprudence. Every single one of us is a 
little civilization built on the ruins of any number of preceding 
civilizations, but with our own variant notions of what is beautiful 
and what is acceptable -  which, I hasten to add, we generally do not 
satisfy and by which we struggle to live. We take fortuitous 
resemblances among us to be actual likeness, because those around

James Wood, 'The Homecoming' in The New Yorker September 8, 2008, 'Very beautifully, 
Gilead becomes less a novel than a species o f  religious writing...an Emersonian essay'.

Marilynne Robinson, Gilead  (London: Virago, 2005); Robinson, Home (London: Virago, 
2009). As Gilead  is referenced frequently throughout this chapter the page references will be in 
parentheses and refer to this edition. Where there are citations from Home the title, as well as 
the page number, will be included.
■' Noted by John Mullan for example, in his series on reading Gilead  in the Guardian Book 
Club, 'This was a novel that made you read it slowly. That slowness was, we agreed, its most 
extraordinary quality.' Guardian Review  May 19, 2012.
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us have also fallen heir to the same customs, trade in the same coin, 
acknowledge, more or less, the same notions o f  decency and sanity.
But all that really just allows us to coexist with the inviolable, 
untraversable, and utterly vast spaces between us [224,225].

He continues "and it is true that we all do live in the ruins o f the lives o f other

generations so there is a seeming continuity which is important because it

deceives us" [225].

What makes this piece o f fiction profoundly religious is not because

'God is a character,' but because it conveys this respect for the mystery o f the

human person vulnerable, graced, and flawed. Robinson takes a high view of

humanity. We have, she argues, an ancient instinct for the greatest questions:

What is man? One answer on offer is, An organism w hose haunting 
questions perhaps ought not to be meaningful to the organ that 
generates them, lacking as it is in any means o f  "solving" them.
Another answer might be. It is still too soon to tell. We might be the 
creature who brings life on this planet to an end, and we might be 
the creature who awakens to the privileges that inhere in our 
nature— selfhood, consciousness, even our biologically anomalous 
craving for "the truth"— and enjoys and enhances them.
Mysteriously neither possibility precludes the other.^^

To have a 'preacher' as a character enables some o f these questions to be 

explored. As Ames remarks: "One great benefit o f a religious vocation is that it 

helps you concentrate. It gives you a good basic sense o f what is being asked o f 

you and also what you might as well ignore" [8].

It is however not quite accurate to describe the novel as a series o f 

meditations because, although written as a journal, it has a particular purpose, 

that o f communicating "his begats" to his young son. John Ames the third, in 

name, and in vocation as Congregationalist minister, will celebrate his 77*'’ 

birthday in the course o f the novel, and is writing to his unnamed seven year
23old son. The opening exchanges are with the young boy and many o f the 

entries are o f such reported dialogue. A 'you' is always present. In fact there is 

an interesting contrast between the 'I/You' dialogue with his son, the presumed 

and 'ideal' later reader, and the 'I/him' reported conversations with Ames' 

namesake and nemesis Jack, John Ames Boughton.

■■ Robinson, A bsence o f  M ind: The D ispelling  o f  Inw ardness from  the M odern M yth o f  the Self, 
130,131.

The number seven has a biblical significance and I suggest the use is intentional here, not 
least in the reference to forgiveness—  not seven, but seventy-seven times (Matt. 18.22).
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The child has come late into his life and is perceived as pure blessing 

and grace, as is his mother, referred to throughout by Ames as "your mother," 

and named only once in the novel. The other, elder 'son' has been unwillingly 

foisted upon Ames, ironically as a 'gift' by his friend, the Presbyterian minister 

Boughton, who, seeking to honour him and compensate for the loss o f his wife 

and first child, named this child after his friend. Ames failed to receive the boy 

as 'gift', never felt warmly towards him and Jack has remained a thorn in his 

flesh. It is this relationship which brings tension to the text and allows the 

reader to perceive the flaws and failings o f Ames, as well as his great capacity 

for honesty and thought. (1 disagree with Susan Petit who finds Ames 

hypocritical. 1 think this is an incorrect reading as he is all too aware o f his 

failings.)^'*

Robinson captures the tone, the voice of Ames so well that once you 

have 'caught' it, you fully accept it. Robert Alter describes it as "American 

colloquial" but with a pattern o f biblical parataxis. Alter notes the pattern of 

one action reported, then another; the sentences are short and “weighted for 

contemplation." Robinson also mimics that way of narrating stories which is 

characteristic o f the 'wise elders': stories are remembered and retold in different 

ways as the novel proceeds. Memory shapes the narrative. Perception shapes 

memory and clarifies thought. Sometimes Ames 'goes on too long' and you 

think impatiently: 'get to the point' and you realise that here too this 'tone' is 

accurate. The reader is privy to things being worked out, to a mind musing over 

matters.

We get to know the books on the shelves, the other minds that have 

helped to form this mind and thought. Feuerbach is right up there, so much so 

that 'your mother' wanted to name the cat 'Feuerbach'! (The child names him 

'Soapy'.) The often consulted works include: Calvin's Institutes, Karl Barth's 

Epistle to the Romans, poets John Donne and George Herbert. In fact in one

Petit describes A m es as similar to the grandmother in 'A Good Man' 'in their casual racism, 
their selfishness, and their hypocrisy...' She m odifies this assessment but 1 do not think 
hypocrisy is the right word for Ames's flaws. He is too self-aware. Susan Petit, "Finding 
Flannery O'Connor's "Good Man" in Marilynne Robinson's G ilead  and Home," C hristianity  
an d  L iterature  59, no. 2 (2010): 303. See also Rowan W illiam's com m ents on Ames's 
awareness that he stands 'under alien judgement'. W illiam s, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace 
and Hom ecoming," C hristianity and L iterature  61, no. 1 (2011): 11.

Robert Alter, Pen o f  Iron: A m erican P rose and the K ing Jam es B ible  (Princeton. N.J.; 
W oodstock: Princeton University Press, 2010), 162-170; 165; 167.
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humorous episode (and there are several of these) Ames decides he will waltz, 

but worries that his heart might give out, and decides to have a book to hand in 

case it does. Among the books he considers are some of the above which might 

give them an "especial recommendation" but on the other hand might result in 

"an unpleasant association"[131].

Thoughts from these writers come through explicitly and implicitly in 

the novel which explores a "non-doctrinaire, humanistic Christianity"

"teaching people to be awake to the fact of mystery" [ 163] is how Ames puts
‘y /L

it. In that otherwise illuminating essay on the meaning of the 'names' in 

Gilead and Home, Susan Petit misses the significance of the name as well as 

the teaching of Feuerbach. A literal translation of'Feuer-Bach' would be: Fire- 

Stream. The motifs of fire and water flow through, bum through the novel and 

coalesce towards the end with references to Pentecost and the final 

'incandescence'. Feuerbach's Essence o f  Christianity is the work which caused 

divisions in Ames's childhood when his brother Edward rejected his father's 

faith and became an atheist. However it is a work which he has retrieved and 

wishes to pass on to his young son, but at the end gives it to the other declared 

atheist, his adopted son John Ames, with the marked page: "Only that which is 

apart from my own being is capable of being doubted by me. How then can 1 

doubt of God who is my being?" [273]. Ames does not have much interest in 

the question of 'belief in God' finding the 'in' strange, and considers that 

Feuerbach's questions are really about language. What he admires in Feuerbach 

is how good he is "on the joyful aspects of religion". He quotes him on the 

significance of baptism: "Water is the purest, clearest of liquids; in virtue of 

this, its natural character, it is the image of the spotless nature of the divine 

spirit" [27],

A comment towards the end which Ames adds, in his final remarks to 

Jack, sums up his approach to the teachings about predestination, salvation and 

grace that have run through the novel: "doctrine is not belief, it is only one way 

o f talking about belief... "[273]. Although some have described Gilead as a 

'novel of ideas,' I would rather describe it as a lived embodied narrative of 

faith. This also explains the disinterest in 'belief in God'. Faith as portrayed

Susan Petit, "Names in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead  and Home," Names 58, no. 3 (2010): 
139.
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here is about a way of living rather than assent to a set of beliefs. It reflects my 

emphasis on 'performance' or 'practice'; we could also speak of learning a 

'sk ill'.R eturn ing  to the understanding of the novel as 'religious,' we could also 

describe it as 'religious' in the sense of binding or connecting. The novel 

depicts a distinctly religious, rather than simply a 'spiritual' life. It is primarily 

concerned with the ties that bind: father and son, mother and son, husband and 

wife, family and community, and the loosening and sometimes ruptures of 

those ties through misunderstandings, through misdeeds and so on. The church, 

the congregation, is the place in the novel which can hold the griefs and the 

graces of its people. The distinction 1 am making between religious and 

spiritual is a distinction between public and private. Response and 

responsibility are part of religious belonging in a way that is not necessarily the 

case for '.spirituality.'^^ Thus the public and political theme of racial equality is 

an undercurrent here (one which comes to the surface in Home) and the history 

of Ames's fiery abolitionist grandfather forms an important part of the 'begats' 

and shapes one of the stories of dispute and reconciliation between the 

generations.

The novel is religious in a third sense, going back to another origin of 

the word 'religion': re-legere, to read again— echoes of Heaney here in the 

admonition to read the ancient texts. The old texts are taken down and read 

again in the light of current issues, a hermeneutical exercise. Preaching is 

described as "one side of a passionate conversation" and there are many 

passionate conversations in the novel. One gets the sense, not of fixed and 

permanent doctrines ordering these lives, but of a constant dialogue with a 

respected tradition. The touchstone is the human person and the love of 'this 

life'. The novel enables the reader to observe how wisdom and grace unfold in 

these lives.

Iain M cGilchrist describes skills as "intuitive, inhabited w ays o f  being and behaving, not 
analytically stnjctured, rule-based techniques." The M aster an d  his E m issa iy , 251.

This link was made by Andrew Hass and discussed in Chapter Two o f  the dissertation: Hass, 
"The Theoretical Community (or, Is There a Theory in This Journal?)."

See the distinction between 'religious' and 'spiritual' in "Religious Lives" in W illiam s, Faith  
in the P ublic Square, 321. W illiam s suggests that whereas 'the spiritual' is focused on the inner 
life and the settling o f  the self, the 'religious' carries a different form o f  freedom w hich is 
directed elsewhere. See also Taylor, >4 Secular A ge, 508,509. Taylor offers a nuanced reading 
o f  the distinctions. Philosopher Simon Critchley argues that "faith turns outwards and 
spirituality turns inwards” Interview in Stir Spring 2012. < http://stirtoaction.com/simon- 
critchlev-interview/>  (accessed March 22, 2013).
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Robinson rejects the term 'religious writer'. She comments that 

"anything that is written compassionately and perceptively probably satisfies 

every definition o f religious whether a writer intends it to be religious or not."^^ 

Gilead manifestly satisfies that general definition also and in doing so extends 

the imaginative grasp o f what 'religious' might mean.

The Play of Grace

The juxtaposition o f grace and play introduced in the title to this thesis

implies that 'grace' in religious terms is not controllable. I want to show here

how it is allied to play and playfulness a trait that is missed by some reviewers,

and I propose that making space for 'play' may be one o f the arts of

conversation across the secular and religious divides. A fundamentalist stance

on either side is punctured by laughter. The dead letter is resurrected; the dry

bones live. I have proposed that Gilead is a religious novel in all o f the ways

noted above. It is a deeply human meditation on loss and love, on the marks of

sorrow and grief in a life, and the play o f grace. In fact, despite the many

reviews which comment on the seriousness o f the novel, I would emphasise the

word 'play'. We have many examples o f playful humour and this is part of the

sub specie aeternitatis perspective which refuses finality 'the last word' to any

system o f thought or belief One example is when Ames and Boughton are

discussing an article on "God and the American people" and they agree it must

have been widely read in both their congregations because:

On one page there's a recipe for that molded salad of orange gelatine 
with stuffed green olives and shredded cabbage and anchovies which 
has dogged my ministerial life these last years...There should be a 
law to prevent recipes for tnolded salad from appearing within 
twenty pages of any article having to do with religion [165].

Another, also food-related, example o f humour is when various dishes 

are brought to the house as offerings (in this community, as in many, food is 

produced in times o f crisis) and Ames remarks, "'there was even a bean salad, 

which to me looked distinctly Presbyterian, so anxiety had overspilled its 

denominational vessel" [145]. There is even a nicely made theological point

Sarah Fay, "Marilynne Robinson: The Art o f  Fiction No. 198” Paris Review  (186) 2008. 
http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/5863/the-art-of-fiction-no-198-marilynne-robinson 
(accessed May 16, 2011).
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which uses humour as its vehicle: "I suppose Calvin's God was a Frenchman,

just as mine is a Middle Westerner o f New England extraction" [142], Ames is

not permitted to take him self too seriously, though he tends in that direction.

Grace is playful because it cannot be controlled, one does not know

how it will surprise us. Grace and love are closely aligned in the novel. Rowan

Williams talks o f how:

Grace, the strange gift o f  becoming a native speaker o f  the language 
proper to human kind, the language o f  being a creature, arrives at 
right angles to planning and deserving. It rightly provokes both 
bafflement and gratitude; and a fiction that is hospitable to the 
gospel w ill work out o f  both.”

When 'your mother' appears, Ames speaks of her voice, "That there should be 

such a voice in the world, and that I should be the one to hear it, seemed to me 

then and seems to me now an unfathomable grace" [238]. There are also many 

examples o f actual play. Ames has a great interest in baseball and in fact uses it 

on one occasion as an analogy for conversation observing: "how well the two 

sides bring each other along, how much they can require o f each other, how the 

life that is the real subject of it all is manifest in it" [51], Jack, who struggles to 

communicate with Ames, plays baseball with his young son. The child and his 

mother play blowing bubbles. Ames recalls the mischievous play o f his own 

childhood. Ail these moments are 'graced'. They have the elements of freedom 

and o f delight.

Susan Petit, in an article contrasting Robinson and Flannery O'Connor, 

talks o f how Robinson takes the reader along and shows "the slow workings o f 

'prevenient grace'"^^ In this way the reader is prepared for Ames's eventual 

acceptance of Jack. Lisa Bailey on the other hand draws attention to Ames's 

reference to grace as "an ecstatic fire that takes things down to e s s e n t i a l s . A s  

Ames comments towards the end he wanted Jack to know that "grace is not so 

poor a thing that it cannot present itself in any number o f ways" [273]. It can

W illiam s, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Hom ecom ing", 17.
Petit. 'A Good man’, 313.
Lisa M. Siefker B ailey, "Fraught with Fire: Race and T heology in Marilynne Robinson's 

Gilead," Chi'istianity an d  L iterature  59, no. 2 (2010): 273. She also draws attention to how 'the 
combination o f  judgm ent and grace is embodied in 'the contrary im age o f  fire throughout 
Gilead', 267.

170



only be known in its mediations and manifestations thus the novel can be an 

ideal form in which to observe the 'play o f grace'.

Waters of Baptism

Baptism and Communion (or the Lord's Supper) are the two sacraments 

celebrated in the Presbyterian and Congregationalist traditions, and both 

receive exposure in the novel. What is noteworthy is the emphasis on the 

human experience first, with reference to Feuerbach. Water is a powerful 

image throughout the novel, as is fire. In terms of the trajectory from secular to 

sacred this illustrates the dependence o f the religious imagination on the 

natural and the human, which is then illuminated. The so-called sacred or holy 

is not depicted in the novel as something 'added-on' to human experience, but 

as the very revelation o f that experience. This can perhaps be best illustrated 

with reference to Baptism. There are so many allusions to water and, by 

analogy to Baptism that it becomes one o f the main metaphors of the novel.

Baptism and blessing are closely linked. The first formal reference 

concerns Boughton's baptism of Ames's first child, a daughter whose mother 

died in childbirth. Boughton christens the child Angeline in Ames's absence; 

the birth was premature, but Ames would have called her Rebecca, and refers 

to her throughout the novel by that name. However Ames sees his child before 

she dies and holds her and "that was a blessing". Whenever he christens a baby 

he thinks o f his child: "That feeling o f a baby's brow against the palm o f your 

hand -  how 1 have loved this life" [64]. Later in the novel he refers back to this 

moment again in one o f the examples o f revisiting and reshaping a memory, 

"Memory can make a thing seem more than it was." He talks then o f the child 

looking back at him and comments:

Now that I am about to leave the world, I realize there is nothing 
more astonishing than a human face...It has something to do with 
incarnation. You feel your obligation to a child when you have seen 
it and held it. Any human face is a claim on you, because you can't 
help but understand the singularity of it, the courage and loneliness 
of it. But this is truest of the face of an infant. I consider that to be 
one kind of vision, as mystical as any [75].
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The ethical demand o f 'the face', 'the other' is embodied here, given 

flesh in the face of the child being held and blessed, and hence comes the 

'claim' o f that child.^'* Robinson in her non-fiction writing and here in her 

fiction, reminds us that there are no collective others. Each is a singular, and 

sacred, self. Here Ames expresses this as having something to do with 

incarnation. The implication, left to be thought through by the reader, is that 

the Word taking flesh implies this 'regard', this profound attention to the human 

face, icon o f the divine. The abstract 'Other' cannot make an ethical demand; 

only the actual other can do so, as Ames recognises. This experience can then 

be extended to others who are not known, but it begins with seeing and 

holding: with the word made flesh. The claim o f the 'other' is rooted in a 

'sacred' understanding o f where human dignity originates. These are the kinds 

o f things we alluded to in the Introduction and developed further in Chapter 

One o f the dissertation but they are given flesh here, "I take a child in my 

arms". Ames talks o f how memory opens the significance o f things to you over 

time "For example, whenever I take a child in my arms to be baptized, I am so 

to speak comprehended in the experience more fully, having seen more o f life, 

knowing what it is to affirm the sacredness o f the human creature [104]". In an 

interview cited by Jennifer Holberg, Robinson refers to Calvin's notion o f 

encountering others as 'images o f God': "It forbids the thought that the other, 

however familiar, is not still the most profound mystery. There is a deep 

aesthetic in that, and a demand for the greatest attentiveness.

On the day 'your mother' comes there is rain, and there is a baptism, and 

she looks at him as if  to say, "I came here from whatever unspeakable distance 

and from whatever unimaginable otherness...[24]" That day Ames baptises 

two infants and six months later baptizes her. He felt like asking her what it 

meant. Somehow he felt "outside the mystery o f it" [24]. In this instance 

bafflement is a form o f grace.^^ Ames does not need to understand everything. 

He recalls how he and Boughton as children baptised a litter o f cats:

34
The work o f  Levinas is cited regularly in this regard: Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and  

Infinity: C onversations with P hilippe Nemo, trans., Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne 
University Press 1998) 83-lO L  

Jennifer L. Holberg, ""The Courage to See It": Toward an Understanding o f  Glory," 
Christianity- an d  Literature  59, no. 2 (2010): 285.

W illiam s, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Hom ecom ing.", 17.
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I still remember how those warm little brows felt under the palm of 
my hand. Everyone has petted a cat, but to touch one like that, with 
the pure intention of blessing it, is a very different thing. It stays in 
the mind. For years we wondered what, from a cosmic viewpoint, 
we had done to them. It still seems to me a real question. There is a 
reality in blessing, which I take baptism to be, primarily. It doesn't 
enhance sacredness, but it acknowledges it, and there is a power in 
that...the sensation is of really knowing a creature, I mean really 
feeling its mysterious life and your own mysterious life at the same 
time [26].

This sense o f  a sacredness that is already present, and is acknow ledged by the 

blessing suggests to me a profoundly incam ational theology.^^ This is w hy 

Am es (and his creator Robinson) likes the work o f  Feuerbach who is the great 

hum anist and attentive to the 'natural significance' o f  the sacram ents for 

example. Thus the quote used by Ames: "In short, water has a significance in 

itself, as water; it is on account o f  its natural quality that it is consecrated and 

selected as the vehicle o f  the Holy Spirit" [27].

Throughout the novel there are exam ples o f'n a tu ra l' baptism s, 

exuberant and joyful moments. Am es links Feuerbach and jo y  to his 

description o f  a young couple walking in the sun after heavy rain. The fellow 

jum ps up and pulls a branch "and a storm o f  lum inous water cam e pouring 

down on the two o f  them". A fter this Am es comm ents, "it is easy to believe in 

such m om ents that w ater was m ade prim arily for blessing, and only 

secondarily for growing vegetables or doing the wash" [32]. This echoes 

Robinson's sense o f  the m ystery in plain sight: "W ith all respect to heaven, the
•30

scene o f  m iracle is here among us."

Ames regularly refers to his love o f  this world, love o f  this physical 

life. This paying attention (which we observed also in Heaney's poetry) is 

revelatory. The 'natural' segueing from 'baptism ' in the church, to 'baptism ' with 

rain water under the tree proposes a view o f  the world as sacred for those with 

eyes to see it. Religious people do not work with a different set o f  data but with 

a different set o f m etaphors. Rain is a m etaphor for baptism here, but the water 

used in baptism  depends on our understanding o f  rain. That reversal o f  first

In a short story by Aidan M athews "Moonlight the Chambermaid" a child begs an old priest, 
Father Basil, to baptize her tortoise and the blessing becom es a kind o f  catechesis for the child, 
a w ay o f  acknow ledging the sacred in a manner both humorous and holy: "I bless you in the 
name o f  God who made you." Aidan Carl M athews, L ipstick  on the H ost (London: Seeker & 
Warburg, 1992), 156-159.

"Psalm Eight" Death o f  Adam, 243.
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principles with water "primarily for blessing" jolts the mind into thought about 

'the purpose' of human life and inalienable sacredness of the human person 

beyond instrumentality. We also note the importance of the preposition 'for'. 

Water in itself is not sacralized; it is 'for' something. Bread is broken/or you. 

Sacraments are thus seen as relational—  something churches do rather than 

have.

Ames's brother Edward, the self-declared atheist pours a cup of water 

on his own head quoting Psalm 133 "like the dew of Hermon". June Haddon 

Hobbs suggests that "the symbolism of baseball and baptism merge in a way 

that sacralizes the game."^^ (One could also suggest that the metaphor works 

both ways: neither the water nor the game loses any of their so-called 'natural' 

qualities.) Another 'natural' baptism occurs when Ames describes how he and 

Glory, Jack's sister, observe the young girl, made pregnant by Jack and 

abandoned by him, playing with her baby in a stream. Prior to this episode the 

depiction of the girl and her family has been entirely negative and indeed 

sordid. Boughton has tried to go out and baptise the child, they have wanted 

her to be adopted into 'a good Christian family'. This instance of play with 

water is the only non-judgmental, indeed joyful, description of the pair. It has 

an almost 'Edenic' quality with butterflies and dragonflies "attending on them 

like spirits" and the sun shining and the mother and child throwing water on 

each other. Glory's comment later is, "I don't understand one thing in this 

world. Not one" [187]. This is another example of "baffled grace".'*®

Then most significantly there is the counter-example of the baptism of 

Ames's namesake John Ames Boughton. There are three mentions of this. The 

first is neutral: "Boughton named him for me... It was very kind of him" [99]. 

The second:

I baptized him in Boughton's congregation. I remember the moment 
very clearly, Boughton and Mrs Boughton and all the little ones 
there at the font, watching to see my joyful surprise...iny feelings 
were a little more complex...1 had not been warned [177].

Finally after a sleepless night Ames reveals the full story. He had put 

the traditional question, asking by what name the child should be called,

June Hadden Hobbs, "Burial, Baptism, and Baseball: T ypology and M emorialization in 
Marilynne Robinson's Gilead," C hristianity and L iterature 59, no. 2 (2010): 243.

W illiam s, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Hom ecoming.", 17.
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assuming that he knew the answer, they had discussed it, but Boughton

answered, "John Ames". Ames was shocked and Boughton repeated the name

"with tears running down his face". Ames thinking back observes:

It simply was not like Boughton to put me in a position like that. It 
was so un-Presbyterian, in the first place. I could hear weeping out 
in the pews. It took me a while to forgive him for that [214].

His first response was "This is not my child." He recognizes his 

feelings o f resentment and what he calls "covetise"; rejecting someone else's 

happiness. Ames recalls how coldly he went about the baptism and how far his 

thoughts were from blessing. He admits that he has never been able to warm to 

the boy [214,215]. He then wishes he could christen him again for his own 

sake. He realises that he missed the blessing, "1 always feel the infant is 

blessing me."

Ames is right; these are complex feelings. The meaning o f baptism and 

o f blessing is intertwined with the human relationships because baptism is also 

a "welcome into the Christian community". Ames has withheld the welcome 

and Jack subsequently rejects that Christian community. After many aborted 

attempts at conversations where Jack tries and fails to talk to Ames, eventually 

he reveals his secret to him: "I have a wife and child." As Ames listens to the 

story he comes to see not only that Jack is "a good man" and that there is 

beauty in him, but to identify with his feelings for his wife and his child and, to 

recognise them as the same as his own. From the jealousy he had experienced 

watching Jack sitting with his wife and his boy he now thinks, "I felt as if  I'd 

have bequeathed him wife and child if I could to supply the loss o f his own" 

[266].

Ames will lose his wife and child through death; Jack has already lost 

his wife and child through racial prejudice: the anti-miscegenation laws that 

will not allow them live together. Della's father has also rejected him, adding to 

the list o f Christian ministers and fathers who turn him away. He had come to 

Gilead wondering if  this would be a place to bring them but observes the 

unthinking racism and the fact that no 'negroes' live here anymore. Jack and 

Ames are linked through loss and death: their first children, daughters, both 

died. Jack has carried this loss never articulated by him, but frequently judged 

by Ames. Now they both have sons; we learn in Home that Ames's son is also
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called Robert. They also have wives who have fully accepted them. Jack is the 

only one to name Ames's wife in the novel when he thanks her for 

understanding him. She is also the first to bless him:

"Well," she said, and her voice was very gentle, "well Jack, 
bless your heart."

And he said, "Why, 1 thank you for that, Lila" [228].

Rowan Williams contrasts Lila's presence in the community her "unimaginable 

otherness" with Jack's "inaccessible strangeness". He suggests that Lila's 

presence is "an invitation to native speakers to grasp the possibility o f other 

narratives and d isc o u rse s .H o w e v e r  if Ames can accommodate Lila's 

otherness, he struggles with Jack and here the 'sameness' may be the problem: 

Jack bears his name and so perhaps confronts him too closely, too painfully.

So finally when having promised to bequeath Feuerbach's The Essence 

o f  Christianity to his young son, he brings it instead as a gift to Jack, his 

'godson', you sense this is a gift o f reconciliation, "a remarkable gesture"."*^ The 

work had linked him with his brother Edward and now it 'returns' to Jack. He 

asks if  he might bless him and Jack having asked what it would entail, agrees. 

The formulaic description is given: "It would involve my placing my hand on 

your brow and asking the protection o f God for you." Then he uses the familiar 

benediction from Numbers (6.22-27): "The Lord make His Face to shine upon 

thee and be gracious unto thee..." but when Jack doesn't open his eyes he 

continues, "Lord bless John Ames Boughton, this beloved son and brother and 

husband and father" [275,276]. So forty-three years later the blessing, withheld 

at baptism, is given and Ames tells his dying friend in his sleep: "I blessed that 

boy o f yours for you. I still feel the weight o f his brow in my hand. 1 said, I 

love him as much as you meant me to" [279]. We should note though that Jack 

misinterprets the blessing hearing in the naming all that he is not, and thus the 

mis-communication continues.

In the complexities o f this relationship we see how a 'practised' faith is 

far from formulaic, how it is deeply enmeshed in human affairs, how it is 

indeed a 'practice': a reaching for something beyond grubbiness and greed.

^'w illiam s, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and H om ecom ing", H .
Petit, "Finding Flannery O'Connor's "Good Man" in M arilynne Robinson's Gilead  and 

Home", 3 \4 .
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righteousness and self-pitying regard, to the love which has no justice in it and 

no proportion [272], This love without justice or proportion is o f course the 

prodigal love which is the point o f that parable in St Luke's Gospel, which 

forms a leitmotif for the novel. It is not the 'sinful' extravagance o f the younger 

son which is the issue, but the prodigality o f the love which is offered, or in 

this case, withheld. Ames and Boughton in their different ways struggle to 

forgive, to pity and to love. Ames realises that his own experience o f 'falling in 

love' late in his life has opened these things to him. He recognises that if  he had 

been granted that experience earlier, he would have been both much wiser and 

more compassionate. Now he understands how 'passion' can govern the hearts 

o f lovers and o f the saints and martyrs, and move them to "their prodigal 

renunciations" [232]. (We note the word prodigal once more used to express 

excess o f love).

There is a fluid exchange between human experience and divine in all 

these cases; "If we can be divinely fed with a morsel and divinely blessed with 

a touch, then the terrible pleasure we find in a particular face can certainly 

instruct us in the nature of the very grandest love" [232,233], The religious 

construct o f the experience is depicted as enlarging rather than diminishing the 

imagination o f what the human person is.

Ashy Biscuits of Communion

We can see another example o f how the religious framing shapes the 

experiences and memories o f Ames in the episodes relating to 'the ashy biscuit' 

and how these memories translate an understanding o f communion. The 

memory carries meaning beyond the experience and conveys it to another 

realm. Remembered as 'communion' it becomes Communion.

Memory, sensory perception and meaning are all linked in the 

story.'^^Ames tells o f a scene where a church had burned down and the 

community gathered to help clear the debris. Then it rained. His father came to 

bring him a "biscuit that had soot on it from his hands." He thought it tasted

■̂’"In Ames's journalistic recollections, the narrator's typological rendering o f  the image's 
significance continually rubs up against the textured immediacy o f a young boy's embodied 
apprehension o f  the moment..." Laura E.Tanner, ""Looking Back from the Grave": Sensory 
Perception and the Anticipation o f  Absence in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead", Contemporaiy 
Literature 48, no. 2 (2007): 229.
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strange and might resemble "the bread o f affliction." This "ashy biscuit"

becomes as important as Proust's 'madeleine' in evoking memory and meaning.

One page later and the casual offering o f the biscuit is transformed:

I remember my father down on his heels in the rain, water dripping 
from his hat, feeding me biscuit from his scorched hand, with that 
old blackened wreck of a church behind him and the steam rising 
where the rain fell on embers...the women singing...It was so joyful 
and sad. I mention it again because it seems to me much of my life 
was comprehended in that moment. Grief itself has often returned 
me to that morning, when I took communion from my father's hand.
I remember it as communion, and 1 believe that's what it was [109].

This intense and lyrical piece takes up that 'sooty biscuit' and transforms it as 

any wafer is transformed to communion bread. The writing takes up the 

memory, the sensory perception, translates the experience and imbues it with 

religious almost mystical significance. Or you could say that the religious 

frame o f meaning accessible to Ames offers a grid through which that very 

ordinary, and surely otherwise unmemorable, experience is read. Some pages 

later it is recalled again and this time Ames says that his father knelt with him 

in the rain and then with the awareness of how memory constructs experience 

he says "I remember it as if he broke the bread and put a bit in my mouth, 

though I know he didn't" [117], Then he reflects further in the following 

passage where the biscuit from inside the shirt now becomes "bread from his 

side" and so the links to communion become even closer as bread and flesh are 

linked. The references to "his side" also resonate with those passages in the 

Gospel o f John, when the doubting Thomas is invited to place his hand in the 

side o f Jesus [John 20:26]. Ames then recalls the day he gave his son 

communion "just the way my father would not have done except in my 

memory" [118]. There are two more references to the episode and on these 

occasions a simple shorthand reference is sufficient to gather (re-member) the 

significance.

The way memory works here making meaning, also demonstrates 

something o f the nature o f  the sacrament as in flux, rather than as a static 

moment. Ames refers to the idea o f the church 'universal' and what it means to 

him and then includes "That biscuity ash from my father's charred hand." It is 

as if 'the gift o f physical particularity' which was Ames' theme when he
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preached on the day he offered his child communion, is made manifest in that

charred biscuit. Again we note the nuance here: 'ash' is the subject and

'biscuity' modifies it; whereas in the first mention, the biscuit was the subject

and "it had soot on it". The final reference is linked with his wife when he

speaks o f her capacity for forgiveness: "Such a prodigal renunciation, that

empty-handed prodigality I remember from the old days. 1 have nothing to give

you, take and eat. Ashy biscuit, summer rain, her hair falling wet around her

face" [170]. The memory o f his father's communion merges with the memory

of his wife and is enfolded in a frame which refers to Jack Boughton. Laura

Tanner argues that "what emerges from Ames's repeated representation of

memory is not merely an essence which represents the distillation o f

experience but an emotional truth which emerges in and through the textured

specificity o f embodied experience."'^'* We witnessed such a "specificity of

embodied experience" in the poetry o f Heaney and o f Rich; what was

understood was what had been 'written on the body.'

Apart from his own storehouse o f somatic memories which form this

tapestry which he is weaving for his son, initiating him into the stories and

rituals which have shaped his life, Ames also attempts to create something

similar for his son, to set him on the same path o f symbolic and patterned

connection. Thus when the parishioners "who lambaste life's problems with

food" bring trays o f casserole and salad he feeds his child:

So I gave you a bite of one after another, (guessing) Mrs Brown,
Mrs McNeill, Mrs Pry, then Mrs Dorris, Mrs Turney, feeding you 
with my fork... 1 thought of the day I gave you communion. I 
wonder if you thought of it also [145].

Here within this humorous and commonplace account o f a parent feeding a 

child from his plate, we can contemplate the symbolism o f communion in the 

reception o f the elements, and also communion in the sense o f the presence of 

the community, through the food they have brought.'*^

Tanner, '"'Looking Back from the Grave": Sensory Perception and the Anticipation o f  
A bsence in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead", 230.

See Hobbs who refers to the way A m es brings his young son into his heritage 'by including 
him in the sym bolic re-enactment o f  typological historical events'. Hobbs, "Burial, Baptism, 
and Baseball: Typology and M emorialization in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead", 251.
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The body is present in each account even in the first reference to the

Lord's Supper where the language moves from the liturgical "and when he had

blessed and brake...Take ye: this is my body" to Ames's reflections on his own

physical life: "But I have been thinking a great deal about the body these last

weeks. Blessed and broken" [79]. Once more the religious framework offers

Ames a way o f understanding his own failing body. There is no tension but

rather an integration o f the physical and spiritual. He segues from the blessed

and broken bread o f Communion to his own body also blessed and broken. We

can only understand things in terms o f other things. All our seeing and

interpreting is 'seeing as.' The only question o f importance is whether the lens

we use is adequate to the experience we are trying to describe. As I have

suggested, for Robinson the religious, and specifically Christian Calvinist,

framework she adopts, seems to extend and expand rather than restrict

possibilities. In an interview in the Paris Review  Robinson talks about religion

as a framing mechanism:

h is a language o f  orientation that presents itself as a series o f  
questions. U talks about the arc o f  life and the quality o f  experience 
in ways I have found fruitful to think about. Religion has been 
profoundly effective in enlarging human imagination and 
expression.'*'’

The two examples 1 have taken here, Baptism and Communion, could be 

described as specific Christian rituals, which they are, but Robinson has read 

and interpreted them narratively in such a way that they are seen to speak to 

deep human needs and experiences. The humanistic philosophy o f Feuerbach 

cited in the novel is clearly an influence. He is referenced on Baptism, which 

he refers to as this "common natural water, just as the material o f religion in 

general is common, natural humanity" but could also have been cited on the 

Eucharist, "eating and drinking is in fact a religious act." And this is how he 

concludes that essay: "It needs only that the ordinary course of things be 

interrupted in order to vindicate to common things an uncommon significance, 

to life, as such a religious import. Therefore let bread be sacred for us, let wine 

be sacred, and also let water be sacred! Amen."'*^ The numinous or the sacred is

Sarah Fay, "Marilynne Robinson; The Art o f  Fiction N o. 198."
Ludwig Feuerbach, The E ssence o f  Christianitv, trans. George Eliot (N ew  York: Prometheus 

B ooks, 1989), 236; 277; 278.
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not found apart from the ordinary, or in addition to it, but as a revelation o f it. 

Robinson speaks of the role of the artist in cultures as the one who says: "Look 

at that. And it's not Versailles. It's a brick wall with a ray of sunlight falling on
4Rit." We observed the examples of water in the exuberant play of young lovers 

and of children, of rain falling, of the wet hair of the beloved woman, and so 

on: all forms of blessing which are taken up into the theological meaning of the 

sacrament of Baptism. Similarly with communion: the ashy biscuit, the charred 

half biscuit, even the toasted sandwiches, all feed into the theological meaning 

of the 'Lord's Supper'. Meaning unfolds narratively, not as an esoteric initiation 

into a cult, but as the cultural shape of religious belief

Tanner speaks of how the theological perspective "embraces rather than 

recoils from the tension between human embodiment and religious 

transcendence."'*^ I suggest this is so because the Incarnation is taken seriously, 

and the dualism of Descartes is transcended here. The constant references to 

the joy of'this life' suggest that the 'after-life' is not the primary focus of the 

religious attention of Ames or Boughton, although they discuss it, but the 

instances of'glory' here [e.g.44, 75, 76, 170]. The possibility of meaning is thus 

not endlessly deferred but accessible to experience and reflection.

Conversations

I want to turn now from the more overtly religious themes to the 

broader issue of conversation. In this section we are alert to ways in which the 

difficulties and possibilities of communication are highlighted. We witness the 

struggle of Ames to accept the otherness of his 'adopted' son. The companion 

novel Home expands the tensions in several aborted conversations as the pair 

talk past one another and miss the mark. Fiction has the capacity to reveal the 

gaps between what is said and what is shown. Rowan Williams refers to irony 

as "the generative play between two registers. Because the novel gives 

habitation to different voices, we as readers have the possibility of hearing both 

sides, as it were, and of reading between the gaps.

Robinson, "The Art o f  Fiction N o. 198."
Tanner, ""Looking Back from the Grave": Sensory Perception and the Anticipation o f  

Absence in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead", 231.
W illiams, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Homecoming." 15.



Home is a deeply ambiguous title, suggesting as it does a place of rest 

and welcome, but also a place of claustrophobic shutting down, a place where 

one is dis-abled and reverts to the roles assigned in childhood. This is 

particularly true of Jack who carries the burden of low expectation in both 

novels. If Gilead is, on one level, a novel of ideas— albeit experientially lived 

ideas— then Home is a novel which works on the emotional and affective 

levels. It is a novel of repressed feelings and simmering anger, grief and love. 

The struggles "to sustain the difficult gift of human exchange" also form a 

significant part of Gilead. I t  might appear that a first person narrative avoids 

such issues in that the narrator is in total control. However Robinson depicts 

Ames in such a way as to allow a development of his character, particularly 

along the painful lines of his encounters with Jack Boughton. As conversations 

form the bedrock of any encounters across difference it seems vital to explore 

them here and particularly as they concern the topics of belief and unbelief.

It is interesting that while there are two characters with 'a past', as it 

were, one is left as mystery, that of 'your mother', and the other. Jack, is held 

captive by his past and defined by what has been and not what is, or what will 

be. Lila is described as coming from: "whatever unspeakable distance and 

from whatever unimaginable otherness..." [24]. Thus it seems that her 

'otherness' is valued as mystery whereas Jack's 'otherness' is viewed as threat. 

His strangeness appears inaccessible. We experience the play between hostility 

and hospitality, that precarious threshold between being rejected as enemy or 

received as guest.

The first encounter between Jack Boughton and the Ames family 

captures all the awkwardness which characterises their meetings. Ames is 

caught off-guard; he has not had the opportunity to explain the situation to his 

wife and declares that an 'oversight,' which is of course far from the truth. The 

second incident is observed when Ames finds Jack playing 'catch' with his son. 

It is another 'oversight' that Ames had not thought of getting his child a

M ichael Vander W eele, "Marilynne Robinson's G ilead  and the D ifficuh  Gift o f  Human 
Exchange," C hristianity an d  Literature  59, no. 2 (2010); 217-39; 217. This interesting essay is 
som ewhat marred by the consistent reference to Ames's w ife as D ella (the name o f  Jack's w ife) 
and not Lila!

The words have com m on origins in the Latin hostis meaning 'stranger' a notion explored in: 
Emile Benveniste, Indo-European Language and Society^ trans. Elizabeth Palmer (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1973), 71-83.
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baseball mitt and Jack provides it. There is a flow in the play and an ease 

completely absent in the verbal conversations; Ames can describe the scene as 

"beautiful to watch" [116]. It could also be registered as an example o f'the  

play o f grace'. The play shapes the communication. It offers common ground 

between the two, and the language accompanying it is also playful as Jack 

mimics a sports commentator. The bodies are in motion and expressive of 

emotion with no blockage o f misunderstanding.

The simmering resentment towards Jack is revealed in Ames's 

description o f Jack's courtesy, his "preacherly manner" [136], traits which the 

more objective might admire, but which Ames reads as 'parody'. Even Jack 

saying grace with "an elegant simplicity" is sharpened by the comment,

"almost wasted on macaroni and cheese" [137]. Jack gets under the skin o f 

Ames and ironically this close encounter inhibits his view. He cannot see him 

as he is. He can only see him as he imagines him to be. The problem is that his 

imagination is limited by false perception, by begrudgery, by resentment,
c - j

jealousy and all those other things which block our perception o f others. As 

Boughton remarks at another point, "In every important way we are such 

secrets from each another..." [224]. The surprising thing is how we do manage 

to reach across these chasms o f potential misunderstandings and find some 

common language. At one point Jack asks, ‘‘Does it seem right to you... that 

there should be no common language between us? ...H ow  can capital-T Truth 

not be communicable?"' [194]

These seem most pertinent questions, and truth-telling is an issue here 

as both men strive to 'be honest' and Jack ruefully remarks that it is precisely 

when he tries to tell the truth that things go wrong for him [194]. What we 

observe, and particularly from the wisdom o f hindsight (the only wisdom 

available to us), is that the conversation partners are missing the mark, because 

they are working with different assumptions. Jack is trying to find out about the 

attitudes in Gilead to "coloured people". Ames o f course has no idea this is part 

o f Jack's concern. They speak past one another and are both crippled by their 

past experiences o f the other and so they fail to be present to one another.

When Ames refers to Jack "winning the conversation" he knows this is an

T his is an exam p le  o f'im ag in ation ' as flaw ed , as lim ited  as any other hum an faculty.
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inappropriate metaphor. It is significant that this particular conversation is

enclosed between two expressions o f regret from Jack, "I'm very sorry" upon

waking Ames at the start, and "I can't tell you how sorry I am," upon seeing

Ames weep at the end [191; 197]. The old man had been praying to do right by

Jack and now has twice been 'caught off guard'. Of course it is this very

vulnerability which might pave the way for a true conversation. It is only in the

letting go o f  those controls that we can be rendered open to one another and

that 'grace' can play in those opened spaces. What is demonstrated so well in

these aborted conversations is the struggle we have in all our encounters: the

desire to control the outcome, the fear of 'losing face', the sense o f

estrangement, the search for connection, and more than that, for communion.

Rowan Williams in his discussion o f the novels of Dostoevsky talks about

relationships which move beyond duality:

In sum: responsibility is the free acceptance o f the call to give voice 
to the other, while leaving them time and space to be other; it is the 
love o f the other in his or her wholeness, that is, including the fact of 
their relatedness to more than myself; it is the acceptance o f the 
labour o f decentring the self and dissolving its fantasies of purely 
individual autonomy, and it is to be open to a potentially unlimited 
range o f relation, to human and nonhuman others.

Ames has still a long way to go before he can allow Jack this freedom. We are 

struck by the extent to which he confines Jack both to his past and to the 

misdeeds o f his youth. (Home here is seen as a place o f constriction, rather 

than freedom.) Jack too is blocked by what Williams calls his "unreconciled 

irony", he pays too much attention to how he is viewed in the eyes o f others 

rather than to "the relational reality itself.

The final conversation between the pair breaks through duality to the 

surprise o f  common concern, "you see I also have a wife and child." As Jack 

describes meeting and falling in love with Della, the parallels between his 

experience and that o f Ames are clear. (Even the names o f their wives, Della, 

Lila, have a similar musical sound.) Jack has suffered through this relationship 

because o f the anti-miscegenation laws and the legal description o f their loving 

relationship as "pernicious cohabitation" [256]. I have already referred to this, 

but the point here is to observe how the conversation changes focus. This

Williams 187.
Williams, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Homecoming.", 9;8.
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narrative flows; the two are finally present to one another. O f course some of 

the old awkwardness arises. Ames makes a comment about "that other child" 

and old wounds are easily re-opened. However the difference here is that the 

move to ask forgiveness for these lapses is also immediate and tactile: "I put 

my arms around him. For a moment he actually let his head rest on my 

shoulder. 'I am tired,' he said. I could just feel the loneliness in him"[263]. The 

"I am tired" echoes Ames's "I'm tired. I'm old." For the first time they are 

vulnerable to one another.

This conversation has allowed a measure o f empathy as Ames 

acknowledges that he understands why Jack must leave. In that moment of 

'truth' he says, in what seems like a paradoxical comment, that it almost makes 

him grateful for his old bitterness [274]. This is an example o f what the 

Augustinian theologian Gabriel Daly calls "the daring oxymoron, O felix  

culpa". In a remark that seems pertinent to the manner in which it becomes 

possible for Ames to bless Jack, Daly talks about the meaning of salvation:

Salvation, in short, is a blessing in its own right and not merely a 
happy ending to an otherwise regrettable occurrence. That is why it 
should not be relegated in its entirety to a future life after death. This 
earthly life is shot through with salviflc instances which demand to 
be recognised as such by faith. Grace is not an abstract or invisible 
entity granted by God directly and without mediation. It always 
coexists with tangible realities and is mediated by those realities.
There is no such thing as grace which is grace and nothing else.
There are only graced persons, events and things. If we wish to 
discover and encounter grace, we must turn to the created world, 
because it is the created world which supplies the materials and 
occasions that become vehicles o f  grace.

Gilead could be described as a narrative of the mediated workings of 

grace. Robinson's skill is in enabling the reader to see this unfolding revelation. 

It makes sense in terms of the narrative. It makes sense within the fictional 

world she creates for her characters and yet paradoxically it gives the illusion 

of'freedom'. Jack is offered the gift of blessing and receives it, but not without 

ambiguity. Ames does not know precisely how Jack receives it. He can only 

speculate. Jack remains a mystery in every sense, including theological, of that 

word. In Home, Glory, his sister, sees Jack walk away and remarks, "a man of 

sorrows and acquainted with g rie f [Home, 331], and thus encloses him in the

Gabriel Daly, C reation an d  Redem ption  (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1988), 4; 3,4.
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mystery o f the suffering Christ. In Gilead, Ames is the last to see him, but the 

memory o f the blessing remains, "I still feel the weight o f the brow in my 

hand" [279], Earlier in the novel Ames had spoken of the feeling o f the brow of 

a baby during baptism [64], now having blessed Jack without reservation, that 

blessing withheld in the past, is given and received.

We cannot control conversations. We can only take responsibility for 

our own words, but what we observe in these sometimes tortured exchanges 

between Jack and Ames is an increasing unwillingness to close down the 

dialogue. They seek further openings until the space between them becomes 

less bounded and more porous, until it finally yields to empathy or compassion, 

which in turn opens to grace. However whether this is fully achieved remains a 

question, and perhaps is seen in the novel as left to Divine, and not human, 

providence. We see how these two have struggled towards understanding, each 

coming from those separate and inviolable spaces o f otherness. The first 

requirement, which for a considerable time was not met, was a respect for the 

other which allowed them to be. The gap between what Ames knows and 

understands, and what he does, is revealed here; he has described encounters 

with others, "as if a question is being put to you" [141]. For a long time Ames 

could not hear Jack's question and could only see him in the limited terms of 

Jack's past. This desire to repeat the past, to nurse old grudges, as Ames says, is 

a feature in many conversations. The reach for reconciliation requires some re

articulation, some reframing, so that another way of seeing, another narrative 

might emerge. And of course the question that the other puts is not factual but 

existential; the other is the question to the self. We leam who we are through 

relationships, through such questions. Our capacity for misunderstanding one 

another seems infinite. It seems nothing less than miraculous that we manage 

sometimes to communicate at all. This novel shows the controlled form o f 

communication in the journal format, but also the uncontrolled form in the 

reported dialogues. We may seek to explain ourselves to one another but 

ultimately we must risk exchange, and the risk o f exchange is the risk o f love.

Weaving Threads

In the first part o f this chapter on fiction I have been looking at the 

work o f Marilynne Robinson and, in particular, her novel Gilead under the
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headings o f Faith and Fiction, the Play o f Grace, Baptism and Communion and 

finally Conversation. At this point I want to draw some threads from this 

discussion into the weave o f the dissertation and its concern with shaping an 

interpretive and imaginative space where matters o f faith can be discussed and 

the 'gap' between 'sacred' and 'secular' bridged. The first thread I want to draw 

through is that o f the religious framework as a lens through which the events of 

the novel are described. The fact that the central character is a preacher allows 

for quite an explicit religious frame o f references. I use the plural form here as 

Ames describes his library for us, so there is no second guessing about his 

influences. Once this framework is accepted, we look for inner coherence in 

the novel, for its truth-telling capacity. This offers an analogical way of 

viewing religious frameworks. It shows faith working as embodied practice(s). 

We observe nuanced distinctions, often humorously delineated, between the 

different comers o f the Christian churches.

The second thread, related to the first, shows doctrines in play, 

grounded in the material realities o f the human body firstly, and then o f the 

elements o f fire and water, and of bread or ashy biscuit. There is no tension in 

the novel between the bodily and the spiritual: one is mediated through the 

other. The real presence of Ames's wife and child as he confronts his own 

mortality implies transcendence in the depth o f the immanent experience rather 

than a separation between them. Several times in the novel there are references, 

or rather, exclamations, almost praise-like refrains: "Ah, this life, this world" 

[10]; "how I have loved this life" [64]; "I love the prairie!" [281] and finally: "I 

love this town. I think sometimes o f going into the ground here as a last wild 

gesture o f love" [282]. Gilead, despite its subject matter o f the meditations o f a 

man facing death, is very much o f 'this world'. Thus the space that the novel 

opens is suggestive o f how we might negotiate this terrain with its dimensions 

of, what Charles Taylor calls, experiences of "fullness" or depth. These cross

pressures to a secular frame are given weight here.^^ It is significant that 

'praise' rather than 'petition' is the primary mark o f a sacred reading o f 'this 

world'. We noted 'praise' as a sacred tone in Chapter One.

^^'The sense that there is som ething more presses in.' Taylor, A Secular Age, 121.
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The third thread is that of conversation and the difficulties of 

communicating across our differences particularly in matters of faith. This is an 

issue important to the dissertation and central to the novel. In Gilead, as we 

have seen, two central characters embody different perspectives on otherness. 

Lila's "unimaginable otherness" is received with the bafflement of grace. Jack 

Boughton's strangeness appears 'unassimilable'. The conversations with Jack 

illustrate the difficulties of communication, the gap between what one wishes 

to say and what is heard, between what one desires and what is realised. These 

are fictional imagined exercises in the struggle to accommodate difference. The 

limits of the notion of hospitality are seen in the way in which Jack clearly 

does not feel 'at home,' and in the strained relationships which only the other 

'stranger' (Lila) can bridge. The political undercurrent of Gilead's history as a 

place of refuge for escaping slaves, and its present as a town that has forgotten 

its radical past, and is no longer a place of welcome, show the links between 

personal and political reconciliation. What is also revealed is how tensions can 

arise between apparent 'sameness' rather than with 'exotic' otherness. It is Jack's 

'likeness' which threatens, as much as his difference. The fact that Ames is 

ultimately open to have his story expanded, or "unsettled," by his encounters, 

first with Lila and eventually with Jack, is what gives the novel its sense of
58redemption. Coming with our prepared scripts to the table is one matter; 

allowing those scripts to be unsettled, calls for a grace that is more than 

tolerance or empathy, but which has its roots in trust, in faith.

The 'play of grace' illustrates that 'trust' which does not depend 

ultimately on any human construct but finds its source in what might be named 

theologically as God's gift of freedom. The novel is a constructed imaginative 

form and within this form depicts this kind of freedom so that we can begin to 

say, "so this is what a life of faith might look like." The playful and the ironic 

aspects in the novel suggest a resistance to having the last word and a 

willingness to remain open to mystery, summed up in Glory's response on 

witnessing Jack's first child playing in the water: "I do not understand one 

thing in this world. Not one" [187]. The 'sacred' moment is less a matter of the 

irrational, than a matter o f reason knowing its limits.

W illiams, "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Hom ecoming.", 12.



The final aspect I want to address in the conclusion to the discussion o f 

Marilynne Robinson's work is about 'seeing' and 'framing'. Towards the end o f 

the novel Ames writes, "Wherever you turn your eyes the world can shine like 

transfiguration. You don't have to bring a thing to it except a little willingness 

to see. Only, who could have the courage to see it?" [280] An early entry in 

Ames's journal describes a scene where he 'saw' (past tense) a bubble floating 

past his window. This transitory experience, and nothing could be less 

permanent than a bubble, causes him to rejoice in "this life, this world". There 

is a surprising shift to the present tense when he comments, "Your mother is 

wearing her blue dress and you are wearing your red shirt... "[10]. It is as if her 

'real presence' is a consolation even as absence is anticipated. Towards the end 

o f the novel 'your mother' is in her blue dress again but the boy has outgrown 

the red shirt. Holding onto the past is not an option, the boy has a fiiture and it 

may not be in this town, and his father will not live to see it.

The window is a framing metaphor, the novel itself is a framing, and 

the religious perspective is also, in that sense, an artifice. We can only see 

things through windows, through frames. We have no pure and unmedialed 

access to experience. One o f the potential outcomes o f reading fiction is to 

leam empathy, but another is to make us aware o f the 'framed' or constructed 

nature o f our experience. Fiction does not occlude questions of truth but aligns 

such questions to 'troth', to trust.

Gilead is a particular narrative shaping o f the religious experience o f its 

protagonist Ames. It is a fictional construct which has an inner coherence and 

thus we, as readers, 'trust' it. It thus serves also to show how such 'trust' works: 

we put our 'faith' in this fiction. The paradox o f the novel is the way in which 

the apparent constrictions o f 'a  small town', of'sm all folk', o f a specific 

tradition o f religious belief, o f the thoughts o f an aging pastor can transcend 

their limited localities, their 'scandalous particularities’ and enlarge the 

imagination. And o f course the final 'constriction' is death and the manner in 

which Ames is portrayed as facing his death is precisely, and again 

paradoxically, what shapes this novel as an act o f hope, however provisional. 

But as Ames remarks: "hope deferred is still hope" [281].
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Part III: Reading Alice McDermott

If music be the food of love, play on;
Give me an excess of it; that surfeiting 
The appetite might sicken, and so die.
That strain again! It had a dying fall;

— William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night

They believe in the Incarnation, the Trinity, the communion of 
saints, the resurrection of the body and life everlasting. Their faith is 
genetic, cultural, blood-borne, and as such it is cause for neither 
fanaticism nor zealotry, crisis nor grief. It is, like language itself, a 
way of ordering the world, expressing emotion, communicating 
need. It is, forever, their first language.

— Alice McDermott, The Lunatic in the Pew

In the novels o f  M arilynne Robinson we observed how the faith 

practices and theology o f  the Reform ed tradition m ark the foreground o f  her 

work. They do not m erely inform the im aginative contours o f  her novels but 

form the subject m atter o f  Gilead. In fact they also shape the style o f  writing 

w ith its correspondence to paratactic biblical prose. "Style" according to 

Robert A lter "is a w ay o f  imagining the world, o f  articulating value. One 

could argue that in the case o f  Robinson the relationship betw een her faith and 

her fiction is direct and unam biguous. A question here is w hether there is a 

sim ilar clear correspondence in the work o f  A lice M cDerm ott. In w hat ways 

can the pattern o f  faith be traced in her novels? How are the novels m arked by 

the particularities o f  the Catholic faith tradition? Is this m anifested in style as 

well as substance? I will argue that there is a greater level o f  am bivalence in 

term s o f  the place o f  faith in M cDerm ott's novels, and 1 use the m etaphor o f  

'strain' to express this. A lice M cDerm ott has been described as a 'Catholic 

novelist' and her w riting as 'Catholic fiction;' her novels often deal with aspects 

o f  Catholic faith and teaching.^® One o f  the questions I raise is w hether such 

labelling is a help or a hindrance in understanding her work. M arilynne 

Robinson is not usually described as a 'Congregationalist novelist' nor her 

novels as 'Protestant' so w e m ight wonder why this term  accrues to the work o f

Alter, Pen o f  Iron: American Prose and the King James Bible, 180.
^  See for example the inclusion o f  Alice Me Dermott in this list; Donald Brophy, One 
Hundred Great Catholic Books: From the Earlv Centuries to the Present (Dublin; Columba, 
2007).
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writers who are Catholic? The primary novel under discussion is After This 

first published in 2006.^'

In the concluding part of this chapter 1 consider the kinds of 

conversations that might be generated by the juxtaposition of the two writers 

under discussion. I will ask in what ways these readings might serve to expand 

the interpretive space of our imagining the 'sacred' in the 'secular' as we explore 

how a religious perspective takes shape in practice. It is a discussion that never 

moves far from the human experiences which give rise to the questions. Both 

writers ground us in the immanent.

The Strain o f Faith

In searching for a metaphor that might describe the meaning of faith in 

the novels of McDermott I propose 'the strain of faith'. I am using that word 

'strain' in the many faceted forms of its meaning: to stretch; to draw tight; to 

exalt emotionally; to subject to stress; to constrain; to sing; to play; to filter; the 

act of straining; a section of a melody; an outpouring or flow of language; 

emotional tone, key, manner.^^ By using that metaphor I want to capture 

something of the ambivalent role that Catholic faith plays in the lives of the 

characters in these novels. All of McDermott's characters are 'cradle Catholics' 

and the 'strain' (yet another meaning) of their Catholicism and their culture is 

Irish/American. They have not chosen this faith; it is a 'given' and it operates 

both as a pressure, 'a strain' in that sense, and as a refrain: a strain of melody or 

grace in their lives. It is something that bears down on them, and at the same 

time bears them up. I have spoken earlier about the pattern faith makes in a life 

and how that can be traced through fictional narratives. Here faith is imprinted 

on these characters as if a part of their DNA; consciously at times and often 

sub-consciously they sift (strain) their experiences through that lens.

What is of primary interest for the dissertation is the ambivalence of the 

faith experience as expressed in the novels. The lived experience of any faith 

carries the effects of doctrines and teachings rubbing up against the messy 

ambiguities and harsh reality of the accidents of actual lives. These places of

The edition used in the dissertation is A lice M cDermott, A fter This (London: Bloom sbury, 
2007).

The Cham bers D ictionary, (London; Chambers 1993).
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ambivalence also need honouring, and novelists can offer ways o f negotiating

between what we long for and what we experience, without submitting to

fatalism or fantasy. These are the kinds of spaces which can be expanded to

encourage a more complex rendering of discussions about practices o f faith.

Although the focus is on After This, I will also refer briefly to earlier

novels including Charming Billy and Weddings and Wakes.^^ I am particularly

interested in the structures o f the novels and in the place o f memory.

McDermott in an interview given in 2003 explains its importance to her in

terms of its fluidity and longevity in contrast to the momentary nature o f

incidents themselves. Later in the same interview she comments:

Fiction  is not m erely a palatable w ay to get the saine inform ation  
you get from  n on-fiction , it's the w ay to enter into another universe, 
a w ay to see  the world anew , to hear an internal v o ice  that is not our 
ow n, to m ake sen se o f  and to find shape in what (in real life) can 
often seem  sen se less  and shapeless ...fic tio n  is where you'll find the 
stu ff you  can't find anywhere e lse , the stu ff that en d u res.. .the eternal 
truths.* '̂'

The fluidity of meaning as constructed by memory and given narrative 

shape discloses ways o f negotiating territory that may be too painful or difficult 

to be confronted directly. A prime example o f this is the episode which lies at 

the heart, or rather forms the void, o f After This— the death o f the son Jacob. 

This is never confronted directly and yet everything else is shaped by it. 1 will 

return to this in more detail but use it here as an example o f the way in which 

the structures o f the novels are as important as the content.

The editions used in this essay are Bloomsbury publications: Alice McDermott, Charming 
Billy (London: Bloomsbury, 1998); McDermott, At Weddings and Wakes (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003); McDemiott, After This (London: Bloomsbury, 2007). (Page numbers in 
parentheses will follow references to After This', other novels will be designated by title 
followed by page number.)

Alice McDermott in discussion with Carole Bums "Off the Page" in the Washington Post: 
October 2, 2003, < http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dvn/articles/A31756- 
2003Aug22.html .> (accessed June 27, 2011).

Noted by Jane Hamilton in her review o f the novel "Where the Heart is" in the Washington 
Post September 3, 2006.
<http://www.washingtonpost.eom/wpdvn/content/article/2006/08/31/AR2006083101147.html> 
(accessed June 02, 2011).
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The Catholic Novel

I have suggested throughout this work that form, shape, pattern, 

structure matter, that we cannot simply extract content 'the what' without 

attending to the 'how'. This is one o f the reasons I have such difficulty with the 

notion o f 'the Catholic novel' as often defined. For example Ross Labrie in his 

work. The Catholic Imagination in American Literature, gives three principles 

underlying his thesis: "It deals with authors who represent high intellectual and 

artistic achievement, it considers only authors who were practicing Roman 

Catholics, and it focuses only on literary works that centre on Catholic belief 

and spirituality."^^ The author having suggested, through the title, that he is 

concerned with the 'Catholic imagination' immediately proceeds to restrict that 

'imagination' as if  it were only 'detectable' in practicing  Catholics. It 

presupposes a monolithic understanding o f what Catholic means. Furthermore 

it confines that understanding to 'Roman' Catholic thus rejecting the Catholic 

strain in Anglicanism, for example.

Labrie does not deal with the work o f McDermott, commenting that:

"In recent fiction by certain writers with a Catholic background, such as Alice 

McDermott, for example, Catholicism has been portrayed with historical 

detachment rather than through the eyes o f faith. "Historical detachment" is 

not a phrase I would apply to McDermott's works and "a Catholic background" 

seems to imply a judgment here, i.e. not 'foreground'. Thus we get a sense of 

writers taken in, or marked out o f 'the fold'. Questions of orthodoxy arise: is a 

Catholic novel one that expresses the tenets o f the Catholic faith? What o f the 

criterion here o f 'practicing Catholic'? It has the ring o f party membership 

about it.^*

Ross Labrie, The C atholic Im agination in Am erican L iterature  (Columbia: Univ. o f  Missouri 
Press, 1997), ix.

Labrie, The C atholic Im agination in A m erican Literature, 211.
Labrie's approach is also critiqued in the follow ing essay: Albert Gelpi, "The Catholic 

Presence in American Culture," Am erican L ite ra iy  H istory  11, no. 1 (1999); 96-212. Gelpi 
considers Labrie's approach too narrow and com plains that as a result "He only gingerly and 
nervously explores the w ays in which Catholic writers m ove into disputed or murky areas", 
202. N icholas B oyle does not demand that writers are Catholic but proposes that literature "if it 
is true to life" must "reflect and corroborate...the teachings o f  the Catholic church." Seriousness
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I would take issue also with some o f the views expressed in the essays

edited by Mary Reichardt in 2010. In her introduction Reichardt seeks to define

Catholic fiction. She rejects Flannery O'Connor's remark that "all fiction that

portrays reality as it is truly seen and experienced in the world may be

considered Catholic fiction," as too broad, and offers the following:

A work of Catholic literature is that which employs the history, 
traditions, culture, theology, and/or spirituality of Catholicism in a 
substantial and informed manner. Whether it involves Catholic 
subject matter or not, and whether its author is a Catholic or not, 
such literature is substantially grounded in a deep and realistic 
understanding of at least some aspects of the Catholic faith, Catholic 
life or the Catholic tradition.

This is certainly broader than Labrie's terms and Reichardt's: writers do 

not have to have to prove they are 'practicing' to be included, but there are still 

criteria for orthodoxy. Does this definition allow for novels which push against 

the grain o f so-called Catholic life? Does it allow for works which unsettle all 

o f these boundaries, which are plural and ambiguous? Reichardt refers to 

'traditions' in the plural, but later corrects this to 'the Catholic tradition' once 

more implying a monolithic approach. The author's definition proposes a frame 

which seems likely to exclude as much as it includes: she considers that "An 

incarnational approach ...is  essential to Catholic thought... the mystery o f the 

Cross remains at the heart of Catholic thinking and Catholic writing."’® This 

may well be true; but not exclusively so. The Reformation lines have blurred 

considerably and we might question whether 'the Protestant principle' and 'the
71Catholic substance' are as denominationally marked as once they were. All 

o f this leads one to ask about the usefulness o f marking out 'Catholic fiction'. I 

would prefer to work with the broader terms o f pattern and practice. These 

patterns and practices o f faith are coloured by the hue o f the tradition or 

denomination explored in the narrative, but not necessarily constricted by 

them. I chose Marilynne Robinson and Alice McDermott as writers for whom a 

religious framework opens up imaginative possibilities, rather than forecloses

about truth is his criterion. N icholas Boyle, Sacred  an d  S ecu lar Scriptures: A C atholic  
A pproach to L iterature  (London: Darton, Longman &Todd Ltd, 2004), 139.

Mary R. Reichardt, Between Human and D ivine: The C atholic Vision in C ontem porary  
Literature  (W ashington, D.C.: Catholic U niversity o f  A m erica Press, 2010), 3.
™ Ibid. 4.

See Gabriel Daly, One Church: Two Indispensable Values P ro testan t P rincip le  an d  Catholic  
Substance  (Dublin: The Irish School o fE cum enics, 1998).
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them . There are readers who are resistant to the 'faith' content and as a resuU

fail to grasp the im aginative reach o f the novels. Thus, for example, the Irish

novelist Eilis Ni Dhuibhne reviewing a novel by M cDerm ott, admits her

unease with the w ork comm enting:

But the main problem we may have is that she is describing, indeed 
honouring, a way of life which Irish writers have abandoned...Now,
Irish writers of McDermott's age more or less ignore all that 
religious side of life, even when writing about the recent past when 
it was central. Or else, they satirise it or rail against it.̂ ^

There is how ever a greater irony in the fact that other readers, precisely 

because o f their interest in the faith content, also close down those im aginative 

trajectories. Such readers m ine the fiction for its 'faith' and read the novels as 

fictional garb for Catholic teaching. Patricia Schnapp in her essay, "Shades o f  

Redem ption in A lice M cDerm ott's Novels" chooses the them e o f  redem ption as 

a lens "in analysing the specifically Catholic texture o f  her work, for this them e 

resonates w ith the claim s o f traditional Church theology." The them e o f  

'redem ption' is significant in Charming B illy  but has a much greater am biguity 

than this approach im plies, and 1 will return to that discussion, but the them e is 

forced in the reading o f  A fter This. In fact Schnapp's reading so constrains that 

novel as to render it quite false. Schnapp opens her discussion o f  the novel as 

follows:

In A fter This (2006), McDermott analyses a single family's response 
to the loss of one of its members in World War II. Here the concept 
of redemption takes on additional theological connotations, though 
they are implied symbolically rather than imposed.

This is m ore than a m isreading; it is an error o f  fact. After This is a 

novel which circles around the death o f  the eldest son Jacob in Vietnam. Jacob 

had been nam ed by his father to honour another Jacob, Jake, who had died in 

the trenches in the w inter o f  1944, 1945. This factual error suggests an 

inattention to detail which has been subsumed to the over-riding concern with 

the 'religious' elem ents. So we read: "Through the couple's strong faith and the 

Church's blessing, the fam ily will survive: in the words o f  the prayer "Salve

'Prayers o f  the Faithful' The Irish Times July 7, 2007. See also scant and scathing references 
to Catholicism  in Anne Enright's recent novel The F orgotten Waltz (Jonathan C ape 2 0 1 1).

Patricia Schnapp "Shades o f  Redemption in A lice McDermott's Novels" in: Reichardt, 
B etw een Human and D ivine: The C atholic Vision in C ontem poraiy L iterature, 19; 23.
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Regina", from which McDermott took her title, "after this, our exile" there is 

the promise o f heaven."’'* As I read this summary the ambiguities o f the novel 

are ironed out in a kind o f pious 'happy ever after'. This does not ring true. The 

title o f the novel is After This and the missing words are "our exile" and that, I 

suggest, rather than "the promise of heaven" is the theme o f the novel. They are 

left unwritten, unspoken but they haunt the novel. There are further examples 

o f distorted readings which miss McDermott's sharp satire and present a 

remark such as: "life...is always a cause for celebration" [274], out o f context 

as uncontested piety. A complex ambivalent novel is rendered safe and 

constrained within the orthodoxies o f Church teaching.

What 1 have observed here are some o f the pitfalls both o f faith-filled 

and faith-less readings. How do we find a lens which has a fidelity to the 

imaginative construct o f the novels themselves and which can honour the 

pattern o f faith as it emerges through the writing, and not as something 

imposed upon it? If one o f the purposes o f this work is to illustrate how these 

poetic and fictional narratives open a space where how faith works can be 

explored, then we need to be hospitable to those matters in a manner which 

allows the novels to be novels, and not thinly veiled illustrations o f orthodoxy.

Allowing for Ambiguity

So contra Patricia Schnapp and the guardians o f Catholic orthodoxy 1 

want to look at the novel without these presuppositions and restrictions. In 

relation to Gilead 1 used the word 'play' and it may be appropriate again here in 

the sense o f seeing what ideas are at play, set loose in these novels. Can a 

Catholic lens be re-appropriated in terms o f freedom rather than restriction?

The Catholic strain in these novels allows for a mixture, not just o f the material 

and the spiritual, as in Marilynne Robinson's work, but o f the sordid and the 

sanctified, or the sordid as sanctified.’^

Flannery O'Connor, perhaps one o f the most frequently cited Catholic 

novelists, pushes the boundaries to the limits in terms o f exploring faith and 

grace. She is interested in the dark side o f human nature and her stories become

‘̂'Patricia Schnapp "Shades o f  Redemption in Alice McDermott's Novels", 24.
See for example how in a similar way poet and writer Aidan Mathews insists on the idea that 

"the stench o f  the stable can be the odour o f  sanctity" in Aidan Carl Mathews, In the Poorer 
Quarters (Dublin: Veritas Publications, 2007), 223.
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almost counter-examples o f faith. In choosing to discuss the work of Alice

McDermott I have taken a writer who works on a much smaller, less cosmic

scale. Her characters are not shocking and one could argue that their very

ordinary lives are rendered visible by her attention. They do not usually engage

in theological discourse, although in Charming Billy the meaning o f

'redemption' is discussed, but their faith is imprinted on their lives, part o f their

DNA, part o f the strain. They are often ambivalent towards it. It is this

ambivalence which interests me here. The pattern that faith makes in a life is

not as easily 'read' as is suggested by Patricia Schnapp. A good example is

found in After This on the only occasion when the words from Salve Regina

which form the title o f the novel are discussed. Michael, the second eldest son

o f the Keanes, drinks in an ugly place called 'Damiens' where he meets a

Kindergarten teacher, Beverley. After they make love she does some drawings

in chalk on his wall. Looking at them later he describes them as "between

pretty and crude, between a cartoon and a vision. Something you could dismiss

as a joke as readily as you could claim it as the precise illustration of

everything you wanted" [185]. The drawings make him think of a whole range

o f things: the drawings o f satyrs and nymphs on a dope box and then o f the girl

who had opened her parka and revealed her nakedness to the gawping stares of

the onlookers, "that motley crew o f cherubim and seraphim all around her.

Hail, Holy Queen. Mother o f Mercy. Our life, our sweetness, our hope"[186].

As this memory comes to mind Michael reflects on how, even when you have

disentangled yourself, "the words stayed with you":

To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve, to thee do we 
send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears.
Turn then, most gracious advocate, thine eyes of mercy toward us, 
and after this our exile show unto us the fruit of thy womb ...
Words you could dismiss as a joke as readily as you could claim 
them as the precise definition of everything wanted [186].

There could hardly be a more unlikely setting for the recitation o f this 

prayer. Some might consider the connections blasphemous. Yet this space 

opened up by the girl's crude, erotic yet visionary drawings is a space to be 

honoured. It is that space o f ambivalence where possibilities hover between 

meanings which will settle on them, or unsettle them. So Michael sees this 

ambivalence both in the prayer and in the drawing, and describes them in an
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almost identical manner. O f the drawings he says, "Something you could 

dismiss as a joke as readily as you could claim it as the precise illustration o f 

everything you wanted"[l 85]. And of the prayer he says "Words you could 

dismiss as a joke as readily as you could claim them as the precise definition of 

everything you wanted" [186],

In these words Michael offers an insight into the capacity o f art—  even 

primitive naive art, and prayer, even that worn thin by sentiment and piety—  to 

transcend its limitations and become the bearer o f hope. Yet he knows that in 

both cases it could just as easily not work in this way and be dismissed as a 

joke. McDermott allows for the both/and. One-eyed readers will resist the 

ambiguity and insert either a Catholic reading or a secular one. The 'strain' o f 

the prayer ingrained in Michael's memory refuses its 'spiritual' confines and 

breaks through, even in this erotically charged moment. Having uttered the 

prayer, or rather having spoken the prayer which has uttered itself in him, he 

picks up a flashlight to check the time, "Shades o f his brother." A tiny phrase 

holding much: the flashlight reminds him o f his brother, but what casts lights 

also casts shadows and the expression 'shades' suggests death. .Tacob's death 

haunts the novel and because o f it the family inhabit 'this valley o f tears' of 

ruptures and o f weeping— usually displaced.

As this is the only occasion in the novel where the title is given context, 

then it seems important to acknowledge the ambiguities which surround its 

quotation. We can see both the straining towards the "sweetness and the hope" 

and the sorrows which bear down and make such hopes seem misplaced. If we 

are to speak o f a Catholic strain here 1 find it in the juxtaposition o f the prayer 

in this apparently unlikely context o f the move from the sordid surroundings of 

"Damian's" to the room in the cold house smelling o f "dope and then popcorn". 

In this entanglement o f sex and death, o f Eden-like drawings, where there is 

both innocence and experience, something pulls Michael not away from all this 

but into its depths. This is what 1 understand as a Catholic strain of 

sacramentality. Grace is revealed in and through the ordinary, even the most 

unlikely ordinary, o f messy muddled lives. What is also revealed is the 

straining towards something that is other, which transcends this muddle and 

mess.
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We get further ghmpses o f this straining towards, particularly at the end 

o f the novel when the young 'Protestant' pianist comes to play at the hastily 

arranged wedding. The Monsignor listens to the boy and thinks of the 

difference between his playing and that o f ordinary pianists:

And then there was a kid like this, who played in a trance, eyes 
closed, transformed, transported, inspired (that was the word) —not 
the engine for the instrument but a conduit for some music that was 
already there, that had always been there, in the air, some music, 
some pattern, sacred, profound, barely apprehensible, inscrutable, 
really, something just beyond the shell of earth and sky that had 
always been there and that needed only this boy, a boy like this to 
bring it, briefly, briefly, to his untrained ear.

Something he hadn't even known he'd been straining to hear [278],

The final lines o f the novel "So it's a gift then" don't just apply to the 

talent o f the boy, or to the gift of the unborn child, but to a wider notion o f gift 

as a theological reading o f life. Something similar is revealed in the priest's 

comment which refers to the sheer gratuitousness, not o f the talent, but o f the 

'gift' o f receiving the music, "something he hadn't even known he'd been 

straining to hear." We can speak about the 'construction o f meaning' but here 

we get something like the reception o f meaning. O f course everything in 

Monsignor McShane's education and experience has prepared him for such a 

'revelation,' if  we may call it that. Yet it is received as 'gift' and that is probably 

the greatest single difference between what constitutes a stance o f faith or trust, 

and one o f un-belief; it is this willingness not to control meaning, but to be 

open to receive meaning— a response to a call. (This constituted part o f the 

reading of'the  sacred' in Chapter One.)Without the vocabulary o f grace, 

revelation and so on these experiences cannot easily be accommodated, but that 

does not mean that they are determined by this vocabulary, but rather are given 

breathing space through it. The priest is surprised by this moment. It was 

something "he hadn't even known he'd been straining to hear." Again we have 

this notion of'straining' as both a reaching for the strains o f the music, and also 

a tension in this 'straining to hear' as if  there was "labour in it, pain and struggle 

in it, as well as sweetness" words used earlier to describe the love-making 

between Mary and John Keane [ 27]. Yet, like grace, when it (the gift) comes, 

they find themselves grasped by, rather than grasping.
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The novel is framed by an exit from and entrance to 'the church'. One 

might have expected this pattern to be reversed, but these are very different 

manifestations o f church and it is not only the re-ordering o f the church altars 

which takes place after Vatican II which alters the lives o f those entering at the 

end. It opens with the lines "Leaving the church" and concludes with John 

Keane entering a church. Mary Keane, whose life and brief loves before her 

marriage featured in the opening chapter, is not named but has disappeared 

behind, "The women in their pale wedding clothes" who were gathered at the 

door in an echo o f the Gospel accounts o f the role o f women, "there were also 

women." One could describe the exit from one kind o f church at the beginning, 

a place o f candle-lighting and earnest prayers, and the entry into another where 

the residues o f  hope were found surprisingly in the young man playing the 

piano, as a transition from a naive faith to one tested by hard experience.

Missing the M ark

Fiction's role in depicting the sense that we are not at ease in the world 

is illustrated in this novel in terms of loss o f opportunities, loss o f dreams, the 

snags o f disappointment. There is a pervading, almost oppressive, sense o f 

regret permeating the work. There is not one guiding narrative voice, but shifts 

in perspective allowing us to hear the thoughts, most often unvoiced, o f Mary 

Keane, o f her husband John, o f Michael, o f Annie and their sense o f things not 

quite fitting, as expressed by Annie, for example, in settling for less, "It would 

not be the life she wanted" [250]. In some o f these missed opportunities and the 

gaps between hopes and reality we catch a sense o f loss and longing. 

Conversations fail and relationships do not develop. We recall the struggles in 

Gilead between Jack and Ames. There are not such sustained examples here 

but the same sense of reaching out and falling short is depicted.

Alice McDermott is gentle with her characters and there is tenderness 

towards their weaknesses although she is not without sharpness; Pauline, the 

friend, who burdens rather than blesses the lives o f the Keane family, is 

depicted in the photographs o f their wedding in her dark suit "slashed by a 

white sling"[21]. What McDermott does best is communicate the sense o f loss 

and regret, o f opportunities missed, that most human o f failings— the sin o f 

omission. Thus when Michael, the second son taller, more confident than his
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older brother Jacob, but always carrying the (usually unspoken) memory o f his 

brother, meets Susan Perischetti, a school friend o f his sister Annie, he tries to 

have a conversation with her. They exchange the usual pleasantries, "Annie 

seems happy"; 'and "Clare's good" referring to his sisters, and "Say hi to Tony," 

mentioning her brother. "And then walked away with it written all over his 

face... disappointment, the failure to connect, the sorrow o f a lost 

opportunity"[ 255]. Jacob is the void at the heart o f the novel and at the heart o f 

this unsatisfactory encounter, "Jacob's fine, he had an impulse to say...for just 

a second the solid past would loosen its grip. Jacob's same as always " [255].

What McDermott understands and captures so well is the inability to 

communicate what is closest, most painful. She describes the displacement of 

grief in several instances. She is singularly attentive to the 'gaps', the things that 

are not said, the longing to reach out and the failure to do so. Her characters, in 

the New Testament definition o f sin, continually 'miss the mark'. The attention 

to the gaps makes this a subtle piece o f writing and this is where it illustrates 

the pattern o f faith. It has a sense o f 'yearning' or hunger at its heart. 

Restlessness rather than 'fullness' characterise this 'faith'. The characters intuit 

the loss, o f what might and could be, and they 'strain' towards their better 

selves. They strain towards some inchoate sense o f mystery "it's a gift then".

Detail: Domestic and Sacramental

Women writers who write about the quotidian can be dismissed as 

failing to attend to the heroic or even the political. As we noted Marilynne 

Robinson considers that one o f the purposes o f fiction is "to simulate the 

hourliness and dailiness o f human life."^^ In this section we look at 

McDermott's attention to detail to discern its function. It may serve to 

communicate the oppressive and limited life possibilities o f the female 

characters in particular. In this section I look at two examples of'pilgrim ages' 

undertaken by women characters one apparently secular and another explicitly 

religious, both re-framed in terms o f female experience.

Close attention to detail is one o f the arts o f writing and the arts of 

listening, but it is as much about listening for gaps, for what is not said, as for

Robinson, When I Was a Child I  Read Books, 20.
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what is said. Story-telling does not necessarily require 'heroes' or grand 

gestures but can concern itself with the minutiae o f  domestic l iv e s .B e a tr ic e  

Jacobson recognizes the significance o f detail in her essay on "Alice 

McDermott's Narrators" in the nicely titled collection Too Smart to be 

Sentimental: Contemporaiy Irish American Women Writers. She cites 

McDermott who notes that writers use detail "to tame time, to step on life's 

receding tail... We use detail in fiction not merely because it makes for better 

more vivid writing; we use detail because the moment o f conscious contact 

holds a drop of solace." Jacobson considers that detail fulfils another function 

in the novels "best described as sacramental, a trait that places her in the 

context o f earlier Irish American women writers."^* I consider the use o f detail 

in McDermott's work to be both domestic and sacramental.

In the opening section of A t Weddings and Wakes, cited by Jacobson, a 

family, a mother and three children, is described making their twice-weekly 

pilgrimage to the home o f the mother's sisters and step-mother, the matriarchal 

Momma. The detailed description o f the journey takes eleven pages o f text.

The children mark the stages and the perspective is theirs as we only know the 

mother as 'their' mother, and even when later her name is given it is still with 

reference to her children, "Lucy and the three children" and "My sister Lucy's 

children" {At Weddings and Wakes; 4;25]. The woman taking a pause for a 

smoke and a breath "a moment's space between fabric and flesh" becomes 

aware o f "the stunned hopelessness with which she moved"[5]. What they see 

first when they alight from the bus is always the identical Chinese couple in the 

narrow laundromat, looking up through the glass door "from their eternal pile 

o f white and pale blue laundry" [6].The mother buys comics and butterscotch 

sweets "and placed a piece o f candy on each tongue, fortifying the children, or 

so it seemed for the next half o f the journey" [7]. This Eucharistic image o f 

'fortifying' for the journey is followed by another even more explicit one , 

when the mother buys loaves of flat bread, breaks three pieces and hands it to 

them "This is the kind o f bread" she said, "that Christ ate at the Last

Contra: Ron Hansen who argues for the 'heroic' over the quotidian. Ron Hansen, A Stay 
against Confusion: Essays on Faith and Fiction (New Yorlc: Perennial, 2002), 46.

Sally Barr Ebest and Kathleen H. Mclnemey, Too Smart to Be Sentimental: Contemporaiy 
Irish American Women Writers (Notre Dame, Ind.: University o f  Notre Dame Press, 2008),
124; 125.
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Supper"[14], Her confidence in the breaking and distributing o f this 

'communion' ebbs away when she hands the bag o f bread to Momma (the 

matriarch) who smiles only with her mouth. (The gestures lack the repeated 

conviction o f the "ashy biscuits" o f communion in Gilead.)

The journey has been one involving all the senses from the descriptions 

o f 'touch' in the opening paragraph as the mother shuts the door, with the 

screen "leaning against her shoulder" and "gripped the curve" [3] to the "tactile 

memory" o f the three opened spaces o f the tokens for the subway [9], to the 

taste of the bread and the gum, to the smells "diesel fuel, cooking grease, 

foreign spices, tar and asphalt.."[13]. They hear sounds o f language "too quick 

to be sensible speech, so quick that those who spoke it, women, children and 

men, Puerto Ricans and Lebanese and Russians, perspired heavily with the 

effort" [13]. And then most o f all sight:

They studied the other passengers. In their experience the subway 
offered so wide a variety o f  people that they would not have been 
surprised to learn that the trains garnered their passengers from the 
dark tunnels and the damp tiled walls as well as from the people in 
the street...
They'd seen men with long beards and women who were not nuns in 
robes and veils. They'd had their heads patted by toothless old 
crones straight out o f  nightmares, women with claws for hands and 
mournful, repetitive coos for speech [11,12].

This journey down into the underworld and up into the "pigeon- 

spattered light o f Brooklyn" is given with such sensuous tactile detail that it is 

rendered sacramental. It is less about the overt religious symbolism o f the 

breaking o f the bread and more about the 'reverence' o f the textured 

descriptions. If these are the observations from the 'child's eye' then it is not so 

much that they are innocent, but rather that they refuse to discriminate (but 

perhaps that is a definition o f innocence). So they see, smell, touch and taste 

"diesel fuel, cooking grease" and  "the billowing cloud o f blue and white 

laundry"; the thin boy with dark eyes making them think of "altar boys and 

angels" and  "the woman whose skin was as splotched as a leopards;" the warm 

loaves o f bread and  the pebbles o f gum. There is an inclusiveness in the 

curiosity and observance which renders all of these things susceptible to a 

surplus o f meaning. This, I suggest, is what constitutes a sacramental 

imagination. That the 'eye-view' is also usually female adds another dimension.
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Heather Walton cites Don Cupitt's argument that "Narrative, as an ancient 

feminine art, structures experience in such a way as it enables us to inhabit it 

safely.

We might argue about the meaning of'feminine' here, but it is critical 

that female writers of fiction are not dismissed because their chosen worlds are 

'domestic'. The kind of habitations described in McDermott's novels convey the 

oppressive nature of circumscribed domesticity, but also demonstrate the way 

the lens can widen through the quality of observation and attention given to 

these 'small worlds.' The experiences described are embodied, and the bodies 

bearing these experiences are primarily female. However, we might also 

critique, and Walton does, the notion of'safe habitation'. In McDermott the 

apparent stability of houses is threatened by 'storms' of various kinds and 

exposed by 'death'. It is not the 'domestic' or 'heroic' which determines the 

quality of writing, but whether the lens that is chosen can do justice to the 

themes explored. McDermott has a capacity to unfold layers of detail until they 

become points of revelation. It is evidenced in these eleven pages of the 

journey from one house to another which becomes a 'pilgrimage' with its ritual 

and habitual pauses for reflection and sustenance.

It is further manifested in the description of another pilgrim age 'm After 

This [92-101] undertaken by Mary Keane and her daughter Annie. In 

characteristic style the chapter opens without prelude, media res, and the reader 

joins the trip to the World Fair and waits in the queue to see the statue "one of 

the world's most profound and precious works of art." We are not told what this 

is, but must wait, as they wait. The story of their journey opens with the usual 

notes o f regret, "They should have come earlier... It was the end of the day" 

[92]. They had tried and failed twice before but the other children had balked at 

the waiting and John Keane had been impatient, so now it was just the two of 

them, mother and daughter, who together will rehearse through this waiting 

and through this work of art the human pilgrimage through this "vale o f tears". 

Together they had watched the arrival on television and it had shown "men 

reaching up to touch the wooden crate as it slowly descended"[94]. The 

Orthodox may have their icons which they reverence, but the Catholic

Heather W alton 'Women writing the divine' in: Pamela Sue Anderson and B everley Clack, 
Fem inist P h ilosophy o f  Religion: C ritica l R eadings (London: Routledge, 2004), 123-135; 123.
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imagination has also honoured the tactile, the touch o f the relic, the touch here 

even o f the crate containing the precious object. This reference to touch is 

followed immediately by the accidental 'touching' in the queue "the bump or 

brush o f another body, a bare forearm, a soft hip. The touch o f a toe against a 

heel... there was a stirring o f human odours...The odour o f breath as they all 

turned to one another to say, 'At least it's moving'" [94]. There are ten pages in 

this section and eight o f them describe the 'waiting' and "At the end o f every 

wait— it had been happening all day— wonders were revealed" [95]. However 

it is the human detail which is most revealing. As in the opening 'pilgrimage' in 

At Weddings and Wakes this too is a journey alongside humanity, not in 

general, but in its bodily particularities from a "speckled hand" to a "sunburned 

neck" from "scaly flesh" to a "worn" voice [91].When finally they reach the 

statue there is a silence and darkness, "Annie took her mother's arm in both 

hands."

In the absence o f  all color and all other light, the white marble held 
every nuance and hue a human eye could manage. Here was the 
lifeless flesh o f  the beloved child, the young man's m uscle and sinew  
im possibly—  impossible for the mother who cradled him—  still.
Here were her knees against the folds o f  her draped robes, her lap, as 
wide as it might have been in childbirth, accommodating his weight 
once more. Here were her fingers pressed into his side, her shoulder 
raised to bear him on her arm once more. Here was her left hand, 
open, empty. Here were the mother's eyes cast down upon the body 
o f  her child once more, only once more, and in another moment 
(they were moving back into the darkness) no more [100,101],

I have cited this description in full. They had travelled through "the smell o f 

incense and new paint" and to the sound o f Gregorian chant; they had passed 

cases o f religious objects, but when they arrive at the (unnamed) Pieta, all that 

paraphernalia, all the religiosity is swept away by the power o f the work itself 

It may be "one o f the world's most profound and precious works o f art" but 

here it becomes at once the most universal depiction o f a mother's grief and the 

most intimate.**’ We are given nothing o f the response o f Mary Keane and 

Annie: the description suffices, and towards the end the identification o f Mary

N eil McGregor in the Introduction to Seeing Salvation  talks o f  how religious works o f  art 
becom e universal in their depictions o f  human em otions, "the fundamental experiences o f  
every human life." N eil MacGregor and Erika Langmuir, Seeing Salvation: Im ages o f  C hrist in 
A rt (London: BBC , 2000), 7.
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Keane with the other Mary is complete: it is as if  her eyes are the ones cast 

down upon the body o f her child Jacob "once more" before they move "back 

into the darkness". The religious image evokes and portrays the grief which no 

words have been able to express. This work o f art is a moment o f illumination 

before the darkness enfolds them again. The 'pilgrimage' to see it embodied the 

work in a ritual practice, and crossing aesthetic and sacred boundaries, it 

illustrated the potency o f a larger narrative, that o f a religious framework, to 

give meaning to the events of human lives—  most particularly to their griefs, to 

the inconsolable sorrow o f death. Mary Keane and her daughter share the 

moment and it needs no further comment.

These images o f female encounters with female sacred presence in art, 

in life, suggest an intuitive bypassing o f the traditional male conduits to 

redemptive encounters. In each case they are 'shown' and not explained. 

McDermott's female characters inhabit what appears to be closed and small 

worlds which Annie, in After This, will try to escape, first through literature, 

and then through travel. Beatrice Jacobson asks how McDermott's 

"socialization as a woman affects a woman's stories about her Irish American 

heritage? What role does that heritage— and especially its religious 

component—  play in her art?" She responds to her own questions by 

suggesting that, "Being marginalized—  by culture, by gender, by generation—  

allows the voices in McDermott's novels to reconsider traditional 

understandings o f life and art."*' We could add 'and o f religion'.

McDermott is not sentimental; she is too subtle for that; she 

demonstrates a capacity to hold her characters with compassion and yet in clear 

sight. Faith works in these novels not, as a healing balm but much more like 

Jacob's wound. And o f course the wound o f Jacob's death is what marks each 

character. The blessing, whatever it is, does not render the pain redundant or 

irrelevant. The Catholic imagination at work in these novels is an imagination 

which knows the sorrow and pain o f the world, and yet refuses death the final 

word. There is no cheap grace: when Mary Keane says that she will never get 

over the death o f her son Jacob she speaks the truth. Nothing can compensate 

for this loss. Karl Rahner expresses that sense:

"Alice McDermott's Narrators" in: Ebest and Mclnemey, Too Smart to Be Sentimental: 
Contemporary' Irish American Women Writers, 134,135.
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There is no substitute for them; there are no others who can fill the 
vacancy when one of those whom I have really loved, suddenly and 
unexpectedly departs...in true love no one can replace another for 
true love loves the other person in that depth where he (sic) is 
uniquely and irreplaceably himself.

Outrageous Faith

The preacher John Ames faced his death with resignation tinged with 

regret. Dealing with death in After This is veiy different. The death o f  a young 

person raises questions about justice human and divine, "Mary Keane looked 

for signs o f grace, good fortune, or simple evenhandedness but found none" 

[187]. Alice McDermott offers an account of what she describes as "the 

outrageous premise o f faith". We note how 'rage' is part o f that account. We 

also observe how the body matters and thus how a Catholic faith depends on 

the resurrection o f the body. The body is the sign. Rage at Jacob's death (the 

absence o f his body) is suppressed in the different characters but his death is 

never accepted and, paradoxically, this refusal to be resigned marks not the 

absence o f faith, but what faith means for them. McDermott in that 

'confessional' piece comments that the whole premise o f faith is based on a 

refusal to be comforted.*^ Her characters remain 'outraged' at the notion that the 

one you love dies.

The novelist Alice Thomas Ellis makes the same point in her novel The 

Birds o f  the A ir  in a very different style, but also from a Catholic faith 

perspective. Her character Mary refuses consolation when everyone around her 

thinks she should cheer up, at least for Christmas. Mary wonders why they 

even bother celebrating Christmas; what she is interested in is Easter, the feast 

o f the Resurrection o f the body.*"* Life does not go on 'pleasantly enough' when

Karl Rahner, E ncounters with Silence, trans., James M. D em ske (London: Bum s and Oates, 
1975), 54.

"The Lunatic in the Pew: confessions o f  a natural bom  Catholic" Boston C ollege Sum m er 
M agazine, 2003<  http://bcm.bc.edu/issues/sum mer 2003/ft natural.html > (accessed June 21, 
2 0 1 1 ).

"Christmas wasn't necessary for Mary. She would wait for Easter and that other 
unanswerable feat o f  godly legerdemain. Resurrection, after all, was the p iece  de resistance, 
deserving only o f  the roll o f  drums, the fanfare, the held breath—  making the miracle o f  birth 
and even death quite comm onplace." A lice Thomas Ellis, The B irds o f  the A ir  (London: 
Bloomsbury 1996), 59.
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someone dies. McDermott argues for the unreasonable, obsessive demand o f  

faith that is revealed by her characters:

Faced with the death o f those they love, these characters of mine 
don't seek some vague afterlife. What they seek, what they demand, 
against all reason, is the return of the loved one in all his or her 
fam iliarity... My characters, my fictional Catholics, understand the 
Church's promise o f  eternal life, but nevertheless find it lacking. For 
what they really want is life returned to them, the world returned to 
them, in all its magnificence and love and heartbreaking detail. Life 
uncompromised by death, death utterly defeated. Anything less is 
unacceptable.

It is a mad, unreasonable demand, o f  course, but it is also, it seems 
to me, the primitive impulse that makes faith necessary. It is the 
mad, unreasonable demand— and promise— made by Christ 
himself...

What I have to say about being Catholic, then, is simply this: Being 
Catholic is an act o f  rebellion. A mad, stubborn, outrageous, 
nonsensical refusal to be comforted by anything less than the 
glorious impossible o f the resurrection o f the body and life 
everlasting.*^

I have cited this long passage which concludes with the insistence that 

"love redeems us", as it suggests an uncompromising understanding o f  the 

resurrection o f  the body, this 'outrageous conviction' which is far from any 

'comforter' notion o f  faith. There is something 'material' and bodily in this 

belief; a 'spiritual' interpretation will not suffice. The McDermott characters 

struggle with its meaning. The otherwise 'maudlin' Billy speaks this truth
o z

through an alcoholic haze and his poetry. Truth, as in the Gospel accounts, 

can come from the most unlikely sources: a demonic, a crazed blind beggar, a 

crucified thief. That is why the exchange between Mary Keane and the 

difficult Pauline "who always saw the dashed tear, the tom seam, who 

remembered the cruel word, the failed gesture, who knew none o f  them would 

get by on good intentions alone, or on the aspirations o f  their pretty faith" is a 

truthful one:

"I'll never get over it,' M ary Keane said. It was a phrase she had kept 
to herself until now.

A lice M cDermott, "The Lunatic in the Pew: confessions o f  a natural bom  Catholic". 
M cDermott. C harm ing Billy, 235.
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Pauline turned an impassive face to her, standing between the two
beds.

'I don't expect you will', she said" [207],

At the conclusion o f the novel, 'the gift' o f new life obliterates nothing 

o f what has gone before but is an expression both o f 'the refusal to be 

comforted' and o f the equally outrageous conviction that 'love redeems us.' 

These are the kind o f things that shape the imaginative hinterland o f this novel 

and why I have spoken o f the Catholic 'strain,' this pressure bearing down at 

the same time as it bears its characters up.

Beatrice Jacobson speaks o f how in the McDermott novels one event 

works like a stone thrown into a pool casting ripples which are then explored 

through the n o v e l . I n  After This the central event is the death o f Jacob and 

yet, as we have noted, it is never described. In quite a brilliant narrative device

the 'heart' o f the novel is a void not so much the death but the effects o f that

death— this event which leaves the family heart-broken and which also 

ruptures the structure o f the novel so that episodes are described without the 

expected narrative links.** The novel might be described as a series o f snap

shots o f a fam ily.. .the scene on the beach.. .the scene in the pub .. .the scene at 

the church... this is if one allows for the fact, that in an ordinary family album 

of that period, the photos are all o f smiling members usually in black and 

white, and, invariably, the negatives (in both senses o f that word) are usually
■ • 89missing.

In this case the 'negatives' are present. There is a strain o f tension in the 

anticipation and in the aftermath: "The Keanes were asleep when the phone 

rang" [194]. This turns out to be a false alarm, it is Pauline who has had an 

accident, but the description o f the reactions to this event are far more detailed 

than the actual notification o f Jacob's death which comes as "a car 

approaching" [198] and then the instruction to Annie at school to "call home".

"Alice McDermott's Narrators" in Too Smart, 123.
In the subsequent chapter on suffering we will also see how a traumatic event ruptures the 

narrative in Toni Morrison's novel Beloved.
Paul Gray writing in The New York Times September 10, 2006, refers to the photo-album 

with missing snapshots but he misses the point o f  the anticipation o f Jacob's death suggesting 
that this 'deflates suspense'. I disagree. McDermott's device is to focus on the responses to this 
'void'. In fact the anticipation, if anything, heightens the tension. It is interesting that Gray finds 
the novel finally meaningless: 'Life goes on' as its 'burden and message'.
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In the moments after the first and false call Annie anticipates how she would 

react after Jacob's death, how she would be "full o f  rage" but then she sees that 

she would "merely close the book in her hand, get out o f bed, go into her 

parents' bedroom" [195], McDermott accurately catches the delayed reaction of 

true grief and the numbness o f those bereaved.

This is a family accustomed to displacing g rief Accompanying her 

friend Susan to the abortion clinic, Annie brings a novel, Hemmingway's A 

Farewell to Arms. She runs from the clinic weeping and asks Susan afterwards 

"Do you know she dies?" The 'she' refers to the heroine o f the novel. The pair 

discuss the books they are required to read and how the nuns 'want us to suffer', 

and all this so that she will not have to say "Oh, Susan, oh my poor 

friend"[165]. Annie's reading o f novels opens up her understanding but also 

acts as a displacement and escape.

One might ask whether it is not fatalism rather than 'faith' which 

pervades the novel and whether stoicism rather than trust ensures their 

survival? This is where I think McDermott's description o f how she 

understands the outrageous nature o f faith is helpful. It is not about resignation 

or passive acceptance. There is a refusal to allow death the last word and that is 

why we can accept the ending, not as sentimental, but as an affirmation o f life 

in the midst o f death, o f light in the darkness. There is also resistance to 

allowing art as a substitute form o f consolation. Annie, the reader, has tried to 

escape through art, through reading, but is pulled back by the body o f a young 

man (her lover) looking "as if it were carved out o f marble" and knows that for 

the rest o f her life she will see "the bodies o f young men in this way—  seeing 

their beauty but also tremendous sorrow" [250].

The Language and Texture of Faith

The final matter I want to address in this part is that o f the language 

constructed by the faith o f McDermott's characters and the ways in which 

matters o f faith are tightly woven into the textures o f lives in these novels. The 

issue o f the domestic setting was raised earlier; here we address the particular 

register o f the Irish-American Catholic vocabulary to consider its limits and 

possibilities. Such a discussion further demonstrates the need for subtle and
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nuanced approaches to these kinds o f conversations, why it is necessary to

attend to style as well as substance, to gaps as well as closures.

If one were to offer a surface description o f the themes which engage

McDermott then we arrive at every cliche in the Irish-American Catholic

vocabulary: the amiable drunk in Charming Billy; the domineering matriarch in

A t Weddings and Wakes', and in After This we run the whole gamut from

abortion, an untimely pregnancy, the death o f a child, sexual experimentation,

the unhappy spinster, agnostic teenagers and so on. And yet, and yet, the

meticulous care with which these events are articulated and drawn, lifts them

out o f the banal and renders each o f them as possible disclosure, as revelatory.

What emerges is a sense o f the respect o f the narrator for the ineluctable

mystery o f each human person and the capacity to allow for moral complexity,

and it is these things rather than any adherence to Catholic orthodoxy which

renders the novels 'faith-ful'.

Faith does not resolve the issues for the McDermott cast o f characters

nor does it, contra Schnapp, "provide answers," rather it offers the characters a

framework within which these questions can be articulated.^® It gives the

characters a vocabulary within which the experiences can be refracted.

McDermott describes it as 'their first language':

They believe in the Incarnation, the Trinity, the coinmunion o f  
saints, the resurrection o f the body and life everlasting. Their faith is 
genetic, cultural, blood-borne, and as such it is cause for neither 
fanaticism nor zealotry, crisis nor grief. It is, like language itself, a 
way o f  ordering the world, expressing einotion, communicating 
need. It is, forever, their first language.’ ’

The purpose o f this chapter in the dissertation is to investigate this "first 

language" o f faith as it shapes the pattern o f the lives in these novels. We 

referred to the importance of such a "reading" o f faith language in Chapter 

One. Doing this gives us some idea o f the ways in which 'faith works', what 

kind o f things arise with this particular imaginative world construct and to ask 

whether this construction enables or disables, whether it is a form o f freedom

"It was only later in life that McDermott discovered that the questions she most wanted to 
ask as a novelist were the very questions for which her Catholic faith provided answers." 
Patricia Schnapp, "Shades o f  Redemption" in Reichardt, Between Human and D ivine: The 
C atholic Vision in C ontem porary L iterature, 16, 17.

McDermott, "The Lunatic in the Pew".
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or imprisonment, whether it is a valid form o f human discourse or mere

fantasy. Looking at these novels allows us to see the grammar o f belief, its

tenses and tensions, its adverbs and adjectives, its moods and modes o f being.

A good illustration is the shift from the abstract question troubling John

Keane to the concrete matter o f building the church:

Man is immortal, John Keane thought or he is not. And if he is, 
there's the whole question of whom you pray to. If he's not, then 
prayer is wishful thinking.

You either pray to the dead or you don't [79].

This is one sort o f question; however the one pre-occupying the men 

gathering in the rectory is whether they can break ground to start building the 

new church in the spring. Yet after that conversation the more fundamental 

issues return to haunt John Keane: "They were either immortal or they were 

not. It was prayer, all o f it, this talking to the dead, or it was howling at the 

m oon...or it was true "[87]. Again this captures precisely how these kinds o f 

matters arise for 'practitioners' o f faith. They stir in them, and then the practical 

business o f fund-raising, or church picnics, or parish halls, interrupts and life 

goes on.

At the end o f the novel Charming Billy a marriage takes place in a 

church renamed Holy Trinity, no longer St. Philomena's because "the poor 

woman" had been "tossed out o f the canon o f saints in the mid-sixties because 

some doubt had arisen about whether or not she had actually lived." The novel 

then concludes:

As if, in that wide-ranging anthology of stories that was the lives of 
the saints—that was, as well, my father's faith and Billy's and some 
part of my own—what was actual, as opposed to what was 
iiTiagined, as opposed to what was believed, made, when you got 
down to it, any difference at all [Charming Billy. 280].

McDermott has talked about the fact that taking the Catholic faith of 

her characters as a given, "as their first language" allows her to push deeper, to 

explore the fundamental and original yearnings: "an embryonic indication of 

the substance o f things hoped for" that gives rise to faith in the first place.^^ In

McDermott, "The Lunatic in the Pew." Mary Paniccia Carden suggests that 'While the 
narrator v iew s the romance that structures individual lives and cultural histories as "imagined", 
even illusory, she finds that its "actual" truth or falsity does not dim inish its force as " b e lie f  as
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the example above she aligns the construction o f  stories with the construction

o f  faith. This is the end o f  a novel in which the characters have constructed and

de-constructed the myth o f Billy with his im agined rom ance with Eva who had

blighted his life, or created m eaning for his life— or both. Eva, whom  he had

supposed was dead, was alive and had sim ply rejected him. Saint Philom ena,

part o f  the Com m union o f  Saints, had not lived at all. M yths had grown up

around both o f  these 'im agined' women. The de-m ythologizing should result in

some form o f  cynicism  and not in the renewal o f  faith. Yet the M cDerm ott

characters persist. Faith for them  is not ultim ately about what they believe but

something they do; it is about how  life works for them . Dennis's daughter

wonders w hy her father chooses to m arry Billy's widow:

I couldn't ask, of course. And it was impossible to say. His capacity 
for sympathy was no less than Billy's for self-denial. Their faith, 
both of them—all of them, I suppose— was no less keen than their 
suspicion that in the end they might be proven wrong. And their 
certainty that they would continue to believe anyway [Charming 
Billy. 279, 280].

Beatrice Jacobson suggests that the novels work as re-constructions o f  lives to

give m eaning to lim ited lives where despair is avoided so that:

the phenomena originally perceived as limits or boundaries take on 
greater significance than merely the limitations of real life. Thus the 
circularity McDermott employs in several of her novels encourages 
readers to look again, to re-see and revise, along with the narrator, 
the sense of the hand dealt the characters.^^

Yet in A fter This Jacob's story is m ade all the m ore pow erful by the 

restraint in telling it. Annie knows she would m ake herself m ore interesting to 

the gathering in the professor's house if  she m entioned Jacob's death in 

Vietnam , but she resists [231]. The hovering and circling round Jacob's story 

does not m ake sense o f  it. And it is precisely this refusal to 'm ake sense' o f  

death which renders this novel powerftil and profoundly religious.

Alice M cDerm ott's palette is restricted to one particular group: Irish- 

Am erican Catholics and she examines this dem ographic profile with forensic

epistem ological foundation o f  the various faiths that g ive lives meaning'. "(Anti)-Rom ance in 
A lice McDermott's A t Weddings and Wakes and Charm ing Billy", in Susan Strehle and Mary 
Paniccia Carden, ed. D ou bled  P lots: R om ance an d  H istory  (Jackson: U niv Pr O f M ississippi, 
2009), 22.

'Alice M cDem iott's Narrators' in Ebest and M clnerney, Too Sm art to B e Sentim ental: 
C ontem poraiy Irish A m erican Women W riters, 124.
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attention. This restricted view is not a limitation, any more than the domestic 

necessarily is; it depends on how the lens is used. 1 have described this kind o f 

attention as sacramental: it revels in the scandalous particularity o f detail.^'' In 

the descriptions o f the 'pilgrimages' to the Pieta in After This and to Momma's 

house in A t Weddings and Wakes there is a sense of the whole communion of 

saints in the cast which explains something about the scornful remark about the 

demoting o f St. Philomena at the end o f Charming Billy. McDermott's 

imagination is catholic and Catholic. Her idea that there may be no difference 

between 'what is actual', 'what is imagined' and 'what is believed,' is, I suggest, 

less a relativist denial o f truth, than an awareness of the constructed nature of 

all our experience. What matters is whether the constructs we have shaped do 

justice to the experiences. What matters also is that we recognize that others 

may construct their experiences differently, and no less validly. Faith and 

fiction alike refuse the idea o f life "as just one damned thing after another."

In McDermott's novels the characters continually take the risk o f love 

or o f faith (and they often appear to be the same) despite the threat o f loss and 

the knowledge o f death. The narrator in Charming Billy imagines her life will 

be different:

It was in those days the way we all spoke about love: world-wise, 
open-eyed, without illusion. Lying o f  course. Because what w e truly 
believed at that moment—  would believe on and o ff  again for the 
rest o f  our lives— was that the whole history o f  Holtzmann's little 
house— from its bankrupt builder to my grandmother's greed to your 
parents bitter marriage— was, on this night, with our own meeting, 
redeemed {C harm ingB illy. 266].

One could say that this is an example o f the delusions o f 'romantic love' 

and in fact that such illusory notions mark the novels o f McDermott.^^ What I 

am suggesting however is that added to this 'delusion' is what I have described 

as 'the strain' o f faith. It is not just romantic love which holds the hope for each

Peter Quinn talks o f  McDermott's "surgeon's eye for detail" and "poet's virtuosity with 
language" so that "the everyday is transubstantiated into art": Peter Quinn, "Clement & 
Loving," Commonweal 133, no. 18 (2006): 26.

This is the point made by Mary Panniccia Carden in "(Anti) Romance in Alice McDermott's 
At Weddings and Wakes and Charming Billy." in Carden, ed. D oubled Plots : Romance and 
H istoiy, 22. However it is also noted by Michiko Kakutani in his review that McDermott's 
characters experience an 'existential loneliness' which their romantic alliances fail to alleviate. 
See Kakutani 'One Son is Lost and a Family's ties are put to the test' N ew York Times 
September 8, 2006.
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of these couples, it is their participation in a wider construction of what 'love'

and 'redemption' might mean. Her characters are never isolated in their love

affairs but are quickly thrown into connection, willingly and unwillingly with

named and unnamed others. The 'pilgrimages' in After Tim  and in At Weddings

and Wakes are journeys down to the underworld and back. In each case

humanity in all its diversity is observed. This non-judgmental gaze has

something of grace about it. It does not have the revelatory quality o f Thomas

Merton's Louisville experience but is of that same strain:

In Louisville, at the com er o f  Fourth and Walnut, in the centre o f  the 
shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realisation 
that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that 
we could not be alien to one another even though we were total 
strangers. It was like waking from a dream o f  separateness, o f  
spurious self-isolation in a special world, the world o f  renunciation 
and supposed holiness. The whole illusion o f  separate holy existence  
is a dream.’^

McDermott's characters inhabit a messy ambiguous world but one shot 

through with grace. They are not struggling with being saved or damned but 

with how to get through this life which is both 'sweet' and 'sorrowful', which 

gives them the hope of 'everything they had ever wanted' and the 'snags of 

disappointment'. They rarely get the life they want, but they will live the life 

they are given. They experience pain too great to be borne—  the loss of a 

child— but they bear it. Their faith does not console them, but it offers them a 

language and rituals which parse their pain and their joy.

Referring to the events of 9/11 and how only the 'old stuff seemed to 

speak McDermott commented, "It was so reassuring that when tragedy happens 

in our lives and words fail us, we have w o r d s . S h e  could have added 'and we 

have stories, and faith in them'. The multiple perspectives in her fictions offer 

ways to deal with such traumatic events: no single story, no master-narrative 

will tell 'the truth'. Don Cupitt describes it like this:

Stories show us that w e have the task o f constructing our own lives 
as narratives, and they start to teach us how we can do it. But stories 
also show us that w e live in a multipersonal world with many 
different angles and interests. W e have to carve out our own life-

Thomas Merton, "At the C om er o f  Fourth and Walnut". Cited in Sean Dunne, Som ething  
U nderstood: A Spiritual A nthology  (Dublin: Marino, 1995), 48-49.

Charlie O'Reilly, "An Interview with A lice McDermott," C ontem poraiy  L iterature  46, no. 4 
(Winter 2005): 557-578; 566.
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stories in alliance or competition with other people who are trying to 
do the same. Truth is struggle, truth is plural, truth is a survival 
skill—so stories tell us by their very form.’*

McDermott's faith is in fiction. The lives o f her fictional characters are 

sifted through the strain o f the faith which has so shaped and formed them that 

it is part o f their bloodstream, their first language. Its grammar and syntax form 

the sentences o f their lives, the ruptures of their deaths. Yet as they strain under 

it they also strain towards it. It is both burden and blessing. They yearn for 

something they cannot quite name; they reach for it; "some music, some 

pattern, sacred, profound, barely apprehensible, inscrutable" [After This: 278].

Part IV: Generating a Conversation between Alice McDermott and 
Marilynne Robinson

In this concluding part o f the chapter I explore some o f the contrasts 

and comparisons between these novelists. I am interested in the kinds of 

conversations that might be generated by their juxtaposition. They are very 

different pieces o f writing, raising diverse questions about faith and fiction, 

faith in fiction; is there a common pattern? In what ways might they help to 

illuminate dialogue across the secular/sacred trajectory? Are they too 'homely' 

to disturb or unsettle the grooves o f pre-understanding? Can they ferry us 

across the deep o f questions about meaning and value? Do they help to open 

the spaces in which matters o f faith can be explored imaginatively, hosted 

generously?

These fictional constructions o f faith in the novels o f Marilynne 

Robinson and o f Alice McDermott illustrate in distinctive ways something o f 

the patterns faith makes in lives. Both explore and exploit the resources of the 

Christian traditions from which they come. Robinson's characters explicitly 

dialogue with the Protestant teachings o f Barth and Calvin. McDermott's 

characters are much less explicitly concerned with theology, or indeed with 

religious practice, in terms o f church attendance, but faith gives them the

Don Cupitt, IVhat Is a  S to iy?  (London: SCM, 1991), 20. In terms o f  the relationship 
betw een faith and fiction. Beatrice Jacobson com m ents that "Story, at least when it is embraced 
by the teller and the listener, is faith". 'Alice M cDermott’s Narrators' in Ebest and M clnem ey, 
Too Sm art to B e Sentim ental: C on tem poraiy  Irish A m erican Women W riters, 132.
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language through which they articulate their yearnings. It has seeped into their 

bones. It is 'en-fleshed' in them in the same way as it is 'en-worded' in 

Robinson's characters.

The two writers are concerned with the fundamental human sense of 

un-ease, o f the desire for love, of the reach for connection and the failure to 

communicate. Both are painstaking in their attention to detail. They refuse easy 

answers to complex questions and, notwithstanding the title Gilead, there is no 

'balm' in either construction o f faith. They deal with flawed and complex 

characters who struggle to live faithfully. Gilead is concerned with life lived in 

the knowledge o f impending death. After Tins has the void o f death at its 

centre. The role o f memory and the sense o f loss are central to the two novels. 

Gilead is a finely written novel o f ideas. After This is an example o f emotional 

intelligence.

'Home' is a place o f ambivalence in the two novels. It is both "where, 

when you have to go there/ They have to take you in,"^^ but also where you are 

constrained and from where you will be compelled to leave. Heather Walton 

puts her fmger on the dangers of feminist theologians reading for what she 

calls "recognition", reading for "home"—■ "What has been sought in women's 

writing is a home, a place o f meeting and affirmation, a place where our 

genealogy is recognised and the wisdom o f women affirmed." She argues that 

we need to allow for the mad and the dangerous, and, contra Cupitt, agrees 

with Michael Roemer:

The power o f  literature is not to establish a fragile mastery over 
circumstances but rather to enable us to live with deep 
unresolvement in human affairs and to receive a vision not o f  the 
fulfillment o f  our own best selves, but o f  the unutterable other.

The choice then o f apparently 'domestic' novels appears as a contradiction but, 

as I have shown, the 'domestic' is not a comforting resting place for either 

writer. Marilynne Robinson is concerned with the reception o f the 'stranger' in 

her "unutterable otherness", in his "inalienable strangeness". McDermott

Robert Frost, "The Death o f  the Hired Man" in R obert Frost, Selected  Poem s  Edited by Ian 
Ham ihon (London: Penguin B ooks. 1973), 44.

Walton, 'Women writing the Divine' in Anderson and Clack, Fem inist P h ilosophy o f  
Religion: C ritical R ea d in g sA 'il, 133.
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confronts the storm o f death which makes everyone 'tear up' and blows apart 

the fragile consolations o f 'home'.

Both offer sacramental accounts o f the world. In keeping with the 

Reformed tradition, the two great sacraments o f Baptism and Communion are 

illustrated in Gilead. W ater is everywhere and everywhere a blessing. In After  

This there is more pervasive sense o f sacramentality and the honoring o f the 

ordinary. In Gilead Xhe, characters find themselves under judgment. In 

McDermott's novels there is, what I have described as the 'strain' o f faith, as 

burden and as blessing. And it is precisely in these ambivalent spaces that we 

find the rich resources o f meaning which can contribute to more nuanced 

discussions o f the textures o f faith. Yet the differences are just as interesting: 

the style o f writing: the limpid prose o f Robinson fluent as the water she uses 

so often as a metaphor; the tactile sensuous writing o f McDermott. The place 

o f memory is a feature in both novels: the circularity o f McDermott's work 

suggests ripples in a pond; in Robinson the device o f 'old age' is used to re

present events as they are recalled. In each case memory structures the 

experience.

Robinson's characters debate issues o f faith and are well read in 

theology. McDermott usually has at least one character who reads: in After 

This it is Annie, but she has Scott Fitzgerald and Hemmingway, rather than any 

theological or religious tomes on her shelves.'®' Fiction and faith are entwined 

in McDermott as are the so-called sacred and secular elements. Barth and 

Calvin are in the foreground o f Robinson's work and the stirrings o f Vatican II 

are in the background of McDermott's work. One thinks o f Catholic 

theologians like Edward Schillebeeckx, or Karl Rahner who might have been 

influential at the time that this novel was set, the latter describing the Christian 

as "one who accepts without reser\'ations the whole o f concrete human life 

with all its adventures, its absurdities, and its incomprehensibilities" and 

speaking o f the life o f the Christian as characterized by a "pessimistic" 

r e a l i s m . T h e r e  is little o f  the joy and beauty o f faith that one finds in

Robert Alter sees "an indirect affiliation with Hem m ingway" in the paratactic style o f  
Robinson. Alter, Pen o f  Iron: Am erican P rose an d  the K in g  Jam es B ible, 163.

Karl Rahner, Foundations o f  Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea o f  C hristianity , 
translated by W illiam V. D ych (London: Darton, Longman and Todd. 1978), 402 ,403 . The 
theology o f  Edward Schillebeeckx is structured around human experience. See for example:
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Robinson's work. The physical settings are so different too— small town and 

rural landscapes in the case o f Robinson, cityscapes in the case o f McDermott. 

If Ames rejoices in the natural world, then McDermott's characters are 

intensely curious about the human world. The pilgrimages described in After 

This and A t Weddings and Wakes bring them right up against human flesh in all 

its vulnerabilities. Bodies seep bodily fluids o f sweat, o f sex, o f water, o f 

blood. Hers is a tactile textured world. It is not a sunrise that evokes a sense of 

'the Divine' for McDermott but 'dearly loved flesh'. In these ways too we can 

speak o f the Catholic attention to the body.

In Gilead John Ames is the single narrator and as readers we must work 

to discern other viewpoints. They emerge in a subtle way particularly in the 

reported dialogues. We come to know Ames and have affection for his failings 

and his virtues. In After This there are multiple perspectives and we see the 

different family members in a variety o f contexts which alter their texts. The 

plurality o f perspective opens to a plurality o f viewpoints. "The Good Lord" 

appears in Gilead as a character invoked by Ames. In After This the "Mother of 

God" is invoked and although the characters are described as praying, the 

object o f their prayer is less a matter o f concern, than the subject. When Tony 

Perschetti 'gets' religion, his sister asks, "Do you have any particular God in 

mind?" {After This'. 253]. It is a rather pertinent theological question.

There are different imaginative "culture systems" at work in both 

w r i t e r s ; t h e  Catholic 'strain' appears embedded in the characters o f 

McDermott; the Reformed tradition is lived as judgment and grace in 

Robinson's work. Faith appears much more as a question o f choice and 

conscience in Gilead than in McDermott's novels where it has that sense of 

inevitability. The labeling o f the novels o f Alice McDermott as 'Catholic' is, as 

1 argued, a hindrance. It restricts their potential, as we saw in some 

commentaries. The milieu o f the novels is Catholic and McDermott's faith 

influences her work as Marilynne Robinson's does (albeit in different ways),

Edward Schillebeeckx, Church: The Human S to iy  o f  G od, translated by John B ow den  
(London: SCM , 1990). The point though is to suggest that God is "the God o f  creation and 
history, o f  human beings in their concrete lives, in their projects, their passions, and their 
fates." See Erik Borgman "Responsibly Performing Vulnerability" in Ortiz and Joseph, 
Theology an d  Literature: Rethinking R eader R esponsibility , 167.

A term used by Andrew Greeley and cited in: Gelpi, "The Catholic Presence in American  
Culture." 208.

219



providing her with a vocabulary and an imaginative construct through which 

she can read the lives o f her characters. However the label seems to have 

functioned to disallow the ambiguities in which the works are rich.

Marilynne Robinson appears to have cut through expectations and 

boundaries primarily through the quality o f her writing, but also because one 

has the sense that her imaginative construct is taken 'on faith' in terms o f its 

fiction by her readers, whereas McDermott's work is taken as illustrative of a 

particular faith tradition and judged on its adherence, or not, to that. If a 

conversation about faith is generated through a discussion o f these novels it is 

important to stress that these are fictions and illustrations o f small comers of 

very large traditions and thus cannot serve as representative o f the Catholic or 

the Protestant perspective but o f glimpses into some o f the patterns that faith 

makes in these particular imagined lives. In a paradoxical way I suggest that 

despite the apparently constrictive nature o f the small community within which 

Robinson imagines her narrative, it expands from that place to fill a large 

religious space. Thus I think Gilead has a claim to be called a 'religious novel'. 

It illustrates the 'binding' and 'loosing' o f religious belonging. It demonstrates 

the possibility o f fidelity to a tradition and yet an openness to "unassimilable 

otherness". It shows the struggle to achieve this and takes the reader on the 

same journey. If one is 'converted' then the turn is to deeper conversations 

about what matters in human lives. Robinson illuminates a life lived with the 

confidence o f transforming grace. Her style and her form are in such ham ony 

with her subject matter that at least for the duration o f  the fiction, one trusts the 

tale, even if one does not necessarily subscribe to the faith expressed.

I do not think the same claim in terms o f opening out to a wider 

religious perspective can be made o f McDermott's works. A particular foTn o f 

Irish-American Catholic faith underpins her novels, and as suggested, it 

provides her characters with their felt language. Thus it forms an interesting 

study o f the religious cultural milieu which shapes them but, as I suggested in 

my reading o f the novels, this milieu can oppress as well as liberate, and '.he 

sense o f that pressure is never far from the surface. Ultimately there is 

something fatalistic in the characters in these novels; the 'rage' in McDermott's 

"outrageous faith" is suppressed more often than clearly articulated, but her 

fiction allows a sufficiently nuanced expression o f the seeping and straining o f
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faith to open gaps, if  not wide spaces, for conversation. Her fiction also allows 

for perhaps more ambiguity in the expression o f faith than Robinson's does.

Yet we can argue that both novelists demonstrate a religious life to be a bodily 

material life and that no other form is possible. What the characters hold 

'sacred' can be manifested only in the matter o f their 'secular' lives in this 

world. In terms o f the Incarnation this is how faith is made flesh. This is the 

sorrow-house o f tears, the playground of grace. These texts o f fiction enable us 

to understand something o f the textures of faith in their ambivalent and m ulti

layered forms, thus they may serve to open spaces for more complex and subtle 

conversations about how 'faith works' as practice and strategy for negotiating 

the messy ambiguities o f existence and "generates the freedom to test and 

realize the consequences o f belief."'*^"* 'Reading' faith in fiction in such a 

manner takes us away from any 'reading' o f religious belief as describing sets 

o f propositions and enables us to see it as one o f the languages that can be used 

to make sense o f a life.'°^ They raise fundamental questions about human 

existence and ask, "wherein does its poetry lie?"’*̂  ̂Robinson speaks o f the 

ways in which religious belief allows for complexities;

One consequence o f  religious b elief is a habit o f  assuming that life  
has a profound significance, in its broadest outlines and in its finest 
details. B elief is a habit o f  thought, generally a refinement o f  it. h 
can indeed make people complex. Or, since people are always 
com plex, it can create a characteristic kind o f  com plexity in them 
which is often very rich.'®’

Novels have the capacity to mirror that complexity, thus they may 

enable a more nuanced discussion o f the manner in which faith works. Barbara 

Kingsolver speaking at the 2013 Hay Festival about her novel Flight Behaviour 

talked about why she chose to use the form o f fiction to highlight the urgency 

o f the effects o f climate change. She described novels as "engines o f empathy" 

and spoke o f how the reader uniquely leaves herself aside as it were and puts

Gelpi refers to the Catholic artist/writer taking the reader into "uncharted and contested 
dimensions o f  experience" in "The Catholic Presence in American Culture." 202.

See: White, "This Book ofStarres": Learning to Read George Herbert, 45.
Milan Kundera, ne A rt o f  the Novel, trans. Linda A sher (London; Faber and Faber, 1986), 

161.
Kay Parris, "Interview with Marilynne Robinson" Reform M agazine August 2010 

< http://www.refonn-magazine.co.uk/interv'iew> (accessed April 26 2011).
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on the novel and gets inside it.'°^ This offers a complex way o f understanding 

something which might otherwise be at one remove. Something similar 

happens in these novels which, without polemics, portray a language o f faith, 

and enable the reader to appreciate its textures. The calls for understanding that 

arise in every form o f dialogue are given a unique purchase here because there 

is the opportunity (for the time o f reading) o f inhabiting a perspective different 

to one's own. The practice of'slow  reading' was advocated in Chapter Two and 

is practiced in this dissertation to enable that process o f 'getting to know' in 

time and through time. By such means one reaches an understanding not 

available from the outside looking in. Kingsolver as an advocate o f fiction 

insists that reading fiction can 'change the world'.

More modestly this thesis argues that reading poetry, fiction, literary 

essay may offer nuanced ways o f understanding and talking about the human 

search for meaning. Furthermore it proposes that talk about faith is enhanced 

by exposure to these imaginative constructs. The language o f these fictions 

cannot be separated from the language of the faith expressed therein. It cannot 

be distilled from them as an essence to be examined. Even as I delineated 

similarities in terms of subject matter between the novels, their differences are 

far greater and carried by the style, 'the manner in which' they are written. Can 

the novels serve as translators o f 'faith' across borders? Can these imaginative 

works ferry meaning in ways in which the purely abstract or propositional 

often fail to do? (These were the kinds o f questions raised in Chapter One of 

the dissertation.) I consider that such works have the potential to illustrate 

something o f the subtle and thickly textured ways faith is lived. They suggest 

the ways in which it seeps into lives, and provides the vocabulary and the 

grammar, the lens through which experiences are understood. They are in that 

sense performative. In their different ways the novels reveal faith as quest and 

not as answer. In the character o f Jack we have a brilliantly constructed 

example o f the fiandamental unease o f the human condition. According to one 

reader o f Gilead, "This is a book that talks about religion to non-religious

See "The Ha> ley Telegraph" M ay 27, 2013. <http: 
//s3.docum entcloud.org/docum ents/704476/havlevtelegraph-27-05-l 3-notrims.pdf.> (accessed  
June 11 ,2013 ).
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people in powerful w ay s ...it has reshaped my atheism."'®^ I suggest that 

M arilynne Robinson quite deliberately enters this arena about the m eaning o f 

faith through these fictions. Som e o f  the dialogues with the doubting Jack 

suggest as much:

So my advice is this -  don't look for proofs. Don't bother with them 
at all. They are never sufficient to the question, and they're always a 
little impertinent, 1 think, because they claim for God a place within 
our conceptual grasp...It was Coleridge who said Christianity is a 
life not a doctrine, words to that effect [Gilead'. 204].

In fact the pace o f  the novel serves to slow down the debate to a considered 

reflective m ode so that the reader is invited into the experience. This invitation 

to close attention, to close listening is part o f  the dialogic process. The reader 

gets a sense o f  what a life lived in this m am ier sounds like, looks like, feels 

like, in all its am biguities, in its turbulences and in its graces. M cDerm ott's 

characters illustrate a sim ilar sense o f 'n o t being at hom e', paradoxically in 

domestic settings. There is a cum ulative effect in understanding as one reads 

which I have tried to m irror in this analysis, in this reading alongside these 

texts and not through them.

In conclusion we return to the question o f  hosting difference; we recall 

Ames's words:

In every important way we are such secrets from each other ... We 
take fortuitous resemblances among us to be actual likenesses...But 
all that really just allows us to coexist with the inviolable, 
untraversable, and utterly vast spaces between us [Gilead: 224,225].

If we are to allow works o f  fiction to open a space w ithin which our 

imaginative reach can be extended to include the other in their m ysterious 

otherness, then we m ust allow those works to 'un-house' us, as well as to take 

us home. There is som ething about this w illingness to accept the other w ithout 

seeking to control or colonize which suggests part o f  what we m ight w ant to 

say about 'the sacred' as that which is beyond our 'grasping'. In the following

This was a comment made by a reader from the Guardian Book Club. Guardian Review  
May 18, 2012. Mark O'Connell makes a similar point in a blog "The First Church o f  
Marilynne Robinson" in The New Yorker, May 30, 2012.
< http://www.newyorker.eom/online/blogs/books/2012/05/marilynne-robinson.html> (accessed 
August 2013).
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chapter we will look at a work o f fiction which very clearly 'un-houses' the 

reader, as we turn to the subject o f the disruption o f evil and suffering.
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CHAPTER FIVE: The Disruptive Arts o f Grief: Reading 
Gillian Rose and Toni Morrison

Surely one does not turn against 
the needy,

when in disaster they cry for 
help.

Did I not weep for those whose 
day was hard?

Was not my soul grieved for the 
poor?

But when 1 looked for good, evil 
came;

and when I waited for light, 
darkness came.

My lyre is turned to mourning, 
and my pipe to the voice of 

those who weep.
—Job 30: 24-26; 31

Those dying here, the lonely 
forgotten by the world, 
our tongue becomes for them 
the language of an ancient planet.
Until, when all is legend 
and many years have passed, 
on a new Campo dei Fiori 
rage will kindle at a poet's word.

Warsaw 1943
—Czeslaw Milosz

Besides addressing the dead was the only way of preventing speech from slipping into 
a howl.

—Anna Akhmatova The Keening Muse

Part I: Interrupting the Discourse

The purpose o f  this chapter is to interrupt the discourse. It is there to 

form a caesura. So instead o f  moving on smoothly from the analysis o f  texts o f  

poetry and fiction with the promise o f  hopes for greater understanding through 

close, and even ethical, practices o f  reading, I want to say 'stop'. Throughout 

this work at regular intervals I have insisted on the limitations o f  this turn to 

the arts. I have stressed the ambivalence o f  the concept of'imagination'. To 

invoke the imagination is to invoke a human capacity to form new ideas but

225



also, as Chamber's dictionary suggests, 'to believe falsely', and further, to 

devise cruelly, as well as creatively. As theologian Gabriel Daly reminds us 

"We are a species that builds hospitals and concentration camps. We are a 

species that can make the desert bloom. By the same token we are also a 

species that reduces blooms to deserts."' Fiction trails along the margins o f 

discussions about faith and the paradoxes of poetry press us further. However 

the questions raised in this chapter take us to places o f dystopia where the 

shaping o f human meaning through poetry and fiction is challenged by pain 

endured and violence imposed.

In this chapter I explore texts which look at the ways in which suffering 

interrupts discourse. They serv'e to test the vision o f the dissertation that the 

arts might afford a space where conversations about matters o f faith and the 

search for meaning can be hosted. The discussion will also raise questions 

about any facile alignment of'sacred ' and 'secular'. Suffering and evil explode 

categories o f thought and language, "Physical pain does not simply resist 

language but actively destroys it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a 

state anterior to language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before 

language is learned."^

The shorthand o f Adorno's "No poetry after Auschwitz" reaches a long 

hand back into the acknowledgement o f barbarity and the refusal to abandon 

the search for meaning. Can poetry bear witness to atrocity? The extent to 

which novels can elicit empathy and understanding across borders is put into 

question when we ask, as Julia Kristeva does, whether suffering is shareable. Is 

suffering a "porous universal" asks William Connolly?^ No one can feel the 

pain o f another. Notwithstanding the idea of Christian Redemption no one can

'Cabriel Daly, "An Ecofeminist Contention Examined," Irish Theological Quarterly 60, no. 3 
(1994): 223; H om o Sapiens is also H om o R apiens see: Sim on Critchley, The Faith o f  the 
F aithless: E xperim ents in P o litica l Theology  (London: Verso, 2012), 110.
‘ Elaine Scarry, The B ody in Fain: The M aking and Unmaking o f  the W orld  (N ew  York ; 
Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1985), 4. On "speech slipping into a howl" see "The 
Keening Muse" an essay on Anna Akhmatova in Joseph Brodsky, L ess Than One : S elec ted  
E ssays, Penguin M odem  C lassics (London: Penguin, 2011), 49.
 ̂This is the contention o f  Julia Kristeva in her essay: "Suffering" (Lenten Lectures March 

2006) Julia Kristeva, This Incredible N eed  to B elieve  (N ew  York: Columbia U niversity Press, 
2009), 87-98.
Connolly contests the idea that suffering is easy to categorize or recognize: W illiam E. 
C onnolly, Why I  Am N ot a  Secularist (M inneapolis; London: U niversity o f  M innesota Press, 
1999), 47-48 .'
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die for us: our deaths are our own. Torture is possible and ubiquitous.'* How do 

we learn compassion? Can the arts teach us, reach us, change us?^ And, if so, 

what do they teach us? Is it sufficient to 'feel' empathy? Can the arts inspire us 

to share responsibility for causing suffering, for alleviating it? Or are these 

ethical questions outside o f the remit o f the arts? The question posed in the first 

chapter, 'Can poetry help?' returns here with a more acute edge. Seeing 

Picasso's Guernica, reading O y, the Beloved Country, hearing a poem such as 

Milosz's Campo Fiori, listening to Benjamin Britten's War Requiem  or Bach's 

St John Passion, invite us into spaces where the questions posed by such 

experiences resist abstraction. They are gut-felt—  to speak with the visceral 

language o f the New Testament, rather than 'heart-felt'—  to speak the language 

o f Romantic sentimentality.^

In this chapter I will look at two different genres o f texts: an essay- 

memoir and a novel. Each amplifies the question o f suffering in a distinct way 

and engages our emotions and our imaginative reason. These texts begin to 

show how suffering ruptures discourse; such 'showing' is the primary purpose 

of this chapter. I turn now to the question of how to define suffering.

Interrupted Happiness

How we define 'suffering' will depend on what we think life's purpose 

is. If this world is seen as a 'vale o f tears' then suffering is expected. On the 

other hand, if  we follow the Enlightenment, we expect progress as inevitable 

and happiness as our right, then suffering is not to be tolerated. Suffering is 

sometimes seen as a radical interruption to the perceived purpose o f human

Christopher Hitchens examines that fine line o f  trust in medical treatment which may cause 
'severe discomfort' and the carefully calibrated infliction o f  pain by the torturer: Christopher 
Hitchens, M ortality (London: Atlantic, 2012), 79, 80.
’ At a conference on law, literature and translation held in Trinity College Dublin in June 2012  
retired judge Bryan McMahon spoke o f  the influence o f  reading Alan Paton's Ciy, the Beloved  
Coim tiy  on his attitude to the death penalty "That convinced me the death penalty was wrong 
in all circumstances. Afterwards I looked at literature and the law in a different way." I would 
however take issue with the judge when he speaks o f "the soft side o f  the brain" as that 
"dealing with compassion, understanding, imagining the extent o f  one's decision." Irish Times 
June 11,2012.
 ̂John Caputo places suffering at the centre o f moral attention through the flesh: "Flesh is soft 

and vulnerable. It tears, bleeds, swells, bends, burns, starves, grows old, exhausted, numb, 
ulcerous....Flesh smells." cited in Connolly, Why I Am Not a Secularist, 49. See also: 
Wolterstorff, "Why Philosophy o f Art Cannot Handle Kissing, Touching, and Crying."
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existence "to be happy".’ One o f the bestselling books on the shelves o f Irish 

bookstores during Christmas 2011 was a work by a popular psychologist 

entitled Flourishing? It concludes with the admonition to "be optimistic...to be 

positive". This is the mantra of self-help— which will be strongly contested by 

our first writer Gillian Rose. This belief in our capacity to pull ourselves up by 

our own boot strings or gym trainers is not restricted to such manuals. Despite 

all the evidence to the contrary in terms of instability: ecological, political and 

economic, there persists a belief in 'progress'. I picked some recent books from 

my shelves to test this 'hunch' that 'optimism' is also in the theological and 

philosophical air. I chose works engaged with seeking a fresh theological 

language to draw us into conversations with pluralism and secularism. With the 

focus of this chapter in mind I searched the indexes for the word 'suffering' or 

'evil'. To my surprise the topics did not appear.^ I make the important 

distinction between 'optimism' and 'hope' which can hold suffering.'*^

I am concerned by this omission, as these writers seek, as I do in this 

work, to forge a link with poets and artists to negotiate fresh terrains in 

theology. Laurel Schneider writes of the "opportunities for poets, theologians, 

and artists to begin imagining a world o f interconnecting fluidity beyond 

nationalism and the powers of empire." Mayra Rivera writes o f "Glory" as "the 

first passion o f theology" and she says that her polydox theology is "clearly not 

amenable to calculation and cannot be called a method; it might include a little 

bit of imagination and no less poetic folly. This theology attends to the 

devastating realities of pain and oppression without losing sight o f the 

marvellous qualities o f ordinary life"." However this begs the question as to 

what form this attention takes. I am cautious about the lure o f the 'mystical' 

which seems to take us out of politics and history and into some amorphous 

realm beyond critique.

 ̂ In contrast Julia Kristeva suggests that "happiness is only a kind o f  mourning for suffering". 
See Kristeva, This Incredible N eed  to Believe. 78.
* Maureen Gaffney, Flourishing  (Dublin: Penguin Ireland, 2011).
’ See: Schneider, Beyond M onotheism : A Theology o f  M ultiplicity, K eller and Schneider, 
Polvdoxv: Theology o f  M ultiplicity and Relation', K eam ey, A natheism : {Returning to G od after 
G od}.

See for example: Dermot A. Lane, K eeping H ope A live: Stirrings in Christian Theology 
(Dublin: Gill&Macmillan 1996), 112-123.
"  S c h n e i d c T ,  B eyond M onotheism : A Theology o f  M ultiplicity. 194; Mayra Rivera, "Glory: the 
first passion o f  theology?" in Keller and Schneider, P olydoxy: Theology^ o f  M ultiplicity  and  
R elation, 181.
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Richard Kearney's Anatheism  is another example o f this danger. The

work is concerned with hospitality and seeks a deep mystical and imaginative

core in all faiths. While Kearney argues that the reality o f competing

convictions is not ignored, the dominant theme is also o f confidence in the

mystical. (This may well be an important common source but runs the risk o f

being ungrounded in social and political realities.) The dark side o f hospitality

is not sufficiently explored and the few pages dealing with the Holocaust leave

one with the uneasy feeling o f a requirement being met before moving on. For

example, the Jewish diarist Etty Hillesum is smoothly handled in one

paragraph and summarized: "Thus Etty Hillesum offered herself as host to the

divine guest who had nowhere else to go; she opened herself as a sanctuary to

the stranger, knocking at the door o f the moment, who could not enter until she

responded." This summary has the effect of'spiritualising' the complex history

of this woman. There is a danger, not avoided here, o f the "Holocaust as 
] 2literary trope."

Gillian Rose refers to what she calls "naTve holocaust piety". Andrew 

Shanks writing about Rose's work speaks of her sense of the spectator as 

"sentimental predator." We may rather "enjoy being invited to sympathize with 

forms o f grief we run no risk o f sharing."'^ Thus we fail to confront our own 

complicity and guilt and remain innocent bystanders, wringing our hands. 

However we term it: 'Holocaust piety', or 'Holocaust voyeurism,' is an ever 

present danger when we come to write about the theme o f suffering. Kearney's 

work also 'suffers' from an amorphous vagueness about the 'God beyond God'. 

A Christian understanding o f God is crossed by the crucified Christ.

Terry Eagleton argues that postmodern cultural theory has little to say 

about fundamental values such as "morality and metaphysics...love, biology, 

religion and revolution, is largely silent on evil, reticent about death and 

suffering, dogmatic about essences, universals and universal foundations..." 

This, as he concludes, is indeed "on any estimate a rather large slice o f human

'"Keamey, A natheism : {Returning to G od  after G od}, 59; K eam ey is not unaware o f  this 
danger and acknow ledges it in his earlier work On Stories: Richard K eam ey, On Stories, 
(London and N ew  York; Routledge, 2002), 49; See the more com plex reading o f  Etty H illesum  
'making space for God' in the essay "Religious Lives" in Rowan W illiam s, Faith in the P ublic  
Square, 314-325.

"Asainst Holocaust Piety" in Shanks, A eain st Innocence: G illian R ose's R eception  and Gift 
o j  Faith, 14-29; 17.
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existence to fall down on."''* This may be overstated: Rorty and Vattimo, to 

take two such theorists, are interested in religion, but once again we see an 

overly optimistic view o f human nature and its capacity for solidarity or love.’  ̂

Where Eagleton differs is in his recognition o f the central— non-negotiable 

heart o f Christianity—  the scandal o f  the cross. This 'bloody business' refuses 

to be diluted into a message o f 'b e  nice to your neighbours and tortoises,' to 

paraphrase a recent review by Eagleton o f Alain De Botton's work Religion fo r  

Atheists}^

Disruptive Suffering in Terms of the Dissertation

Why raise the topic at all at this juncture? The arguments against are as 

forceful as those in favour. Despite the reluctance o f some post-modern 

thinkers to deal with the matter, the literature on suffering is vast. As I 

suggested above, the dangers o f voyeurism particularly in relation to the 

Holocaust, or indeed slavery, are great. There is a risk o f sentimentality (a 

shadow-side of cruelty) around these obscenities which has the effect of 

rendering them banal or safe for our appropriation. The sanitised distance of 

hand-wringing absolves us from guilt while allowing us to ignore current 

injustices. What are the ethics of turning the suffering o f others into art? Who 

has the right to speak? What is our role as reader, as consumer? Is there a 

danger in the aesthetic depiction o f suffering in popular Holocaust films such 

as Spielberg's Schindler's List (1993), or more dubiously in Roberto Begnigni's 

Life is beautiful {\991)1 O f course such works may evoke feelings o f  pity, even 

o f compassion. But is this sufficient to consider them as redemptive?'^ Is it not

See Eagleton, A fter Theory, 101, 102. And note citation and discussion in: Jans 
Zimmermann "Suffering D ivine Things” in: H olly Faith N elson , Lynn Szabo, and Jens 
Zimmermann, Through a G lass D arkly: Suffering, the S acred  & the Sublim e in L iterature & 
T heoiy  (W aterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier U niversity Press, 2010), 386.

Richard Rorty and Gianni Vattimo, The Future o f  R eligion , ed. Santiago Zabala (N ew  York: 
Columbia University, 2004). Vattimo, A F arew ell to Truth. The reduction o f  the Christian 
m essage to 'charity' seem s admirable in its sim plicity but ignoring the centrality o f  the cross 
suggests a 'benign' reading which ultimately becom es banal.

G uardian R eview  January 12, 2012. A  further vo ice resisting the myth o f  human progress is 
John Gray. See the review by John Banville "On a hiding to nowhere". Banville talks o f  Gray's 
awareness o f  the dangers o f  the myth o f  human perfectibility. G uardian R eview  February 16, 
2013.

On the day I wrote this sentence 1 was alerted to an article in the Times by Holocaust 
surv'ivor Mala Tribich MBE giving high praise to Schindler's L ist as a film  which generated 
conversation and enabled survivors to speak out. It also resulted in the establishment by 
Spielberg o f  the USC  Shoah foundation collecting testim onies. According to Tribich, through
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potentially inhuman to see the representation o f human pain and suffering as 

belonging to the secular realm o f pleasure or entertainment? Should there be a 

caesura between beauty and horror? "Do we not become complicit in evil in 

enjoying its representation?"'* Works o f art may soothe us into sympathy with 

the innocent suffering victims but only rarely do such works invite our 

identification with the perpetrators and thus challenge our own propensity to 

inflict suffering as well as to suffer.'^ It is easier to ask why God permits 

suffering than to consider how we permit it and collude in it. Thus the 

theological question is neatly bracketed off from the political one. Some 

feminist theologians re-visiting the inadequacies o f traditional theodicies are 

prone to victim-identification, and God is seen as the one who suffers with. But 

unless this compassion is accompanied by protest and a willingness to hold a

mirror up to our collusion it remains an exercise, however poetical, in hand-
20wnngmg.

More pertinent again to this work is why raise the question o f suffering 

in a dissertation that considers the role o f the poetic and narrative arts in 

conversations about sacred and secular? My answer to this question is because 

'suffering goes all the way down.' In the search for what it means to be human, 

these are the great levellers. Suffering and death interrupt or radically disrupt 

all our theories, our practices. One does not need to reference a public event 

such as 9/11 to make the point; everyday lives are utterly changed by the 

shock o f unexpected illness or the news o f a death. 'Life goes on' we say, but 

something in us resists this, and recognises that the 'life' that goes on is one 

with an absence at its core, as we saw in our discussion o f After This. Suffering 

is a radical interruption. It refuses the rational and demands that we go deeper.

the film  "abstract know ledge became coupled with empathy". See "Schindler's List has freed us 
to bear w itness”. The Times April 8, 2013.

W hen British artist Rachel Whiteread unveiled her "Nameless Library' in the Judenplatz in 
Vienna som e survivors expressed relief that it was not beautiful. It was a deliberate 
provocation to the idea of'beauty' representing horror. The G uardian  October 26, 2000. These 
are the kinds o f  questions raised by Martin Henry in a review essay: Martin Henry, "Sacred and 
Secular Scriptures; A Catholic Approach to Literature (N icholas Boyle)," Irish Theological 
Q uarterly  76, no. 3 (2011): 296.

Bernard Schlink's novel The R eader  is one exam ple which invites identification with a 
concentration camp guard and explores issues o f  moral ambiguity. And see 'A Com m encem ent 
Address' in Brodsky, L ess Than One: S elec ted  E ssays, 384-392.

Fem inist theologian Elizabeth Johnson is alert to these dangers: Johnson, She Who Is: The
M ys te iy  o f  G od  in a F em inist Theological D iscourse. 246-271 , an d -----------, Q uest f o r  the
L iving G od: M apping F rontiers in the T heology o f  G od.49-69.
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It strips away delusions o f "control". Christopher Hitchens remarks that "the
• 2 1realm o f illusion must be escaped before anything else." 'There are no words

to describe what happened,' we protest, yet even in that protest, words are

being sought. Can grief be transmuted into art? The poet Eavan Boland talks

about 'the arts o f grief and as she claims that 'weeping' eludes the art o f the

poet, paradoxically she uses those very arts to describe it:

I saw my mother weep once. It was under 
circumstances I can never, even now, 
weave into or reveal by these cadences.
As I watched, and I was younger then,
I could see that w eeping itself has no cadence.
It is unrhythmical, unpredictable and 
the intake o f  breath one sob needs to 
becom e another sob, so one tear can succeed  
another, is unmusical: whoever the muse is 
or was o f  weeping, she has put the sound o f  it 
beyond the reach o f  metric-makers, music-makers.^^

Words fail us and we use words to describe that failure. The artist becomes a 

witness. This witness can take the form o f record and o f resistance.

In order to open up a suggestive conversation about this topic of 

suffering I turn first to an essay Love's Work by Gillian Rose.^^ 1 propose that 

as suffering refuses to be ordered and pushes at the limits o f our rationality 

then it is helpful to work with thinkers who are prepared to enter this space. 

One o f the lessons o f Job is that there is no comfort in suffering. Rose's work 

resists comfort as much as it also resists being categorised, as she transgresses 

academic and other boundaries. Love's Work is clearly not fiction in the sense 

o f "an invented or false story", nor is it poetry, yet it is a poetic piece o f 

writing; it is its own unique form o f created, constructed memoir. It is an essay, 

a piece o f 'secular' writing, yet it is also a spiritual memoir. Gillian Rose offers 

a lyrical narrative o f her experience o f a cancer diagnosis and the life/death 

sentences evoked by that. Her distinctive take on this resists voyeurism and 

becomes an essay on failure, faith, folly and the works o f love. One searches

■' Hitchens, Mortality.15.
■■ From "The Art of Grief" in Eavan Boland New Collected Poems (Carcanet Press: 
Manchester 2005), 239.

Gillian Rose, Love's Work (London: Chatto & Windus, 1995).
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for a new genre to describe this mode o f reflection which crosses and stretches 

the boundaries o f 'fate' and 'faith', 'fact' and 'fiction'.^"*

I will follow these considerations with a reading o f Toni Morrison's 

Beloved. Toni Morrison pens a fictional narrative account of the devastating 

effects of slavery. Both pieces o f writing are risky and, through their style o f 

disintegration, speak o f integrity. These writers are concerned in different ways 

with the vulnerable suffering body. The material matters; the body is the sign. 

Both Rose and Morrison convey the disruption o f suffering but in utterly 

distinct ways. Personal suffering (caused by illness) is very different to the 

communally imposed intentional suffering o f a whole people as portrayed in 

Morrison's novel, and the shattered style o f the novel reflects the theme. The 

question o f suffering moves from the passive to the active voice, from what 

may be made bearable, to that which is an obscenity and should be resisted; 

from the question o f suffering to the problem of evil. And so the aesthetically 

acclaimed 'work o f art' which is the novel Beloved, draws us into ethical 

concerns. My point again will be that it is precisely this lyrical piece o f writing 

that opens a space in which it becomes possible, indeed, compelling, to discuss 

what connects us and what divides us, what we choose to name as 'sacred' and 

how it can be possible to speak o f  faith against the obscenity o f  slavery.

Part II :  G illian  R ose and the W ork  and Folly o f Love

But now when alterity, heterogeneity, non-identity, difference, and 
otherness have become the tired buzzwords of our fractured culture, 
it is Rose who paradoxically represents a form of genuine 
strangeness, unassimilable to any school of thought a I'ecart de tons 
les courants.

—Martin Jay, Refractions ofViolence^^

We begin with thinker, philosopher and transgressor o f boundaries; 

Gillian Rose. Rose was a philosopher, a social theorist. She was secular, she

"''The Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie argues that "the styhsed recollection o f  
personal experience is often as much about character and story and emotion as fiction is." See: 
"You couldn't make it up" in Guardian Review  April 20, 2013.

Toni Morrison, Beloved  (London: Vintage, 1997).
Refractions o f  Violence. (New York; London: Routledge, 2003), 70.
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was Jewish and she was also baptised into the Anglican Church as she was 

dying.^^ Note the inclusive 'ands' rather than 'either/or'. Rose resists 

categorisation. For this reason her work is pertinent to a discussion about 

crossing boundaries. It is also particularly relevant to this chapter as she 

interrogates responses, medical and post-modern, to her illness and sets these 

against her lived experience of the work of love. Rose's experience of dyslexia 

as a child becomes a metaphor for finding a language to talk about the 

disruption of illness.

The primary work under consideration here is the essay. Love's Work 

which Rose wrote in 1995 shortly before her untimely death from cancer; I will 

also refer to the posthumously published Paradiso which consists of the 

fragments of an intended series of twenty-one essays.^* I have chosen Love's 

Work for its anarchic humour, its total resistance to any voyeurism of suffering, 

its refusal to indulge in self-pity or even the self-importance or exceptionalism 

of infirmity. In this essay we can see a 'praxis' of faith lived against the 'tears' 

and 'ruptures' of suffering and of the failures and follies of loving. The 

considerations are never abstract. The body matters.

Rose refers to comedy towards the end of Love's Work and says 

"Comedy is homeopathic: it cures folly by folly" [134]. Her opening epigraph 

looks decidedly un-comic: "Keep your mind in hell, and despair not" yet it is 

from this tragic realism that her comedy derives.^^ Her work is a kind of 

'comedy of errors' with that sense of the comic that can only be drawn from a 

perspective which is situated outside of the self and its perceived importance. 

This 'reading' and 'writing' o f suffering will not afford it a special place even 

when it afflicts the subject; it refuses to justify it or seek a theodicy to explain 

it. Yet this densely written piece seeks to articulate the experience of living and

1 take the 'also' from Andrew Shanks, who, correctly, in my view, does not use the word 
'conversion' but argues that Rose adopts the role o f  mediator, trying to 'open up honest 
conversation between and within divided w orlds' Shanks, Against Innocence: Gillian Rose's 
Reception and Gift o f  Faith. 9. See in contrast Vincent Lloyd who agrees with Martin Jay and 
suggests that 'Rose's interest shifted from Judaism to Christianity, culminating in her deathbed 
conversion' in Vincent Lloyd, "The Secular Faith o f  Gillian Rose," Journal o f  Religious Ethics 
36, no. 4 (2008); 692.
■* Gillian Rose, Love's Work (London: Chatto & Windus, 1995) The 1995 edition is the one 
used in the dissertation and to which page numbers refer, unless explicit attention is drawn to 
the revised 2011 edition; Gillian Rose, Paradiso  (London: Menard, 1999). Citations in the 
dissertation referring to Paradiso  will include the title and page numbers.

The citation is from an Eastern Orthodox monk: Staretz Silouan 1866-1938.
We noted this in Marilynne Robinson also.
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loving o f which suffering is a part;. The placing o f  suffering w ithin a Divine

comedy also resists any righteous judgm ent on the self or on others:

Suffering can be held by laughter which is neither joyful nor bitter: 
the loud belly laughter, with unmoved eyes, from North Carolina; 
the endless sense of the mundane hilarious of one who goes to Mass 
every day; the gravelly laugh roused by the whimsical poetry of the 
incongruous in one who has damaged lungs [134],

There is a searing honesty in this book that bum s up the pages with the

dismissal o f  easy com fort o f  'cheap grace' and instead limns a w ay o f  facing

into life and into death. M artin Jay who found her 'conversion' so shocking,

wonders w hether she was:

really harboring a theologically inspired urge to be a yea-sayer, 
someone who could look at all the ugliness and horror of life and 
still see reconciliation, a comic rather than tragic emplotment of 
narratives, grand and small.^'

Jay, who describes h im self as a secular Jew, cannot come to terms with Rose's

decision, and thus we get an unusually honest essay in term s o f how clear it is

that the writer is struggling to overcom e his visceral response, "an involuntary

shudder" at the idea o f  a Jew  choosing to convert to Christianity. I suspect that

Rose would have applauded his response and his inability to say 'politically

correct' things about her final decision. The evident struggle in that essay

which treads the borderline betw een the academ ic and personal evokes in some

small way the style o f  Rose's own work. W hat is so interesting and engaging

about Gillian Rose is precisely how she resists the attem pts to pin dow n her

thought, so any claim  to nam e her as 'one o f  us' by Christian camps, is also

very far o ff the mark. O thers m ay take on the role o f  attem pting to 'read her

death' but they will fail. W hat Rose is doing in Love's work  is 'reading her life'

and part o f this reading is the opening to the ultimate risk o f  love and thus to

death. Describing the hospital consultants as belonging to "the hierarchies o f

exterminating angels," she writes:

Surgeons are not qualified for the one thing with which they deal: 
life. For they do not understand, as part of their profession, 'death,' in 
the non-medical sense, nor therefore 'life' in the meaningful sense, 
inclusive of death. When they fail to 'cure', according to their own 
lights, they deal out death [72, 73].

y[nn\n iay. Refractions o f Violence, 69.
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Un/suitable Topics for Conversation

The work o f  Gillian Rose is provocative, not least because it pushes at 

any boundaries we may have set, in terms o f what constitutes appropriate terms 

for conversation. Who would willingly agree to participate in a conversation 

about colostomies, for example? Yet Rose talks about 'shit,' no longer 

employing the word, "as an expletive, discharging intense momentary irritation 

into its void o f meaning" [89], "My interest" she tells us, "is in the uncharted; 

my difficulty that I will inevitably enlist, by connotation and implication, the 

power and grace o f the symbol. I need to invent colostomy ethnography" [87], 

Colostomies have been routinely performed since the second half o f the 

nineteenth century, so she considers, "this is more than enough time for lyric 

and lament "[86]. She tests our limits; do we want to know about AIDS? She 

will tell us; not in general terms but in the material particularities o f the dying 

bodies o f her friends. No wonder that she never found philosophy abstract; for 

her it is not an intellectual exercise but is concerned with the perplexity o f 

living. Do we want to know about ovarian cancer? She challenges her readers 

to suspend "your prejudices and judgement" [72].

According to Andrew Shanks, Rose first woos the reader with "her 

quirkily told tales o f family, friends and lovers" before she confronts her 

audience with her cancer r e v e la t io n .1 consider that these early chapters 

constitute more than 'quirky' tales. They form a prelude, in the best sense o f 

that word, a fore-play to the 'comedy' which follows. There is a circular or 

spiral shape as the tales are told and serve to deepen the understanding o f the 

reader as to who this narrator is and what has shaped her. Thus Edna, over 

ninety years old with her false nose, who becomes Rose's 'Intelligent Angel', is 

the model for how Rose would like to live. Miss Marple-like, into old age. At 

ninety-six Edna still exuded well-being:

She has certainly not lived a perfected life. She has not been 
exceptional. She has not loved herself or others unconditionally. She 
has been able to go on getting it all more or less wrong, more or less 
all the time... [6].

Shanks. Against Innocence: Gillian Rose's Reception and Gift o f  Faith, 11.
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In discussing her own cancer Rose excoriates the literature o f aUemative 

heaHng with its injunction, "to become 'exceptional' ...o r 'edgeless' ... to 

assume unconditional love, is poor psychology, worse theology and no notion 

o f justice at all "[97], And we see Edna's capacity for 'failure' and imperfection 

which is for Rose the mark o f living and loving, traced again in Rose's declared 

wish expressed at the very end o f the memoir, "1 will stay in the fray, in the 

revel o f  ideas and risk; learning, failing, wooing, grieving, trusting, working, 

reposing -  in this sin o f language and lips" [135]. According to Vincent Lloyd, 

for Rose, "love is nothing other than social life intensified. It is negotiating 

one's self in the context o f others, pushing and pulling, discovering novelties 

and terrors in the process.

There is another Edna, Sister Edna, in Paradiso; this Edna becomes less 

an 'intelligent angel' than a ministering one. Intellectually just as bright. Sister 

Edna has acquired a spiritual wisdom. Having been in thrall to the Gnostics, 

Edna abandons all this, "and allows herself to become less immaculate, to 

allow the imperfections throughout her physical and moral being to exist" 

[Paradiso, 31]. Gillian Rose considers that Gnosticism— t̂he belief that 

knowledge is the key to human salvation—  is "our normal spiritual condition" 

flourishing in the Enlightenment and manifesting itself again in current New 

Age movements. It is, she says, "the spiritual condition o f those who do not 

believe that they have any spiritual condition" [Paradiso, 24], Rose admires 

Edna "because she is willing, whatever mistakes may be incurred, to make 

incursions into the damaged world for the sake o f its denizens, again and 

again”[Paradiso, 36].

The Practice of Faith and the Question of Suffering

In the centrefold chapters in this dissertation I have emphasised faith as 

a pattern or a practice. In this chapter I am concerned with the disruptions to 

the pattern: what happens when a crisis occurs. Another important issue is that 

o f clearing a space where matters o f faith may be discussed without

Love, in Theory: Five Q uestions for V incent Lloyd online interview by N ellie  B ow les. 
< http://www.telosDress.com/m ain/index.php7main page=new s article&article id=249 > 
(accessed March 16, 2012).
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reductionism. Once again Rose's work offers such possibilities but only, as I

have suggested, if we are willing to take the kind of risks which she takes, to

follow less known and less familiar paths. Her way of writing de-familiarises

us, takes us far out o f any comfort zones and refuses easy graces. In this

section I consider her approach to 'faith' with reference to an article by Vincent

Lloyd on this issue.

Lloyd argues that Rose is quite clear about her understanding of 'faith'.

In Paradiso she says that "faith is first and last negative capability, as Keats

puts it, the capacity o f being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts without any

irritable reaching after fact and reasons. It is also positive capability, not

developed by Keats, the enlarging of inhibited reason in the domain of

praxis"[Paradiso, 31, 32], And so Lloyd glosses, "Faith is a practice: it is the

practice of continuing to grapple with the world, realizing that the world is, and

always will be uncertain. Rose is an admirer of Kierkegaard.^^ In fact she

describes Z-ove'.s Work as:

a profoundly K ierkegaardian work: it a llow s on e to pass unnoticed.
It d ep loys sensual, intellectual and literary eros, com panions o f  pain, 
passion  and plain curiosity, in order to pass b eyon d  the 
preoccupation w ith en d less loss to the silen ce o f  grace [P a ra d iso ,
17].

This quotation will confirm Lloyd's insistence "that Rose is at least equally 

interested in what happens after the moment when faith is tested." So it is not 

so much that 'leap' which concerns her, but "the new style of living, a practice 

inflected by the moment when faith was t e s t e d . L l o y d  does not cite the 

passage in his article, but in Love's Work when Gillian Rose is informed that 

she has advanced ovarian cancer she protests that she is "the happiest, 

healthiest person I know" to which the surgeon replies, "Well, you are going to 

be severely tried"[77]. Sister Edna says the same thing but gives it a 

theological patina, "God is requiring you to go further [Paradiso, 19]."

■’■’Vincent Lloyd, "The Secular Faith o f  Gillian Rose," Journal o f  Religious Ethics 36, no. 4 
(2008).

Ibid. 692.
The work o f  Kierkegaard crosses the boundaries o f  philosophy, theology, poetry as Rose's 

does. See: William McDonald, "Soren Kierkegaard", The Stanford Encyclopedia o f  Philosophy 
(Fall 2012 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),
<httti://plato.Stanford.eda''archives/fall2012/entries/kierkegaard/>. (accessed July 8, 2012). 
Rose's title Love's Work reflects Kierkegaard's Works o f  Love (1847).

Lloyd, "The Secular Faith o f  Gillian Rose." 693.
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So if  we choose to talk about faith as practice or pattern in Love's Work

we need to recognise that this is a pattern continually being remade, the strands

are pulled out and woven back as new experiences test the norms, and thus, in

this primer on suffering and dying we find a grammar o f living and loving.

Rose proposes that these crises "of illness, bereavement, separation, natural

disaster" can be opportunities "to make contact with deeper levels o f the terrors

o f the soul, to loose and to bind, to bind and to loose" [98]. Vincent Lloyd

comments on the manner in which such circumstances function radically to

alter norms. Thus he suggests that, according to Rose, a person o f faith "will

wholeheartedly participate in the practice o f positing concepts (norms) and

testing them against reality (practice), always willing to revise the concepts

they posit."^* In this respect she distinguishes herself from those philosophers

who remain, as she sees it, in the realm o f the abstract.

For Rose faith is 'risk' and the risk o f love includes the possibility of

violence and the recognition o f power—  we have others at our mercy and are at

the mercy o f others. At one point in Love's Work she speaks o f the foolishness

of preventing children from playing with guns and argues that "the child who is

locked away from aggressive experiment and play will be left terrified and

paralysed by its emotions, unable to release or face them, for they may destroy

the world and him or h e rse lf"[ 117,118]. In a passage about 'controlling' the

information about her illness Rose offers a second definition for 'control' which

might result in relinquishing the first one:

Control means when something untoward happens, some trauma or 
damage, whether inflicted by the commissions or omissions of 
others, or some cosmic force, one makes the initially unwelcome 
event one's own inner occupation. You work to adopt the most 
loveless, forlorn, aggressive child as your own, and do not leave her 
to develop into an even more vengeful monster who constantly 
wishes you ill. In ill-health as in unhappy love, this is the hardest 
work: it requires taking in before letting be [90, 91].

Adopting "this loveless, forlorn, aggressive child" means facing the 

violence within and not projecting it outside. Rose's risky faith does not just 

permit the dark, but advocates, "keeping your mind in hell". Moments o f crisis

Lloyd, "The Secular Faith o f  Gillian Rose", 693.
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resist easy accommodation and, it is the work of love to permit their disruption, 

and enable the re-configuration which follows.

Finding a Language

Part of the re-configuration has to do with finding a language in which 

the experiences may be articulated. Gillian Rose's early experience of dyslexia 

provides a metaphor for disrupted language. The discovery that "the desert of 

stony words could be made to bloom" teaches Rose that she can "channel what 

I could not overcome" and thus she acquires a "puckish strategy for enchanting 

the agents of adversity" [31]. It is also around this time that the author changes 

her name from that of her father Stone, to that o f her step-father, Rose, in a 

gesture o f life imitating art.

Now in her illness Rose confronts 'adversity' and seeks a language for 

it. She discovers that she and medicine "do not have enough command of each 

other's language for the exchange to be fruitful" [95]. She concludes that both 

she and medicine are mute, "It can no more fathom my holistic and spiritual 

matrix than I can master its material syntax"[96]. But if that language, "the 

esoteric but fatal language of clinical control" has its limitations, then so also 

has "the exoteric language of cosmic love" [97]. Having escaped the (medical) 

hierarchy of exterminating angels, Rose is immediately faced with "the rigid, 

smiling faces of yet another celestial hierarchy... the screwtape spirituality of 

alternative healing" [96],

Rose scorns and spurns this literature which she terms 'new age' and 

criticizes it for re-insinuating "the most remorseless Protestantism" [97]. It 

places a burden on the soul by refusing the normal unhappy life. She finds this 

a "counsel of despair". "The tradition" she says "is far kinder in its 

understanding that to live, to love, is to be failed, to forgive, to have failed, to 

be forgiven, for ever and ever. Keep your mind in hell, and despair not". These 

couple o f pages 98-99 probably constitute the clearest exposition of Gillian 

Rose's understanding of love and the work of love, which is the subject of her 

essay, and the purpose of human life. Thus she speaks not of love affairs and 

her life's work but of "life affair" and "love's work". And although writing
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might be satisfying, it is, she notes, a poor substitute for "the joy  and the agony 

o f loving":

To grow in love-ability is to accept the boundaries of oneself and 
others, while remaining vulnerable, woundable, around the bounds. 
Acknowledgement of conditionality is the only unconditionality of 
human love [98],

She understands the place o f power in love and thus refuses the idea o f 

exceptional love; both power, violence and suffering are part o f the agony and 

gravity o f love.

It is Rose's capacity to face these things that makes her account 

credible. The space that is opened up by her reflections does not deny 

difficulty, "Keep your mind in hell" she regularly reminds her readers, but 

instead o f this being a recipe for despair, it is paradoxically followed by "and 

despair not". This sense of boundary is also enormously helpful, "A soul which 

is not bound is as mad as one with cemented boundaries" she tells us, and then 

she nuances this with that insight o f "remaining vulnerable, woundable around 

the bounds" [98]. If one wanted a prescription for conversation and encounter 

one could take these pages and note this combination of acceptance of the 

possibility o f continual failure, "I am bound to get love wrong all the time" 

(note again the double meaning o f 'bound' here, returning us to the idea o f 

binding and loosing and o f the 'bound soul') and o f  the necessity to continue 

"wooing" for that is "my life affair, love's work" [99], We also intuit the 

'binding' and loosing o f religious belief and the nature o f the 'freedom' entailed 

by those bounds.

These pieces o f philosophical reflection on love have been prepared by 

earlier chapters documenting a failed love-affair. So the personal feeds in to the 

philosophical. What is unusual in this essay is how Rose allows us to trace 

these lines and refuses to hide behind abstract reasoning. However this is not 

an example o f a 'confessional' narrative. It is too reflective for that and conveys 

an appropriate irony. Experience is her teacher; she recognises the particular 

before any extrapolation to the more universal.

I want to return now to the idea o f the pattern and practice o f  faith with 

the rupture o f the diagnosis o f cancer and sentence o f death which follows it 

and which is translated into sentences of life in this essay. I have cited Vincent
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Lloyd and want to reiterate my disagreement with his reading o f Rose's 

conversion. He writes, "Rose's interest shifted from Judaism to Christianity, 

culminating in her deathbed c o n v e r s i o n . A s  I have suggested we cannot 

read someone's death, that is their, or rather, the final mystery—  but quite apart 

from that, everything about Gillian Rose's life suggests a capacity for 

'both/and'. This was not a s h i f t i n g b u t  a movement towards, illustrating a 

unique capacity for the embrace o f contradictions, and a readiness for 'risk'. 

Describing her change o f name from 'Stone' to 'Rose' the writer speaks o f these 

return journeys between Protestantism and Judaism which "defy any idea of 

'ethnic' identity"[ 52]. I would suggest contra Lloyd and Jay that Gillian Rose's 

opening to Christianity also defies any (fixed) idea o f religious identity. Yet 

there is nothing o f the 'relativist' about Rose. She admires Sister Edna, who has 

studied in the Leo Baeck College, a rabbinical seminary, in London, because 

that indicated they had "something else profoundly in common; a refusal to 

adopt or affirm the opposition between law and love which has so marred the 

development of Christian theology" [Paradiso, 18]. Faith, as I read it in Love's 

Work, is not just about "persevering in the struggle" as Lloyd would have it, 

nor is it simply about social practice, it is much more about a passion for life 

and for love. It is about entering the fray. It is about risk. This, I suggest, is the 

fundamental mark o f the religious person: one who is not afraid; one who 

trusts, who risks, and, as Rose makes clear, will fail constantly. Thus she offers 

us another way to think about 'practice' as 'risk' and in the kind o f risky 

conversations envisaged by this dissertation, then learning such a language is 

'useful'. I have taken Lloyd's term 'use' although I find it infelicitous, and would 

prefer to speak in terms o f the generative possibilities o f her work.'*®

The gift o f this essay o f Gillian Rose is to extend the capacity o f 

language to hold the ambiguities o f love: the power, the violence, the terror, the 

bliss in what she calls "this sin o f language and lips". The dys-lexia of 

childhood becomes the dis-ruption o f illness or, to use Rose's preferred word, 

diremption, a tearing apart. In Rose's work there is no attempt to 'mend the 

world' and she is critical o f those who offer that; she advocates 'the broken

Lloyd, "The Secular Faith o f  Gillian Rose", 692.
Lloyd refers to "constructive use" and proposes it lies in Rose's understanding o f  the 

theological virtues, Vincent Lloyd, "On the U se o f  Gillian Rose," H eythrop Journal 48 , no. 5 
(2007): 6 9 8 ,7 0 5 .
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middle,' learning to live with the contradictions, exampled even in her response 

to two conflicting reports on the progress of her illness: "It was not in my 

interest that those conflicting judgements should be compromised: my light lies 

in their discrepancy"[94, 95],

The generative possibilities of Rose's work in the slow and difficult art 

of conversations about faith should be clear. Her writing, which resists being 

placed in conventional categories, breaks the moulds of these limitations 

demonstrating passion and poetry, critique, and creativity, lyric and lament. 

Thus it offers us a frame which holds the rational with the poetic, the political 

with the personal and which welcomes the ambiguity in the interstices. Rose 

rejects the dismissal of metaphysics and of reason and argues that philosophy is 

bom from the 'condition of sadness', and that "metaphysics is the perplexity, 

the aporia, at how to find the path from the law of the concept to the 

peculiarity of each instance, from 'the nose' to the snub'" [115/116]. Rose 

argues passionately for the importance of philosophy, "To destroy 

philosophy...would leave us resourceless to know the difference between 

fantasy and actuality, to discern the distortion between ideas and their 

realisation. It would prevent the process of learning, the corrigibility of 

experience "[118,119].

Rose's introduction to philosophy came when, aged seventeen, she read 

Plato's Republic and Pascal's Pensees. She interpreted these works as 

invitations to take journeys which "deepened and did not seek to placate the 

burgeoning sadness of the teenage soul"[l 19]. This resistance to facile 

optimism characterises her writing: "Earthly, human sadness is the divine 

comedy -  the ineluctable discrepancy between our worthy intentions and the 

ever-surprising outcome o f our actions" [116]. Later she notes that the human 

person is 'sure' only of the untiring exercise of being "bounded and unbounded, 

selved and unselved" and this "makes the laughter at the mismatch between 

aim and achievement comic, not cynical; holy not demonic. This is not love of 

suffering, but the work, the power of love, which may curse but 

abides"[125,126].

Turning to religion Rose considers that the religion which should 

trouble us is "the imrevealed religion". This is a "religion" which has no creeds 

or dogmas which make its adherents protest that they have no religion. Yet she
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says "This self-reliance leaves us at the mercy o f our own mercilessness; it 

keeps us infinitely sentimental about ourselves, but methodically ruthless 

towards others" [127],

In the space which Rose now inhabits— one made larger, or smaller, 

depending on how you see it, by her sharpened awareness o f  her mortality—  

she seeks an understanding adequate to that situation. She does not find it in 

'self-reliance,' in 'postmodern relativism,' or in 'feminism,' (one could argue that 

she has a rather un-nuanced view of'feminism ', which she sees as singular 

rather than plural). If we allow for her prejudice there, we can turn to her deep 

wisdom which is in her reading o f love, and that in turn, is inextricably linked 

to her understanding of'faith '. She describes herself as "matured by love, 

practised in the grief of its interminable exercise". There are constant 

references to boundaries, "The lovers must leave a distance, a boundary for 

love: then they approach and retire so that love may suspire. This may be heard 

as the economics o f Eros; but it may also be taken as the infinite passion o f 

faith: Dieu se revele en se retirer'" [133]. We note again the cross-play 

between the economy o f Eros and the passion o f faith; we may also note the 

poetry o f the piece! What Rose cannot tolerate is any system o f thought — and 

she accuses postmodernism o f this—  which offers sweetness in place o f life's 

tragic-comic follies. Her reference to "the endless sense o f the mundane 

hilarious o f  one who goes to Mass every day" [134] has a hint o f Flannery 

O'Connor in its sharp irony and perspective.

The 'practice' o f faith we observe here is precisely that—  a practice—  

'folly by folly'. Her desire, unfulfilled, is not to be deprived o f old age so that 

she can be "exactly as I am, decrepit nature, yet supemature in one, equally 

alert on the damp ground and in the turbulent air." Then she adds "Perhaps I 

don't have to wait for old age for that invisible trespass and pedestrian tread, 

insensible o f mortality and desperately mortal"[134,135]. And old age does not 

wait for her.

Michael Wood in his introduction to a new edition o f Love's Work 

suggests that 'love' for Rose is like 'reason', a matter o f risk, "There is no 

rationality without uncertain grounds. He disagrees with Geoffrey Hill who,

Gillian Rose, Love's Work (New York: New York Review Books, 2011), xii.
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in his poem "In Memoriam Gillian Rose," also printed in this new edition, 

describes Love's Work as "a bleak ontology". Wood argues that it is bleak only 

if you downplay the love of life and the refusal of despair. He cites Adorno, on 

whom Rose wrote, as saying that, "The only philosophy which can responsibly 

be practiced in the face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as 

they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption." Wood 

concludes "But even Adorno didn't manage to think of hell itself as 

redemption's home."'*^

Life-Sentences

I invoked Love's Work, in particular, for this chapter on evil and 

suffering as disruptive. Yet what is unusual about Rose's essay is how little 

time is given to any discussion of suffering. We are thus relieved of the 

burdens of voyeurism or sentimentality, instead we are offered a reflection on 

the effects of a 'death sentence' which in this work becomes a series of 

sentences about life and love and the agon of l i v i n g . T h e  dyslexia of her early 

years is the key. This struggle to decipher becomes the passion, the Eros of 

Rose's philosophy. In one of the short essays in Paradiso Rose talks about the 

relationship between philosophy and medicine. Philosophy for Rose is 

characterised by three things: "endless curiosity...the ability to pay attention... 

acceptance of pathlessness {aporia)" [Paradiso,42]. For this reason she finds a 

freedom when Dr Grove says, "I don't know when you will die." The reference 

to 'control' returns because this medic does not confuse the patient's need with 

his own quest and thus invites her to "autopoeisis, the continuous inventing of 

the self where that 'self acquires infinite plasticity of boundary". His strategy, 

she says "transfers the knitting of body and soul back to me" [Paradiso, 45,46]. 

The 'knitting' of body and soul echoes Psalm 139, "For it was you who formed 

my inward parts; /you knit me together in my mother's womb." (Perhaps Rose 

also recognises that the time of the final unravelling will not be hers to decide.) 

The writer's objections to post-modern thought surface again and again. She

Rose, Love's W ork{20\ 1), 150; xiv. How fitting though that a poem by Geoffrey Hill "In 
Memoriam: Gillian Rose" is included as a response to her work: 147-150.

Rose makes a similar play o f  these 'sentences' when she contrasts the approaches o f  two 
doctors as 'the difference between a sentence o f  death and a sentence o f  life.' in Rose,
Paradiso, 44.
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argues against what she sees as "its despairing rationalism without reason" and

the constant deferral of meaning. Her acceptance oVaporia' is very different...

"there may be no solutions to questions"[ParaJwo, 42]. But the Eros and

attention which characterise Rose's philosophy, imply continued searching "to

explore the analogies between the soul, the city and the sacred" [Paradiso,

43].“*'* She traverses the areas which are of concern in this dissertation.

These essays Love's Work and Paradiso are written in the aftermath of

the 'violence' of failed love and of the diagnosis of cancer but 'aftermath' does

not just mean the bad consequences but is also that which comes after the

'math' or the mowing of a meadow. Loss is also gain. When Rose loses her

luxuriant hair she refers to that loss, "my remaining hair no longer affords the

camouflage for my faces or the arsenal for my graces" (note again the lyricism

of the phrase) and then watching young people talking about their cancer she is

struck by how "the contours of the visage reveal the sap of the engaged and

willing soul" [Paradiso, T h e  body is allowed to speak; it is once more

'the first book'. The willingness to be unmasked, bare-headed, bare-faced,

together with the absolute refusal to be sentimental or self-pitying, affords us a

luminous example of language pared almost to poetry, at the most liminal of

places: those spaces, those sentences, between living and dying.

Vincent Lloyd having discussed 'misreadings' of Gillian Rose proposes

a "constructive use":

Rose offers an alternative to the secular colonization of the sacred 
and the theological colonization of the secular... Instead of a worldly 
New Jerusalem to rescue us from the fallenness of the world as it is,
Rose suggests we cultivate the theological virtues, particularly faith 
and love. These virtues are practiced within and not outside the 
law.''̂

If I dislike the idea of 'use', and am unsure about "the cultivation of 

theological virtues" as the purpose of the work, I can however embrace the 

alternative to "colonization" which Rose offers to conversations about 'sacred' 

and 'secular'. In many ways it is the resistance to categorization that is most 

helpful: we must read Rose on her terms and converse with her in the public

^  See also Gillian R ose, M ourning B ecom es the Law: P hilosophy an d  R epresentation  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 15-39.

L loyd, "On the U se o f  Gillian Rose", 705. Ironically, it seem s to m e that this 'use' o f  R ose is 
another 'colonization'.
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space she opens up. Rose refuses to place her vision outside the political, 

something made manifest in her discussion of Poussin's painting, "Landscape 

with the Ashes of Phocion". Arguing against a more benign interpretation by 

Sister Wendy Beckett, Rose insists that the act of retrieving the ashes "is not 

therefore solely one of infinite love: it is a finite act of political justice.""*^

What we observe in Love's Work is the resistance to the general, and the 

readiness to work through the particular, complex and difficult, the violent and 

the tragic. John Banville, in a review essay on the letters of Samuel Beckett, 

cites Beckett's negative aesthetic from Worstward Ho, "Ever tried. Ever failed. 

No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better."'*’ Rose shares this sense of folly 

and failing better, as life's affair, but her mantra rem.ains: "Keep your mind in 

hell. Despair not." Thus her work is imprinted with a trust which may be 

defined in religious terms as the virtue of faith. In that same article on Beckett's 

letters, Banville argues against the possibility of an autonomous or abstract 

language, "The fact is, words are not like paint or musical notation. Language 

is a vulgar medium; it rubs up against actuality at every point and is thereby as 

Beckett would say, tainted...Language must speak that is its essence."'** 

Language must speak — we must speak—  until the throat constricts with the 

strangled cry before dying, reversing the first cry of the newborn, the struggle 

for first and last breaths. The battle to overcome dyslexia was, as I have 

suggested, the metaphor for the strenuous effort to find a language to speak 

through, and with, and not beyond, the agon of living. These essays of Rose are 

precisely that: essays, drafts, trials, attempts to "stay in the fray, in the revel of 

ideas and risk; learning, failing, wooing, grieving, trusting, working, reposing- 

in this sin of language and lips" [135]. It is for this reason they find their place 

in a dissertation which seeks a fresh language to take us outside the borders of 

sacred and profane and is willing to enter the "fray of revel and risk" or, to use 

the terms of the title of the thesis—  to know "the play of grace" even, and 

especially, in the "tears of things." In Rose's work there is a sense of that 

"restlessness" which I proposed as characteristic of the religious search. Rose 

also offers a "broken middle" a way between the supposed alternatives of

Rose, Mourning Becomes the Law: Philosophy and Representation. 25.
John Banville, "Beckett: Storming for Beauty" in The New York Review o f  Books Volume 

LIX, Number 5. (March 22, 2012)
John Banville, "Beckett: Storming for Beauty", 24.
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viewing life as "a vale o f tears" or as a site o f entitlement to happiness. She 

negotiates a way o f living with the "agon" o f life and  (not hut) in hope.

Part III: Toni M orrison: Broken Bodies/Shattered Language

"Here," she said, "in this here place, we flesh; flesh that w eeps, laughs; flesh  
that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not 
love your flesh. They despise it. They don't love your eyes; they'd just as 
soon pick em out. N o inore do they love the skin on your back. Yonder they 
flay it. And O my people they do not love your hands. Those they only use, 
tie, bind, chop o ff  and leave empty. Love your hands! Love them. Raise 
them up and kiss them. Touch others with them, pat them together, stroke 
them on your face 'cause they don't love that either. You got to love it, you\
And no, they ain't in love with your m outh... What you say out o f  it they will 
not heed. What you scream from it they do not hear.

— Morrison B eloved

For sale Bidderman, one small girl, 
one small African girl answering now  
to the naine o f  Annie.

—  Goodison "Annie Pengelly"

The Shattering of Language

In this section on 'disruption', through the work o f  Toni Morrison's 

Belovect^, I want to consider the question o f the shattering o f language that 

occurs when pain is intentionally inflicted on the body. In this case though, 'the 

body' represents a whole 'body o f people': the enslaved African Americans.^'’ 

The broken bodies do not merely reflect the breaking down o f language but a 

questioning o f the relationship between language and power. Thus it examines 

the 'tears' and ruptures in meaning caused by suffering inflicted, inscribed on 

the bodies o f others as a sign o f power over them. It suggests that 'this house o f 

fiction' affords a site to explore this space beyond the binaries o f 'black' and 

'white'. It provides a space to consider the construction o f identities, the

Morrison, Beloved. (Citations in the text which follows will be given as page numbers in 
parentheses and will refer to this Vintage 1997 edition. If there is any ambiguity the title 
Beloved  will be included)

Dwight A. McBride notes that "The slave body is both singular and collective." "Toni 
Morrison Intellectual" in Justine Tally, The Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison  (New  
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 170.
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destruction o f  persons, and the 'clearing' for a counter articulation o f  values.^'

In the term s o f  the dissertation the w ay in which this novel in particular, resists

reductionism  and in its style and substance is o f  a piece (or, ironically,

fragm ented) and m akes the point that we can only understand alongside, and

not by abstracting the 'what' from the 'm anner in which'. It also illustrates the

am bivalence o f  religious discourses. Such discourses can collude with pow er

but they can also serve as sites o f  resistance. It raises questions about 'truth' and

the collusion o f  truth with power. It is a work which embodies the discussion

o f  'difference' and the dangers o f  'othering'. In the previous 'interruption' we

were introduced to the suffering body but in this novel the cry o f  Job "why did

I not die at birth?" [Job 3: I I ]  is am plified by 'Sixty m illion and m ore' and

expressed in the cry o f  one o f  the slaves, and repeated five times: "Why? W hy?

W hy? W hy? W hy?" [235].

It is im possible in this short section to grasp even a m odicum  o f  the

m any possible readings o f  this novel. And there is always a danger when a

work becom es so well known that its meaning is assum ed and rendered safe in

summary. There is a double irony then in the w ords at the end o f the novel:

"This is not a story to pass on" [275] yet like the cryptic ending o f  the Gospel

o f  Mark: "And they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid" [Mk 16.8],

the story resists amnesia. Homi Bhabha m akes this point:

Although Morrison insistently repeats at the end of Beloved, 'This is 
not a story to pass on,' she does this only to engrave the event in the 
deepest resources of our amnesia, of our unconsciousness. When 
historical visibility has faded, when the present tense of testimony 
loses its power to arrest, then the displacements of memory and the 
indirections of art offer us the image of our psychic survival. To live 
in the unhomely world, to find its ambivalences and ambiguities 
enacted in the house of fiction, or in its sundering and splitting 
performed in the work of art, is also to affirm a profound desire for 
social solidarity: '1 am looking for the jo in ...1 want to jo in ...1 want 
to join.'

Hans Joas draws on a novel by Alfred Doblin, Tales o f  a Long Night to describe "the 
impossibility o f  overcoming trauma by any means except narration; the necessary connection 
between narration and the constitution o f  new meanings and new values.”Joas, The Sacredness 
o f  the Person: A New Genealogy o f  Human Rights, 79.

Homi K. Bhabha, The Location o f  Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 18. Justine Tally 
reads "This is not a story to pass on" with a different emphasis: namely "This is not a story to 
pass on" and thus it compels our attention. See Justine Tally, Toni Morrison's Beloved: Origins 
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 49.
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Homi Bhabha argues in the same section for the "worlding" o f literature and 

the place o f "unhomely fictions" in world literature. "As literary creatures and 

political animals we ought to concern ourselves with the understanding o f 

human action and the social world as a moment when something is beyond 

control hut it is not beyond a c c o m m o d a t i o n 'Unhomely' is an appropriate 

word, and the German word imheimlich with its sense o f the uncanny also 

captures the unease o f this n o v e l . I t  takes its place here because in style and 

substance it is disruptive. It refuses to domesticate or make suffering safe, or 

even bearable. It is not. It also denies the reader the easy comfort of 

assimilation and raises questions beyond the boundaries o f the novel.

Inscriptions: Written on the Body

I want to concentrate in this interlude on words and wordlessness, on 

the paradox o f events that resist language, and yet insist on being spoken, "the 

things neither had wordshapes for— well it would come in time" [99]. For this 

is a novel about inscription; from the truncated inscription on the tombstone, 

"Beloved", to the inscribing on the bodies o f the slaves—  not just the 

branding— the mark by which Sethe could recognise her mother, but also the 

chokeberry tree on Sethe's back caused by a beating. Bodies become the site of 

'reading the 'truth' when those who hold power control the definitions, as Sixo 

realised when: "schoolteacher beat him ...to show him that definitions belonged 

to the definers— not the defined" [190], or when Paul D thought about Mr 

Gamer calling him "man" not the usual "boy", "Was he naming what he saw or 

creating what he did not?" And he wondered whether this 'definition' was 

arbitrary, dependent on the 'goodwill' o f the more benign slave-owner [220]. 

What finally pushes Sethe to kill her baby daughter is so that "no one, nobody 

on this earth, would list her daughter's characteristics on the animal side o f the 

paper" [251]. Destroying her child's human life becomes the only way to

Bhabha, The L ocation  o f  Culture, 12.
For further discussions o f  the ’unhomely' and uncanny in literature, see: Daniel Boscaljon, 

R esisting the P lace  o f  Belonging: Uncanny H om ecom ings in Religion, N arra tive  and the A rts, 
(Famham; Ashgate, 2013).
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preserve her h u m a n ity .T h is  'inscribing' o f otherness in its dangerous 

distancing, haunts Sethe to the end, "I made the ink, Paul D. He couldn't have 

done it if 1 hadn't made the ink" [271], The fact that she provided the means by 

w^hich her 'otherness' will be defined as 'animal' and not as creative, creating 

human being (God's work o f art—  Ephesians 2:10) wounds part o f her that 

even the whips cannot reach.

Justine Tally regards the novel as an "enactment" o f the theories of 

Michel Foucault about the silencing o f the voices o f those not deemed rational, 

"Every society has its regime o f truth, its general politics o f truth that serves to 

regulate the production, distribution, functioning and circulation o f some 

discourses and not o f others". In this context the alternative 'preaching' o f Baby 

Suggs, holy, provides a 'contesting' o f the control o f the 'sacred' power o f the 

'word'. Authority over one's body and over discourse are intrinsically linked in 

the n o v e l . B a b y  Suggs "Uncalled, unrobed, unanointed" [87], takes her own 

authority—  "her great heart" and calls the slaves to laughter and to dance. In a 

deliberate reversal o f the preaching which holds them in slavery, she does not 

tell them "to clean up their lives and sin no more," instead she tells them to 

love their abused flesh. She rejects the 'slavery texts' such as Ephesians 6.5, 

Titus 2.6, Colossians 3.22.^^ She tells them "the only grace they could have 

was the grace they could imagine". Jacqueline Bussie describes the practice 

among slaves o f such secret outdoor gatherings as forms o f resistance, and 

Baby Suggs, in urging people to laugh, to dance, to sing, offers an alternative 

'oral' spiritual practice. The stress on human liberation is clear. This is their 

redemption. They must claim it. Laughter and song, both tropes in Morrison's 

work, serve to undermine the discourse o f the slave-owner. Sixo sings and

Here too w e see Sethe's subversion o f  the paradox o f  the Gospel message T or those who 
want to save their life w ill lose it.' Luke 9.24. A s Sethe sees it the only way she can save  her 
daughter's life from slavery is to choose death for her. The shocking terms o f  this 'moral' 
choice: destroying her 'best thing' is the major disruption o f  the novel.

Justine Tally, "The Morrison Trilogy" in Tally, The C am bridge Companion to  Toni 
M orrison, 81; and Tally, Toni M orrison's B e lo v e d : O rigins, 28; See also: David Lawrence, 
'TIeshly Ghosts and Ghostly Flesh: The Word and the Body in Beloved" in David L. 
M iddleton, Toni M orrison's Fiction: C on tem poraiy Criticism  (N ew  York ; London: Garland, 
1997), 223.
”  Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza refers to the claim ing o f  authority by African American wom en  
as the scriptures became both a site o f  resistance and a source o f  liberation w hile noting the 
"implicit privileging o f  socio-political experience." Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Shelly  
M atthews, and Ann Graham Brock, Searching the Scriptures: A Fem inist Introduction, vo l.l 
(N ew  York: Crossroad, 1993), 6-7.
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laughs as his last acts o f resistance before he is shot, "They shoot him to shut

him up. Have to" [226]. Bussie describes laughter in such contexts as "a highly

creative ethical and theological response, a transformative mode-of-being-in-

the-world." Laughter here is the only way o f expressing the horror o f the event.

It cannot be accommodated in any other mode. It goes too deep for tears.

Bussie concludes that "a theology o f laughter considers the problem of evil

with utmost seriousness, and always sustains the narrative o f hope only in

juxtaposition and tension with the memory o f radical suffering."

The preaching o f Baby Suggs incarnates the novel's epigraph, "I will

call them my people who were not my people; and her beloved, which was not

beloved." The body is taken apart: hands, neck, feet, even the internal parts

liver, lungs, heart and offered for the restoring, healing power o f love:

Saying no more, she stood up then and danced with her twisted hip 
the rest o f  what her heart had to say while the others opened their 
mouths and gave her the music. Long notes held until the four-part 
harmony was perfect enough for their deeply loved flesh [89].

Paul D also performs this function o f restoration re-inscribing the

abused body o f Sethe with touch:

Behind her, bending down, his body an arc o f  kindness, he held her 
breasts in the palms o f  his hands. He rubbed his cheek on her back 
and learned that way her sorrow, the roots o f  it; its wide trunk and 
intricate branches [17],

This act o f tenderness is repeated by him at the end o f the novel; and Sethe 

wonders, "And if  he bathes her in sections, will the parts hold?" [272]. In 

Chapter Three in the discussion o f the poetry o f Seamus Heaney and Adrienne 

Rich we referred to the body as their book. Here Paul D uses the 'language' o f 

his own body as he shapes it as "an arc o f kindness" and 'reads' Sethe's body 

and 'learns' her sorrow. However what makes the preaching episode so 

powerful is, paradoxically, its contradiction when Baby Suggs reverts to 

silence. Without this questioning o f what her words meant, or whether they 

meant anything at all, the sermon would remain on the level o f rhetoric, a

Jacqueline Aileen Bussie, The Laughter o f  the Oppressed: Ethical and Theological 
Resistance in ff'iesel, Morrison, and Endo (New York, NY; London: T & T Clark, 2007), 127- 
142; 137; 190.
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Utopian d ream :"B ab y  Suggs, holy, believed she had lied. There was no 

grace— imaginary or real— and no sunlit dance in a Clearing could change 

that" [89], Although she blames "those white things" for taking her dreams, her 

own people also resented her, "Loaves and fishes were His powers—they did 

not belong to an ex-siave..."[137]. Baby Suggs smells their disapproval and 

wonders what is left that can hurt her. All seven of her children were gone or 

dead, "She didn't know to this day what their permanent teeth looked like 

"[139]. What is left to hurt her is Sethe's killing of her grandchild. Stamp Paid 

tries to persuade her to return to her 'calling', "You can't quit the Word. It's 

given to you to speak" [177]. He begs her, but with her face "devoid now even 

of sadness", she refuses; she wants to fix on "something harmless in this world" 

[179]. Later he recognises that "these things too will pass" has no comfort in 

it, and confronted with a red ribbon still attached to a piece of a child's scalp, 

he asks, "What are these people? You tell me Jesus. What are they?'"[180] The 

objectifying of the slave as less than human is reversed here, "What are these 

people?"^^ It is the slave-owners who are 'what' not 'who'. This calling out to 

Jesus contrasts with the deceptively soft-spoken schoolteacher who knows the 

word 'Jesus' but is too polite to use it to his face [37],

Baby Suggs relinquishes her narrative of faith, unable "to sustain the 

dialectic between the narrative of hope and the narrative of tragedy."^' Yet it 

does not die with her and when Denver (Sethe's daughter) finally decides to 

leave the 'haunted' house and get help she hears the laughter of her 

grandmother and her urging, 'Go on'. When the community of women under 

the leadership of Ella, whom nobody loved "and she wouldn't have liked it if 

they had, for she considered love a serious disability" [256], arrive at house 

124 they see their younger selves and Baby Suggs laughing and skipping 

among them. When they gather around Sethe again it is as if the 'clearing' has 

come to her:

The section is som etim es cited to illustrate 'vision' but this can be misleading unless the 
questioning which fo llow s is also included. See for example Grey, B eyond the D ark Night: A 
Way F orw ard  f o r  the Church ? 102.

"The most relevant fact about slavery, to many slaveholders and defenders, was that 'slaves' 
did not count as full 'persons.'" Connolly, fV/iy I  Am N ot a Secularist, 66.

Bussie, The Laughter o f  the O ppressed: E th ical and Theological R esistance in Wiesel, 
M orrison, an dE n do , 140.
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where the voices of women searched for the right combination, the 
key, the code, the sound that broke the back of w'ords. Building 
voice upon voice until they found it, and when they did it was a 
wave of sound wide enough to sound deep water and knock pods off 
chestnut trees. It broke over Sethe and she trembled like the baptized 
in its wash [261],

It was three on a Friday afternoon when they gathered but when the wave o f 

singing washes over Sethe and baptises her she lets go o f the ghost o f Beloved 

and runs towards the 'beloved co m m u n ity '.T h e  individual 'calling' voice o f 

Baby Suggs has resurrected in a chorus o f women and in this way resistance 

becomes transformation. The reference to "knocking pods o ff chestnut trees" 

recalls the clearing where Baby Suggs' commands "knocked the pods off horse 

chestnuts" [164]. It is significant that Ella leads this 'restoration' because she 

has experienced particular brutality, "beaten every way but down", leading her 

to refuse to feed a child bom from such rape. Her 'hollering' calls the women 

back to the beginning where there were no words. "In the beginning was the 

sound "[259].

Ella's pragmatism is matched to Baby Sugg's remembered vision;

"Shall we pray?" asked the women. "Uh huh," said Ella. "First. Then we got to 

get down to business" [257]. Reconciliation becomes something the women do. 

Resistance takes many forms. Bussie cites Foucault's understanding o f a 

"plurality o f resistances"^^ In the novel we see this exemplified in the strategies 

o f laughter, song, re-naming, re-defming and above all in the re-membering. 

Paul D remembers Sixo describing what he felt about the Thirty-Mile woman, 

"She is a friend o f my mind. She gather me man. The pieces I am, she gather 

them and give them back to me in all the right order" [272,273].

This is a literal form o f re-membering as the woman gathers the pieces 

just as Baby Suggs in her preaching re-membered the broken bodies o f her 

congregation and gave them back differently. Paul D now wants to put his 

story next to that o f Sethe. His gesture o f love is to give her back to herself, 

"You your best thing, Sethe. You are." But Sethe's response is a question, "Me?

The reframing o f  the 'master' discourses continues here with the reference to three in the 
afternoon on Friday, the traditional time of'crucifixion'. Here, as in the G ospel o f  John, the 
giving up and pouring out o f  the Spirit on the "Beloved Community" coincide.

B ussie, The L aughter o f  the O ppressed: E thical an d  Theological R esistance in Wiesel, 
M orrison, and Endo, 160.
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Me?" [273], Morrison refuses easy grace. Restoration, redemption and grace

are human practices. Imagining is not enough and this is why Baby Sugg's

rhetoric is not allowed to stand uncontested. When Paul D warms the water to

bathe the feet of Sethe she wonders "will the parts hold?" Yet this act of

tenderness is the response to her 'loving gaze' which had been equally tender

about "his neck jewellery".^** Paul D had suffered the humiliation of the 'bit' in

his mouth 'offending the tongue'. Earlier she had asked him if he had wanted to

talk about it: "I don't know. I never have talked about it. Not to a soul. Sang it

sometimes, but 1 never told a soul." She encourages him to tell her and says

she can hear it, and his response is, "Maybe you can hear it. I just ain't sure I

can say it" [71]. How does the tongue find words to tell of being un-tongued?

The paradox of this whole novel is how to find a language, when language

itself has been debased. Paul D's song, like the secret song Sethe taught her

children, becomes an act of resistance beyond the reach of the language of the

oppressor. Irish poet Moya Cannon expresses something of this subversive

singing in the title poem of a collection Canying the Songs:

It was always those with little else to carry 
who carried the songs 
to Babylon, 
to the M ississippi -
some o f  these last possessed less than nothing
did not own their own bodies
yet, three centuries later,
deep rhythms from Africa,
stowed in their hearts, their bones,
carry the world's songs.*'^

The In/Human Chain

The meaning of resistance enmeshed in relations of power, as Foucault 

suggests, is given particular purchase in the episode of Paul D and the chain 

gang. In Chapter Three I discussed Seamus Heaney's recent collection 

Human Chain and raised some questions about the benign reading of 'chain'. In

In Chapter One I spoke about the 'loving gaze' which establishes human dignity. See: 
W illiam s, Faith in the P ublic  Square, 17.

Cannon, C a n y in g  the Songs. 14.
As previously noted, Justine Tally reads B eloved  as a narrative enactment o f  Foucault's 

theory o f  the discourse o f  the dominant: "The Morrison Trilogy" in Tally, The C am bridge  
Companion to  Toni M orrison , 75-91. See also Bussie, The Laughter o f  the O ppressed: E thical 
and Theological R esistance in Wiesel, M orrison, and E ndo, 160.
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Beloved Morrison describes the mhuman chain as the chain-gang o f the black 

slave convicts linked by "one thousand feet o f the best hand-forged chain in 

Georgia" [107]. (The phrase is repeated on page 109). The men thus linked are 

bound together for if  one tried to run others would be killed and "A man could 

risk his own life but not his brother's" [109]. The men chain-dance and sing: 

"They sang it out and beat it up, garbling the words so they could not be 

understood; tricking the words so their syllables yielded up other meanings 

"[108].

When the rains come and flood their trenches a signal passes along the 

chains and once again the men follow the signal o f the "Hi man," this time to 

save their lives, "for one lost, all lost. The chain that held them would save all 

or none" [110], In the section on Gillian Rose, we discussed 'binding and 

loosing', but the meaning of'being bound' has an utterly different purchase 

here. It extends beyond the definition o f the gang master who has enchained 

(bound) the slaves for his purpose; the sense in which the men are 'bound' to 

one another to live or to die together, is o f a different order, and one—  

however constrained— o f their choosing.

Body Matters Again

Racism and sexism are undergirded by dualism and the separation of

the physical and spiritual. Fear o f the body and its desires siphons o ff the

'animal' characteristics and assigns them to a despised 'other'. This is the

primary error o f the schoolteacher who believes that he and his fellow 'whites'

are superior 'spiritual' beings. Terry Eagleton, whose literary theory is

somewhat theological, writes about why bodies matter:

A body is a piece of signifying matter, just as a word is. What the 
body signifies is itself, which is one way it resembles a work of 
art...Human meaning is always carnal meaning. We think the way 
we do because of the kind of bodies we have.. .The greatest of 
Dominicans, Thomas Aquinas, considers metaphor to be the most 
appropriate kind of language in which to discuss spiritual truths, 
since, being sensory, it is best suited to our corporeal nature. Human 
rationality, he believes, is a distinctively animal rationality. Our 
fonn of reasoning is incamational, inseparable from the material 
nature of our bodies.^’

Eagleton, The Event o f  Literature, 201.
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Baby Suggs' preaching is a form o f restoration o f flesh and word. It is

no accident that her preaching concerns the body. She tends the body and we

are not surprised to learn that her other skill is massage. She would drop

everything to massage Sethe when "her spirits fell down under the weight o f

things she remembered and those she did not "[98]. The embodied preaching

offers a challenge to the epistemology o f the schoolteacher with his gentle

voice and taxonomy o f terror. As he records the abuse o f his nephews on the

body o f Sethe, with the ink she has made, Baby Suggs re-inscribes the same

body with tenderness and song. Eagleton points to the connection between

language and desire:

The body, then, is written, traced over with signifiers; but it will 
never be entirely at home in language, and the running battle 
between the two is the point from which desire w ells up 
unstaunchably. All human tlesh must be inserted into some symbolic 
order o f  m eaning...Language hollows our being into desire and 
pitches us into temporality, shattering the imaginary unity for which 
we continue to hanker.^*

Beloved is, as I suggested, a novel about 'inscription'— from the 

inscription on the tombstone, paid for by the sexual 'use' o f Sethe, from the 

branding o f the slaves, to the placing o f the bit in the mouth, to the 

categorization of'anim al characteristics,' to the recording by the schoolmaster 

o f  the violation o f Sethe—  the body is constantly 'written over'. Yet what is 

so compelling is the persistence of'desire'. Despite all attempts to crush it, 

desire persists:

They chain-danced over the fields, through the woods to a trail that 
ended in the astonishing beauty o f  fieldspar, and there Paul D's 
hands disobeyed the furious rippling o f  his blood and paid attention 
[108],

When he is freed Paul D is instructed to follow the blossom. Paul D, who 

learns to love small, defines freedom as a place "where you could love 

anything you chose...not to need permission for desire "[162].

Eagleton, The E vent o f  L iterature., 214.
See Justine Tally "[Sethe] must even proffer the use o f  her body in order to secure the only  

inscription she will ever have written on her daughter's tom bstone.’T a lly , "The Morrison 
Trilogy" The C am bridge Com panion to Toni M orrison , 84.
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The call o f Baby Suggs is for re-inscription. The meaning inscribed on

these bodies is perverse. Thus in her preaching, Baby Suggs wants to subvert

those definitions and not accommodate them. According to Stamp Paid:

Whitepeople (sic) believed that whatever the manners under every 
dark skin was a jungle.. .the more coloredpeople (sic) spent their 
strength trying to convince them how gentle they were, how clever 
and loving, how human, the more they used themselves up to 
persuade whites of something Negroes believed could not be 
questioned, the deeper and more tangled the jungle grew inside 
[198].

The power o f the dominant language to control the discourse through 

control o f the body is continually displayed—  most forcefully by the use o f the 

bit to hold down the tongue. Yet for Paul D that was not the worst, the worst 

was the recognition that the rooster "was allowed to be and stay what he was" 

[72]. The worst for Sethe was not the nephews holding her down and taking 

her milk, and not the beating afterwards, it was the "listing o f her animal 

characteristics" with the ink that she had made. Sethe's resistance is to the very 

terms o f the discourse, which is the rational discourse o f the Enlightenment.^*^ 

The schoolmaster epitomises this with his 'gentle' learned bearing and logical 

remonstration to his nephew, to "just think what a horse would do if you 

overbeat it?" [149]

So when 'the clearing' comes to Sethe, the language which has 

terrorised her cannot be used. It too needs cleansing. The voices o f the women 

have to search "for the right combination, the key, the code, the sound that 

broke the back o f  words "[261]. Only then is she baptised in its wash. Only 

then is the 'ghost' o f Beloved 'black and beautiful' exorcised. The power o f the 

word can be reclaimed when the 'master-tongue' has been dislocated.^' In 

Beloved songs are carried as a subversive alternate form o f meaning; 

knowledge and skills, like those o f Baby Suggs in shoe-making, are quite 

literally 'handed' down by imitating, and not by word. When Baby Suggs 

cannot find anything to say "that the roots of her tongue can manage" [141] she 

keeps silent.

™ Tally, Toni M orrison's B eloved  : O rigins, 3,17 
Ann Janine M orey, "Margaret A tw ood and Toni Morrison: reflecting on Postm odernism and 

the Study o f  religion and Literature" in Middleton, Toni M orrison's F iction: C on tem poraiy  
C riticism , 255.
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The text and texture of Beloved is deliberately unstable, "Circling, 

circling, now she was gnawing something else instead of getting to the point 

"[162] Just as Sethe refuses to "close in, pin down" the novel resists closure. 

We have been exploring what suffering does to language, how it resists, and at 

the same time insists, on expression. Beloved illustrates this at its most 

paradoxical. How can the language of oppression become a tool for liberation? 

In what way can those written out of discourse break open the iron-clad chains 

of 'truth' and 'power'? Baby Suggs explores this possibility in her preaching as 

she seeks to re-write the bodily inscriptions. But the re-membering will involve 

a continual 'circling' which is why its ending calls us back to the beginning 

'beloved'.

Tears and Ruptures

I proposed at the start of this thesis that the arts in general and, in this 

case the narrative and poetic arts, might afford an imaginative and interpretive 

space for the exploration of faith matters and expand conversations about the 

sacred and secular. The title suggested a to and fro between 'lament',

'disruption' and 'grace'. This novel illustrates 'tears' in the double meaning of 

rupture and of sorrow. It is interesting to note that the pain suffered by the 

slaves is beyond 'tears of weeping,' and, the only time such tears are mentioned 

in relation to Paul D, are once when he thinks he is crying, but it is the rain 

flooding the underground prison, and again when he wipes away tears of 

gratitude when he is offered a bed with sheets [131]. The women do not cry 

until they are given 'permission' by Baby Suggs in her preaching, "Cry", she 

told them. "For the living and dead. Just cry" [88]. On the other hand, tears, as 

in ruptures, characterise the novel's structure. Claudine Raynaud considers 

these ruptures: "The characters move from a refusal to acknowledge the past to 

confrontation and to reconciliation with the pain made bearable through 

retelling."^^ Sethe's story becomes bearable when she can set it down, when it 

can be shared: "to tell, to refine and tell again" [99]. At the end Paul D will

Claudine Raynaud, "Beloved  or the shifting shapes o f  memory" in Tally, The C am bridge  
Com panion to Toni M orrison, 43-58. 48.
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place his story next to hers. But there is no false utopian 'wholeness'. The 

novel shows the complexities of dealing with this issue of slavery which cannot 

be contained by the same language of classification that was used to name it in 

the first place. According to Raynaud:

If the novel is about disruption, unsettling, derangement, breaking 
points, it also projects the obverse of this splintering: mediating, 
metamorphoses, repetitions of motifs, passages, seamlessness, 
communing.

In this way, as Raynaud comments, "The poetics of the text moves beyond 

meaning and information."^'* What cannot be contained in 'the schoolmaster's 

notebook' are the lullabies of the mothers, the work-songs of the men, and their 

love-songs. The tongue is 'unhooked' by the sound which breaks the back of 

words. The text of Beloved illustrates language pushed to its lyrical limits in its 

reach to name and claim the lost and unremembered. The loss that remains, is 

symbolised by the missing word 'dearly', which stands as an aporia, a gap, that 

even the reader, especially the reader seeking a happy ending cannot replace. 

Perhaps the 'dearly' is missing to allow that gap to stand between the abused 

and the beloved flesh, between the forgotten and the remembered bodies. The 

absence is the invisible sign of that which in the human person cannot be 

commodified, objectified, exchanged for gratification. We spoke of this in 

Chapter One as one of the meanings we reach for when we use the word 

'sacred'. Having referred to one part of the title of this dissertation in terms of 

'rupture' and 'tears,' I want to suggest that 'the play of grace' is also very much a 

part of this novel, in the alternative language of touch, of song and of laughter, 

but, like the 'missing word' it cannot be appropriated: "She told them that the 

only grace they could have was the grace they could imagine. That if they 

could not see it, they would not have it "[88].

To read this novel with the attention it deserves becomes a moral act. It 

cannot be 'slipped over' or assimilated to our concerns, be they theological, 

philosophical or feminist. Heather Walton addresses these concerns in broader 

terms and reflects on the dangers in assuming coherence or redemption in

”  Contra Susan Bowers, "Beloved and the N ew  Apocalypse" who suggests that the fragments 
are "welded" into "beautiful new wholes" in: Middleton, Toni M orrison's F iction: 
C ontem porary C riticism , 227.

Raynaud, "Beloved  or the Shifting Shapes o f  Memory" in: Tally, The C am bridge Com panion  
to  Toni M orrison. 56; 57.
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narratives. She refers to David Jasper's argument that Hterature now confronts 

theology with the challenge o f those things which are "too often excluded by 

its systematic claims— laughter, expenditure, meaninglessness, loss...the 

scandal and the stumbling block must be reintroduced to overturn the rhetorical
75machinery o f religious power."

Walton's primary concern is about how power is gendered but this 

novel is about power and race. It becomes impossible to write with any 

'innocence' about 'women' as the primary marginalised group, when one reads 

in Beloved o f the brutal and sexual exploitation o f Paul D for example. His 

story is set next to hers. The novel also demonstrates why constant vigilance is 

needed as the slippage to inhumanity is always just a breath away, and the 

'Human Chain' o f passing down bags o f aid becomes "the best hand-forged iron 

in Georgia".

Plurality o f Voices -  M ultiple Perspectives

The plurality o f voices within the novel is critical because it refuses the 

simplified readings of'victim ' versus 'aggressor'. Bussie refers to the claim by 

bell hooks that either/or thinking is "the central ideological component o f all
I f ssystems o f domination in western society." The refusal o f ambiguity 

contributes to racism and sexism. Morrison resists this in her narratives. The 

story o f slavery is not as simple as 'naming the evil' and 'claiming the good'.

The fact o f Sethe's horrific killing o f her child at the heart o f the novel already 

points to the moral complexity and the ensuing discomfort for the reader.^^ The 

'whites' are 'coloured' too; we see every shade from the weakness o f Lillian 

Garner to the paternalism o f her husband, from the brutality o f the chain-gang 

guards, to the cold rationality o f the schoolteacher, to the somewhat 

disillusioned abolitionist Bodwin. They are all depicted with sufficient 

'greyness'. Judlyn Ryan calls this "a democracy o f narrative participation". She

Heather Walton, Im agining n e o lo g y :  Women, W riting and G od  (London: T&T Clark 
International A  Continuum Imprint, 2007), 47.

B ussie, The Laughter o f  the O ppressed: E thical an d  Theological R esistance in Wiesel, 
M orrison, an d  Endo, 157.
’’’’ "It is in this discomfort o f  their narrative spaces that ethical questions remain alive." M olly  
Abel Travis, "Beyond Empathy: Narrative Distancing and Ethics in Toni Morrison's B eloved  
and J. M. Coetzee's D isgrace  " Journal o f  N arrative Theoiy  (2010): 246.
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argues that Morrison's narrative strategy o f disrupting the flow demands the 

engaged participation o f the reader and suggests that this is designed "to reveal 

that interpretive competence is a prerequisite for ethical competence." Ryan 

describes Morrison's "democratic and populous universe" and proposes that, 

among other effects, this technique avoids the dangers o f "othering" and 

"allows for an exchange o f multiple gazes." The multiple gazes and plurality of 

voices in Beloved allow the characters in the novel and the readers o f the novel 

"to unmake and remake" the past which is, as Ryan argues, "an unfailing 

ideology" in Morrison's fiction: "The past including past works— not the
78future— is treated as unfinished and continuously unfolding."

As readers we are engaged as participants in this drama which will not 

offer a stable foothold from which the disinterested eye can look on and judge. 

The instability o f the narrative in its constant disruptions mirroring the 

disruptive effect o f the 'real' presence of the 'beloved' prompts the reader to 

moral responsibility. From the perspective o f this dissertation the instability 

and the 'plurality o f voices' encourages the close attention to the complex and 

plural and resists demarcating positions from some assumed vantage point 

outside o f the narrative contexts in which the position is shaped. (This is what 

the schoolteacher represents.) As Morrison recognises in her narrative strategy 

the continual re-visiting, and remembering offers the opportunity to imagine 

alternative futures. The fictions are directed towards transformation but the 

utopian is tempered by praxis.

Clearing the Ground: Dismantling the Discourse

Thus if  we were to take 'the clearing' as a metaphor for the purpose of 

this dissertation—  namely that the arts afford such a space for re-imagining, for 

unsettling the grooves o f our set positions, it would need the same kind o f 

purging as occurs within the novel. Baby Suggs offers a space in which the 

dominant discourse can be dismantled, its poison drawn out. As I have 

suggested the 'vision' is tested and not until the painful past has been 

confronted, can it return at the end o f the novel to become a praxis o f healing

Judlyn Ryan "Language and Narration in Morrison's novels" in Tally, The Cambridge 
Companion to Toni Morrison, 159; 160.
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and transformation. Terry Eagleton describes literary works in the following 

way: "The work o f art, whatever its capacity to collude in forms o f oppression, 

is an example o f human praxis, and therefore o f how to live well."^^ This 

'living weir can be most acutely demonstrated by the exposition o f the 

opposite, as in the work o f Flannery O'Connor. Not everything is permissible. 

The purpose o f this chapter was to explore the ways in which language breaks 

down in the face o f evil or suffering. Beloved is particularly challenging 

because those controlling the bodies, controlled the discourse. Religious 

language is enmeshed in systems o f power and oppression and yet it can also 

be a source o f liberation—  but only when interpreted by those who have borne 

the wounds, or by those willing to learn from them.

In a chapter on the disruptions o f suffering this is a particularly 

disruptive text. 1 suggest that these uncomfortable texts are essential reading 

for those who wish to make a claim for the place o f literature in the search for 

meaning. It could well be argued that they have more to say in terms o f the 

challenges they pose, than the 'virtue' readings proposed by practitioners such 

as Martha Nussbaum and Stanley Hauerwas for example*’. If theology is to 

draw on the insights of literature, it cannot mould them to its own image and 

likeness, but must allow them to be wayward and strange. Paradoxically the 

very relationship between the two could serve as another example o f the 

difficulties o f accommodating 'difference'. 'Difference' is either classified as 

'dangerous' and 'other', as in the schoolteacher's list, or accommodated to 

'sameness'. In contrast what is being sought is a capacity to include without 

fear, to allow for commonality and difference.

The breaking down o f language, communicated through metaphorical 

language in this novel, illustrates the self-reflexive capacity of the human mind

Eagleton, The Event o f  L iterature, 224 (This was cited in the Introduction but is now  
elucidated).

Terry Eagleton makes an ironic comment about an unreflective 'humanist' approach, "Since 
literature as w e know, deals in universal human values rather than in such historical trivia as 
civil wars, the oppression o f  w om en, or the dispossession o f  the English peasantry, it could  
serve to place in cosm ic perspective the petty demands o f  working people for decent living  
cond ition s.. .and might even with luck com e to render them oblivious o f  such issues in their 
high-minded contemplation o f  eternal truths and beauties." Eagleton, L iterary Theoiy: An 
Introduction, 22. More surprisingly an English text book written for school children in the 
1950s begins 'T o  live fully means to be continually disturbed, both intellectually and 
emotionally." Ronald Ridout, English Today 4 (London: Ginn and Company, 1948), 3.

This point was made in the Introduction.
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to be within and, yet not confined by, constructs o f power. If they have been 

constructed they can be deconstructed and re-imagined. The power of stories 

such as these is precisely in their unsettling, in their capacity "to allow 

humanity to encounter what is strange, unmanageable and sacred . I f  

theologians enter the clearing o f Baby Suggs they must resist the temptation to 

appropriate her discourse. In discussing the question o f hospitality versus

tolerance, Derrida describes unconditional hospitality as visitation rather than
0-1

mvitation. I suggest that openness, on the part o f the reader, to the unsettlmg 

and strange, allows the work to be received as 'visitation' rather than 

assimilated into the terms o f our known discourses, and thus, it prepares the 

ground for our encounters with difference. As suggested in the opening section 

this novel resists reductionism and, in its style and substance, is 'disruptive'. 

Only in its fragments, like "the quilt patched in carnival colours" [272], can its 

pieces be gathered.

■ W alton citing Michael R oem er in Walton, Im agining Theology: Women, W riting and God. 
44.

Jurgen Habermas, Jacques Derrida, and Giovanna Borradori, P hilosophy in a Time o f  
Terror: D ialogues with Jurgen H aberm as an d  Jacques D errida  (Chicago; London: U niversity  
o f  C hicago Press, 2003), 129.
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Part IV: Changing the Gaze

I come to represent the case 
of one Annie Pengelly, 
maidservant, late of San Fleming Estate 
situated in the westerly parish of Hanover.

So now you are telling me to proceed 
and proceed swiftly.
Why have I come representing Annie?

Well this is the first thing she asked me to say ,
That Annie is not her real name.
A name is the first thing we own in this world.

— Loma Goodison "Annie Pengelly"

Two wise women have guided this chapter on Suffering. "It is not 

generic" insisted Rose. "Why? Why? Why? Why? Why?" asks Paul D in Toni 

Morrison's Beloved. In keeping with the terms o f the chapter's 'disruptive' 

purpose, it would be false to meld these accounts. They will not make a whole. 

They stand as in te rru p tio n s .E ach  claims the space of its telling. Each in its 

distinct way makes a passionate call for a response, for the reader's interpretive 

and moral responsibility. In speaking o f these things a space o f communal 

concern is opened up. This remains true even o f narratives o f grief which seem 

intensely personal.*^ There is a presupposition in these 'calls' that suffering is 

'shareable.'^^ The assumption of'com m on humanity,' as expressed in the cry o f 

the freed slave Sojourner Truth, "Ain't I a woman?" marks the ground for 

response/responsibility.*^ In Gillian Rose's essay there is a refusal o f voyeurism 

or domestication and a respect for the mystery and pathos o f human living and

M olly Travis makes the point that the "full ethical force o f  B elo ved s  design derives 
from ...stories that do not coalesce or resolve them selves into a harmony." Travis, "Beyond 
Empathy: Narrative Distancing and Ethics in Toni Morrison's B eloved and J. M. C oetzee’s 
Disgrace", 237.

See for exam ple Joan Didion, B lue N ights, (N ew  York: Alfred A. Knopf: Distributed by 
Random H ouse, 2011). Y et it is vital, as W illiam C onnolly notes in his critique o f  John 
Caputo, that the political dim ension o f  suffering and its causes are not neglected. Connolly, 
Why I Am N ot a  Secularist, 51.

"Suffering" Kristeva, This Incredible N eed  to B elieve, 87-98.
From a famous speech given by the former slave at a women's convention in Ohio. M odern  

H istory Sourcebook  "Sojourner Truth 'Ain't I a Woman?'" December, 1851 < 
< http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/m od/soitruth-wom an.asp> (accessed August 8, 2013)
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dying. Toni Morrison's work depends on a shared sense of anger and of pity, 

and yet resists any easy accommodation of a righteous or religious perspective. 

It is difficult not to use the pedagogic language of 'teaching' as in 'what has this 

to teach us?' Is the novel a means of enlightenment? Judlyn S. Ryan suggests 

that "Morrison's teacherly disposition towards readers— not just readers of her 

fiction but toward the society-as-readers — forms a pattern of looking relations 

that are enunciated, mapped, remapped, and democratized in her novels." More

importantly perhaps, Ryan argues that Morrison inscribes the reader as "co-
88creator of the text." In that sense the reader shares responsibility for meaning, 

which supports my focus on the reception of the text, rather than on the 

artist/writer alone.

I suggest that these interruptive texts illuminate that space where 

language strains to bear the burden of the unspeakable. For the paradox is, that 

even when St Paul tells us that "the Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for 

words" [Romans 9.26], he needs words to tell us so. In Beloved the women 

reach back to sound that "breaks the back of words," but once again words are 

needed to describe the sensation. Marilynne Robinson speaks of the 

collaborative art of language; "A language is a grand collaboration, a collective 

art form which we begin to master as babes and sucklings, and which we 

preserve, modify, cull, enlarge as we pass through our lives.

We are a people who communicate. This is what constitutes our 

humanity. The placing of the bit in the mouth of the slave was an attempt to 

destroy the human desire to sign or sing meaning. Yet the slaves persisted in 

their 'desire' and in their song. Paul D tried hard not to love and yet the beauty 

of the land kept catching him. Beloved is a novel which insists on the 

persistence of love despite all that strains against it, all that attempts to gag it, 

to dirty it; it is ultimately a novel about faith: "I will call them 'my people' who 

were not my people and her 'beloved' who was not beloved. And in the very 

place where it was said to them, 'You are not my people,' there they shall be 

called 'children o f the living God'" [Romans 9:25, 26].

** Judlyn S. Ryan, “Language and Narration in Morrison's novels" in Tally, The C am bridge  
Com panion to Toni M orrison, 154,155.

Robinson, When I  Was a C h ild  I  R ead  Books, 21.
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If Rose teaches us how love works, then Morrison shows how faith 

works, faith in the profound dignity o f the human person against all the powers 

arraigned against such a belief. (I could reverse this comment and say that 

Rose's essay is about the folly and scandal o f faith and Morrison's about 

resistant love.) Czeslaw Milosz referring to the Greek poet Cavafy comments: 

"we apprehend the human condition with pity and terror not in the abstract but 

always in relation to a given place and time, in one particular province, one 

particular country. It is the gift o f the novelist to show the human condition 

at this time, in this place, and in this abused flesh.

The other aspect which has been highlighted in different ways in each 

writer under consideration is the role o f the body. Rose introduced us to the 

effect of her cancer on bodily functions thus refusing to abstract meaning from 

the body. Morrison most particularly demonstrated the link between discourse 

and the body. The body is the sign. In each o f these pieces the women writers 

trust the body and what it knows. We read the suffering body with the preacher 

Baby Suggs. Eagleton talks about how the body exists most fundamentally as a 

form of practice. Practice is the life of the body. We know what we are by what 

we do. He argues that this is analogous to the work o f art, "It is part o f the idea 

o f the poetic that meaning and materiality work together."^' If the body is a 

sign and not just a maker o f signs then the argument here is that we need to 

attend to its performance, its praxis. If, as Eagleton, suggests, the body is most 

materially present in an act o f sexual love, for example, then it is most divorced 

from that 'presence' in an act o f rape. Objectively both acts might involve 

sexual intercourse, but one signs 'love' and the other signs 'power-over'. We 

need to attend not just to the act or text, but to the context, to 'language o f the 

body,' and in relationship. Morrison's work brings this to close attention.

Systemic abuses o f power seek the disintegration o f meaning and 

materiality. They seek to split meaning from matter: "You want breakfast 

nigger?" ask the guards o f the chain gang before they sexually abuse them.^^ 

The preaching o f Baby Suggs encourages her people to trust their bodies

C zeslaw  M ilosz, The Witness o fP o e tiy ,  The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 1981-1982  
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 112.

Eagleton, The E vent o f  L iterature, 205.
Euphemisms used for torture are an example o f  a similar perverse splitting o f  meaning from  

matter, the m ildest exam ple o f  which is 'sleep management' for sleep deprivation as a 
disorientation technique.
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again—  word takes flesh again. Truth here is not another word for power, but 

for the correspondence between word and practice, between meaning and 

materiality: the word is consummated—  beloved. The giving up o f the spirit 

becomes the pouring out o f the spirit. In the end the vision becomes praxis—  

something the women do. My contention is that such works o f art not only bear 

witness to suffering and give voice to the voiceless dead but contain the 

possibilities for transformation. We see how things might be otherwise. The 

poetic becomes political. Julia Kristeva in an essay on "Suffering" speaks of 

compassion as "passionate contagion". She considers this heritage from 

Christianity as indispensable to "change the gaze" and send us back "to the 

constitutive vulnerability o f we human beings at the juncture o f biology and 

m e a n i n g . A n  important thread in this thesis is about "seeing things"—  

amplified in the conversations about the work o f Seamus Heaney and Adrienne 

Rich in Chapter Three. However it is important to stress that "changing the 

gaze" has ethical implications. Staying at the level o f  Teeling pity' is not 

enough. I suggest that Morrison's novel changes 'the gaze' so that, despite all 

evidence to the contrary (perhaps indeed because of all evidence to the 

contrary), we see that "all human life is holy. All o f it" [Beloved: 260]. This 

definition is hard won and, as we indicated, the tears shed are never 

sentimental, but rupture the fabric so that when we refer, as we did in the 

Introduction, to the role o f the arts in expanding the 'grammar o f human 

possibility' we are brought up sharply here to confront the depths o f 

inhumanity and only when we come up from that abyss can we learn again the 

language o f human, holy, faith, grace or any o f those words that cluster around 

the sacred.

Economist and philosopher Amartya Sen 'changes our gaze' in a

different way: in a very stimulating consideration o f the story o f 'The Good

Samaritan,' which might be regarded as the classic parable o f compassion in

the New Testament, Sen suggests that the point o f the story is to re-draw the

map o f neighbourhood:

The Samaritan is linked to the wounded Israelite through the event 
itself: he found the stricken man, saw the need to help, provided that 
help and was now in a relationship with the injured person. It does 
not matter whether the Samaritan was moved by charity, or by a

Kristeva, This Incredible N eed to Believe, 92.
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'sense of justice', or by 'some deeper sense of fairness in treating 
others as equals'. Once he finds himself in this situation, he is in a 
new 'neighbourhood'.^''

The new neighbourhood brings fresh obligations not just to the 

Samaritan but to the readers o f the parable and we note it occurs through 

relationship. A similar re-mapping occurs through the novel Beloved. The 

reader is re-oriented. We cannot un-see once we have seen. We cannot un- 

know once we have known. The moment of imaginative insight becomes a 

'call' to which the reader may or may not respond, but the 'call' remains. I 

describe this as a relational hermeneutic. In this sense too we find an analogy 

to the call and response o f a faith experience. The poet Loma Goodison whose 

poem "Annie Pengelly" frames this section brings to our 'gaze' the life o f "one 

small African girl" who had a name whose outer meaning was: "she who is 

precious to us" but who answers now "to the name o f Annie" and to the will of 

her mistress. The poem renders her visible— we see the small body laid across 

the feet o f the woman who 'owns' her—  and insists "history owes you".

Rose and Morrison in their characteristic ways change the angle o f our 

vision. They should not be corralled into an artificial consensus, yet there are 

threads that can be pulled through. The body is one—  more substantial than a 

thread— the body is their book. Another thread is Gillian Rose's insistence that 

the Enlightenment perspective on happiness as purpose is misplaced; Toni 

Morrison's novel critiques Enlightenment thinkers for their limited 

understanding o f equality. Another common thread is the straining to find a 

language to accommodate violence, suffering, and power. The control o f 

bodies and discourse was a particular point in Morrison's novel alerting us to 

the ways in which language can be a tool for terror.

'Passion' and 'compassion' have been evoked in this dissertation, how 

do they play out in the context o f these works? Gillian Rose placed suffering 

within the 'divine' comedy o f life's follies and love's work. Rose's way of 

dealing with contradictions and ambiguities clears a space where the rational 

and the poetic, the metaphysical and the material, can be contained, and yet the 

light of discrepancies entertained. What marks her essays above all else is

Sen, The Idea o f  Justice, 170-173; 172.
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Rose's passion for life, her determination to stay in the fray. The refusal to 

distance herself, even from the most physical manifestations o f her illness, 

suggests this coherence o f which I spoke, and which I want to call a 

commitment to truth-telling. The material and the spiritual are not segregated: 

God matters; body matters. The sign signifies. Yet with Gillian Rose also, there 

is sufficient distance for irony and humour. The capacity for irony o f this kind 

has something to do with religious faith: the knowledge that one is relieved o f 

the burden o f any final answers.

Morrison, according to Justine Tally, declares that she is "constantly 

searching for 'truth', and that she is not so much interested in the difference 

between fact and fiction, as between fact and truth... Facts, according to 

Morrison, stand alone and independent, but truth must always be interpreted by 

human b e i n g s . O n e  might contest the notion o f un-interpreted facts versus 

interpreted 'truth' and propose that all our knowing is interpretive. We follow 

Morrison in the manner in which she creates a dissonance yet draws the reader 

in with the effect that the compassion (and rage) invoked does not veer into 

sentimentality, but remains at a level of awareness. Terry Eagleton speaks o f 

how:

Literary works have the power to present things in their tangible 
presence, and thus to draw the reader in; ... they can also free them  
up to be view ed from a number o f  different angles, thus combining 
the palpable with the provisional. In this interplay o f  distancing and 
drawing in, they reproduce in unusually intensive form the doubled 
or ironic consciousness which is a characteristically human way o f  
belonging to the world.’^

It is this 'freeing up' that clears a space and enables a play o f 

possibilities. Think o f the role o f laughter in both Rose's essay and Morrison's 

novel; there is a drawing in and a pulling back. When dealing with the topic o f 

evil or suffering, such distancing is particularly necessary. A total identification 

is neither possible nor desirable. We do not 'feel the pain' o f another.^^ Such is

Justine Tally "The Morrison Trilogy" in Tally, The C am bridge C om panion to Toni 
M orrison , 81.

Eagleton, The E vent o f  L iterature, 87.
A point made also in Chapter Four with reference to A fter This and reactions to the death o f  

Jacob, Eagleton speaks o f  the dangers o f  empathy in: Terry Eagleton. H ow  to R ead  L iterature  
(N ew  Haven, Conn.: Y ale U niversity Press, 2013), 74-79. A ccording to Hans Joas "the de facto 
efficacy o f  empathy requires a personal motivation fuelled by substantive values." Joas, The 
Sacredness o f  the P erson: A N ew  G enealogy o f  Human R ights, 60.
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the path from sentimentality to ruthlessness. The 'wringing o f hands' is not 

enough; compassion and empathy are not sufficient. These are the dangers to 

which I referred in the introduction to this chapter. The boundaries o f which 

Rose speaks are a necessary part o f love. The disruptions caused by suffering 

are mirrored in the styles o f the works chosen: they refuse easy identification. 

The reader is called to 'attention'. I have tried to mirror this in the close 

readings 1 have offered here as an ethical exercise. Such an exercise on the 

borders o f the aesthetic and the ethical enables a trajectory from the secular to 

the sacred. We find a language to speak o f what is beyond commodification. 

The close reading can become that act of solidarity o f which Homi Bhabha 

spoke, "to join, to join." To interpret is to take responsibility. So in this 

clearing, where we engage with insights from lyrical writers and poets, to help 

us negotiate the terrain o f the disruptions o f suffering, that ironic distancing is a 

necessary move, lest rage consume us, and disable us from the work o f love 

and justice.^*

So I com e to say that H istory ow es A nn ie  
thousands o f  nights 
o f  sleep  upon a feather bed.
Soft feathers from the breast o f  a soaring bird, 
one bright blanket, 
and her nam e returned, 
she w ho is precious to us.

A nnie P en geily  O.
I say H istory ow es you .’^

Hans Joas speaks o f  "the complex interweaving o f  love and justice that arises from the 
Christian conception o f  a loving God." .Toas, The Sacredness o f  the Person: A New Genealogy 
o f  Human Rights, 168. Wemer Jeanrond also talks about a praxis o f  love and justice, "Toward 
an Interreligious Hermeneutic o f  Love" in Interreligious Hermeneutics, 59.

"Annie Pengeily" in Loma Goodison, Guinea Woman: New and Selected Poems 
(Manchester: Carcanet, 2000), 65-68.
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CONCLUSION: Afterword and Afterwards

My theory of the uses of fiction is that beneficent fiction calls into full life 
our total range of imaginative faculties and gives us a heightened sense of 
our personal, social and human reality. One thing that worries one above all 
else in the frenetic materialism that pervades our contemporary life is that as 
a species we may be losing the Open Sesame to the mimdo of fiction— that 
ability to say "Let us pretend" like grace before our act; and to say "Our 
revels now are ended" like a benediction when we have finished— and yet to 
draw fi-om this insubstantial pageant essential insights and wisdoms for 
making our way in the real world.

— Achebe "Truth of Fiction"

The paradox of the arts is that they are all made up and yet they allow us to get at 
truths about who and what we are and who we might be.

— Heaney "On Poetry and Professing"

And only when the danger 
was plain in the music could you know 

their true measure of rejoicing in

finding a voice where they found a vision.
— Eavan Boland "The Singers"

Generating Conversations

Before we can pronounce the benediction o f  "our revels now are ended" 

to use Achebe's words in the epigraph above,' we need to reflect on the insights 

gained from this "insubstantial pageant" o f  words playful and sorrowful in 

fiction and poetry that we have read here. In Chapter One I cited the response 

o f  the Jewish poet Charles Bernstein to the suggestion o f  hosting a poetry- 

reading event. He proposed an alternative idea in order to facilitate "the public 

life o f  imaginative and interpretive, as opposed to fundamentalist, forms o f  

religious life and support." This was a creative undertaking with the purpose 

o f  generating conversation: poets were invited to reflect on the relationship 

between poetry and culture and specifically the religious and secular aspects o f  

that culture. M y motivation for this work was more modest but engendered by 

something o f  the same frustration in terms o f  the quality o f  conversations about

' "The Truth o f  Fiction" in Achebe, H opes and Im pedim ents: S elec ted  E ssays, 151. 
■ M iller, ed. R adica l P oetics and Secu lar Jewish Culture, 1.
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m atters religious, in contrast to the richness o f  conversations about the arts. It 

seemed as if  these interpretations, these constructs o f  thought and imagination 

as to w hat it m ight m ean to "learn hum an" belonged to utterly different 

categories. Yet as one formed by the Catholic theology em erging from the 

Second Vatican Council,^ I rem ained convinced that "God is the God o f 

creation and history, o f  hum an beings in their concrete lives...Even the m ost 

sacred o f  texts and sublim e o f  visions show their legitim acy by enlightening 

the m eaning o f  life as it is actually lived.""* I wanted to test the thesis that 

"secular" texts were a resource for m eaning and that m any o f  those things that 

are held "sacred" — in the sense o f  that which cannot be com m odified—  could 

be limned in literature, particularly in the 'dancing' m etaphors o f  poetry, fiction 

and lyrical essay.

1 also wanted to show, through a practice o f  close, slow reading, a way 

o f  attending to different voices, a way o f  listening not ju st to what was said but 

how— the m anner in which— it was said. I hoped to dem onstrate that this way 

o f reading enabled a form o f  nuanced understanding not available through 

other types o f discourse. I proposed it as a language to  be learned. The hope 

was also to open a space beyond the binaries o f 'sacred' or 'secular', 'aesthetics' 

or 'ethics' and seek a w ay o f  engaging these differences in a non-dualistic 

conversation. Hugh Pyper speaks o f  the dangers o f  defining 'religious' as 'non

secular':

It is also important not to allow the definition of 'religious' as 'not 
secular' to win the day. There is another definition of 'religious' that 
sets that whole debate in a new context and which can understand 
the secular as a particular manifestation of an often admirable ethical 
reaction to an aesthetic sort of religiousness. This makes the secular 
something which Christianity can and should embrace and learn 
from, but which it can also lead beyond, rather than turn against. ^

And later 'in/formed' through my marriage, by an Anglican sensibility attentive to the 
grammar o f  worship and to a vernacular theology.

Erik Borgmann, "Responsibly Performing Vulnerability" in Ortiz and Joseph, Theology and  
Literature: Rethinking R eader R esponsibility, 167.
 ̂Hugh S. Pyper, "Crucifixion in the Concert Hall: Secular and Sacred in James Macmillan's 

Passion o f  St John," Literature an d  Theology  23, no. 3 (2009): 352. N icholas B oyle describes 
the church as "a movem ent from the sacred to the secular and through the secular back to the 
sacred again." He refers to the making and transcending o f  boundaries. B oyle, S acred  and  
Secular Scriptures: A C atholic A pproach to  L iterature, 105.
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In this work I offered a practice o f reading secular literature as potentially 

luminous and thus as something "to learn from" and engage with. I proposed it 

as a way o f 'writing theology' and expanding that discourse.

A Voyage among the Arts -  A Raft to Religious Discourse

One o f the questions behind this work was whether through such 

resources o f poetry and fiction a raft to reading religious frameworks could be 

constructed. I was also persuaded, in the words o f Achebe and Marilynne 

Robinson, that we live by fictions and the point of deliberative fictions or 

"supreme fictions" as Wallace Stevens called them is to enable us to see how 

we make sense o f the world and to recognise our constructs as 'constructs'.^

This activity is what poet Csezlaw Milosz proposes as the most "purely 

human":

W e must constantly wrap ourselves in a cocoon o f  mental 
constructs, our changing styles o f  philosophy, poetry, art. W e invest 
meaning in that which is opposed to meaning; that ceaseless labour, 
that spinning is the most purely human o f  our activities.’

A further reason to take 'a voyage among the arts' was in order to cast light on a

voyage to religious discourse:

Wherever we probe the texture o f  religious discourse and imagery, 
we find a human, historical achievement o f  thought and imagination, 
and the more w e probe, the more contingent, fragile, makeshift 
character o f  this achievement com es to light.*

Linda Hogan and John May speak about the nature o f dialogue between 

different religious traditions: "It is a process o f continual translation between 

humanly constructed cultural worlds, although it is only relatively recently that 

the full implications o f this fact have been realised." They continue by referring 

to the encounter with other religious traditions, "We Christians - to  take us as 

the paradigmatic example can now see our faith cast in their linguistic, 

liturgical and legal forms, our theology transposed into their symbols and

* "The Truth of Fiction" in Achebe, Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays, 140; Robinson, 
IVIien I Was a Child I Read Books, 20-33. Wallace Stevens is cited in Critchley, The Faith o f  
the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology, 91.
’ Czeslaw Milosz, Proud to Be a Mammal: Essays on War, Faith and Memoiy (London: 
Penguin, 2010), 208.
* O'Leary, "Skilful Means as a Hermeneutic Concept", 180.
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concepts -  and some o f us can welcome the resulting enrichment o f our faith."^ 

My concern in the dissertation was with the translation between the humanly 

constructed worlds o f fiction and o f faith and the capacity o f one to cast light 

on the other and to suggest that such an encounter is also "an enrichment" to 

faith.

It seems important to note that when we describe religious discourse as 

a construct o f the imagination this does not remove value from it, but rather 

enables a different assessment of that value. It places the discourse within the 

frame o f other discourses which seek to probe the depths o f understanding 

about the human condition. My argument in this thesis is that poetic language 

intends some o f the same reality. Thus it provides one o f the possible other 

discourses that can provide a 'conversation partner' for faith discourse.'^ Yet 

that might not say enough; 1 also argued that engagement with the work of 

poets and artists transforms the discipline of theology: "redefines theology 

itself, not as doctrine but as an activity o f the heart and imagination."" 1 cited 

the work o f Joseph O'Leary who works between both disciplines and 

recognises this transformative effect. We may tend to think of conversations as 

primarily about the "articulation o f the s e lf  and indeed o f the work o f art as 

such a matter o f "self-expression", however we can recall the point made by 

Edward Said about Barenboim's musical art as "concerned not so much with 

the articulation o f the self, but rather with the articulation o f other selves" and

his comment about Goethe, "that art, for Goethe especially, was all about a
1 ^

voyage to the 'other'". It seems to me that these are places where we put some 

trust in language to mediate for us and take us beyond self-interest. Without 

that element o f  trust we cannot proceed no matter how tentative that progress. 

Hence my argument in Chapter Two for the first move to be one o f trust or 

hospitality rather than o f suspicion in the reading process.

’ Linda Hogan and John May, "Ecumenics as Intercultural and Interreligious Encounter," 
Search: A Church o f  Ireland Journal 33, no. 3 (2010): 178.

Mark Burrows bemoaning the absence o f poets from the guild o f theologians comments, 
"They might be commissioned to write an occasional hymn, or ornament a liturgy, but rarely 
have they been trusted as partners in the professional guild o f theologians, ministers, and 
priests." Burrows, "Raiding the Inarticulate: Mysticism, Poetics, and the Unlanguageable",
173.
" This is the claim o f Boyd White about the effect o f the poetry o f  George Herbert. White, 
"This Book o f  Starres": Learning to Read George Herbert, 268.
'■ Barenboim, Said, and Guzelimian, Parallels and Paradoxes: Explorations in Music and 
Society, 11,
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If the word "construction" for these discourses is too mechanical, and 

now tainted by economic failures, and the word "creation" too poetic, then we 

may prefer to speak o f "strategies" for dealing with the world. Rowan Williams 

comments that, in practice, "both secular and religious attempts to speak o f a 

moral universe commonly work as strategies for responding consistently and 

intelligibly to the world's complexity rather than as exhaustive 

interpretations."'^ Strategy is a useful term and is also adopted by Terry 

Eagleton in speaking about literary theory, "Strategies are loose-jointed, 

internally differentiated affairs, powered by a set o f general purposes but with 

semi-autonomous parts, between which there can be frictions and conflicts."'"' 

An engagement with literature as another "imaginative resource" can only 

serve to enrich responses to moral complexities.

Faith and Faithless

The sterility o f much o f the atheism debates which flare up briefly and 

'bright-ly''^ is due, not just to the idea o f "God" remote from that o f the 

experience of most believers, but also to the more reprehensible failure on the 

part of the writers in question to attend to the imaginative constructs o f their 

own "beliefs". They are often examples o f the category mistake o f assuming 

that science and religion are fighting over the same piece o f territory. There are 

however more nuanced and attenuated attempts to understand faith from a 

Taithless' perspective.'^ Before I come to one such example 1 want to insist 

again that I chose in this dissertation to work primarily with texts o f poetry and 

fiction, not to show analogically 'a vision o f the Divine', but to show 'a vision 

o f the human', to suggest that if  we paid close attention to the way meaning 

takes shape in such works o f the imagination, we might get some purchase on 

how meaning takes shape in religious constructs too, and discover a more 

nuanced manner o f speaking about matters o f ultimate concern.'^ Artists and

W illiam s, On Christian Theology, 6.
Eagleton, The E vent o f  L iterature, 224.
"We brights don't believe in ghosts or elves or the Easter Bunny or —  God." see Daniel 

Dennett. "The Bright S tu f f  in the N ew  York Times, July 12, 2003
< http://www.nvtim es.com /2003/G7/12/opinion/the-bright-stuff.htm l.>  (accessed April 17, 
2013).

See Critchley, The Faith o f  the Faithless: Experim ents in P o litica l Theology.
I suggest that such a m ethodology is more helpful to conversations within the secular than 

that proposed by Joseph and Ortiz who speak o f  "The artist's role ...defined in terms o f  truth.
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writers offer us a language which gives habitation to those things which matter 

most to us—  put simply and starkly: what happens between the first cry and the 

last rasp. The questions about how we extend and speak about "the grammar o f 

human possibilities" is registered in ways in these kinds o f works that does 

justice to the ambiguities and complexities o f human lives. They are not a 

substitute for religious frameworks which give a communal and ritual 

dimension to the voicing o f these concerns, but they provide a language to 

enhance the ways we might learn to speak about such things in a non-reductive 

manner. They offer a way to speak in relational rather than linear terms.

It is not sufficient simply to rebuff, rebut or even mock the new 

atheists.’* The more important question arises as to whether one engages with 

the arguments on the same territory—  one they have demarcated—  or whether 

one proposes a new "playing-field".'^ I want to propose the latter and 

deliberately invoke the notion of'play ' which I align to 'grace' — that which 

comes unbidden, undeserved. Play and prayer can open to unexpected 

epiphanies. James Wood criticises Eagleton for his "anti-atheism" and for a 

rather esoteric notion of God, a "rarefied religious b e lie f . He notes that prayer 

does not appear in Reason, Faith and Revolution because, Wood argues, prayer 

is a practice, and outside o f Eagleton's intellectual interests. What Wood thinks 

necessary is "a theologically engaged atheism that resembles disappointed

belief. Such atheism, only a semitone from faith, would be like musical
20dissonance, the more acute for its proximity." Philosopher Simon Critchley 

takes up this challenge in his 2012 work, The Faith o f  the Faithless. Critchley 

has "little sympathy for the evangelical atheism of Richard Dawkins or 

Christopher Hitchens" and argues that the Judeo-Christian tradition "offers a

beauty, and goodness— o f  a vertical relationship with God and a horizontal relationship with 
the world." Ortiz and Joseph, Theology an d  Literature: Rethinking R eader R esponsibility , 5.

Terry Eagleton's conflation o f  Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens as "Ditchkins" is 
witty, but also reductive. He engages seriously with these thinkers but there are several 
occasions in Reason, Faith an d  Revolution  where Eagleton's delight in his own wittiness and 
irony is a distraction from his argument- it works as a rhetorical device in speaking, but to my 
mind is an irritant on the page. It is an antidote to piety, which is fine, but also an inhibitor to 
any ultimate conviction. A s a reader you are drawn in by passionate arguments and then pulled  
back by ironic distancing. Terry Eagleton, Reason, Faith, & Revolution: Reflections on the 
G od D eba te , The Terry Lectures (N ew  Haven, Conn.; London: Yale University Press, 2009).

To cite John Am es in Gilead: "In the matter o f  belief, I have always found that defences have 
the sam e irrelevance about them as the criticisms they are meant to answer...there is always an 
inadequacy in argument about ultimate things." Robinson, G ilead, 203.

James W ood, "God in the Quad," N ew  Yorker 85, no. 26 (2009).
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powerful way o f articulating questions o f the ultimate meaning and value o f 

human life in ways irreducible to naturalism." He continues by proposing that 

"in the realm o f politics, law and religion there are only fictions. Yet I do not
‘J  1see this as a sign o f weakness, but as a signal o f possible strength." One can 

sense immediately that Critchley offers a generous space for conversation and 

the markers 1 would note here are "the ultimate meaning and value o f human 

life" and "fiction" as strength and, 1 would add, as "possible truth." Critchley 

proposes an understanding o f "faith as a proclamation that enacts life."^^ He 

aligns faith and truth: "Religious truth is like troth, the experience o f fidelity 

where one is affianced and then betrothed."^'* Critchley concludes his work by 

reflecting on Kierkegaard's discussion o f the Gospel story o f the centurion who 

asked that his servant/his boy should be cured and to whom Jesus responded 

"Be it done for you as you believed". According to Kierkegaard "In his faith, 

the Gospel is first a gospel." The one without 'faith' demonstrates 'great faith'. 

Critchley wants to argue for a faith without assurances, but one which responds 

to an infinite demand: "Its call is not heard in passive resignation from the 

world, but in the urgency of active e n g a g e m e n t . I  find it significant that a 

philosopher who engages non-defensively with religious belief also engages 

with the arts and with poetry in p a r t i c u l a r . O f  course I would also insist that a 

Christian faith perspective crucially (and literally, by the cross) takes one right 

into the world, actively engaged with it, and not passively disengaged from it. 

Critchley's essay is an example o f the more nuanced kind of writing exploring 

the search for meaning. What is significant is his emphasis on the human. An 

apparent paradox worth noting is that when the new atheists and non-atheists 

talk about "God" they tend to leave "God" remote from human affairs, meta- 

physical, whereas those like Critchley and Robinson who speak about human

■' Critchley, The Faith o f  the Faithless: Experim ents in P o litica l Theology’, 19; 91.
22

Another thinker cited earlier in the thesis (Chapter One) who opens a similarly generous 
space for these kinds o f  conversations is Jcffi-ey Stout: "The deepest cultural division present in 
m odem  democracies might w ell be between people who take cost benefit calculation to be 
definitive o f  practical rationality as such and people who use the concepts o f  sacred value and 
human dignity to defend som e aspects o f  culture from comm odification." Stout, B lessed  A re  
the O rganized: G rassroots D em ocracy in A m erica , 225.
■^Critchley, The Faith o f  the F aithless: Experim ents in P o litica l Theology, 249 and see 
discussion on pages 1 6 1 ff

Ibid., 3.
Ibid., 249; 251, 252.
Critchley, Things M erely  A re: P h ilosophy in the P o e tiy  o f  W allace Stevens.
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meaning and human flourishing find the word made flesh "in the dust not sifted 

out from confusion"^^ and at this place begin to attend in love, to love. And 

only at that point, I suggest, is "God" resurrected (in the flesh) for human 

speech.

For an incamational theology it is this world, that John Ames, pastor 

and preacher, loved; it is this flesh, as Baby Suggs preached, which needs to be 

loved. 1 spoke o f dabbing the meagre flesh o f the underarm in Heaney's poem 

"The Butts" as an image o f vulnerability. In McDermott's novels the characters 

literally rub up against one another on the subway, on 'pilgrimages'. The body 

is the text in many o f these examples. Critchley notes in the introduction to his 

recent work that the question motivating much o f his previous work was "how 

to live?" This segued into the question of "how to die?" Now, he tells us, "the 

question 'how to live?' has become 'how to love?' Love is not just as strong as 

death— it is s t r o n g e r . T h e  apostle Paul, referred to later in Critchley's work, 

has things to say about that also, but for Paul the love which is stronger than 

death has an ultimate foundation in Christ [Rom.8:38-39]. The point though, is 

that the "atheism" Critchley professes, "a semitone from faith", is hospitable to 

conversations with those who profess a religious faith. An agnosticism about 

"God" and even an agreement among those engaged in these kinds o f dialogues 

to refuse to speak God's name in vain— for it is 'in vain' that the word is 

mis/used— might open ftirther ground. Such agnosticism might also remind 

proponents and opposers o f religious matters that the matter o f God in a 

Christian reading is not speculative but "in love with the fleshly, frail and 

finite. Thus there would be a reluctance to speak about the concept o f God 

divorced from practices o f trust and prayer on which it depends. In other 

words, yet again we are on safer ground, indeed the only possible 'holy' ground 

when we look at actual patterns o f faith and their performance.

If I propose a holding back on the meta to turn to the physical side of 

that equation this does not deny that reaching in (of Heaney), that straining (of 

McDermott), that restlessness (of Rose), which draws us towards that which is 

beyond our grasp and our control, but to say that this occurs through, and not

Denise Levertov, "This Day" in Levertov, Oblique Prayers (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: 
Bloodaxe, 1986), 74, 75.

Critchley, The Faith o f  the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology’, 20.
Eagleton, Reason, Faith. & Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate, 16.
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apart from, the body. It is also to affirm that there are fundaments and thus to 

engage with more sympathy, and less scorn, with 'fundamentalists' as well as 

secularists; it is to be able to affirm with a sure foundation what Critchley says 

when he wants to maintain that 'love is stronger than death'. To insist on that is 

already to mark out 'sacred' territory. If the God we seek is not 'up there' but in 

the very depths of our being, then it is in plumbing those depths we come 

closer to the practice and prayer of faith as gift and grace. The metaphor of 

'heaven in the skies' has a powerful grip on the imagination of secular and 

religious writers and I propose we need a counter-imagination of 'the God of 

the depths.'

In the poetry of Heaney and of Rich, discussed in Chapter Three we 

discerned both human vulnerability (Heaney) and the call to solidarity (Rich). 

These are tones we can register as "sacred" without the need to trap them 

theologically; instead we can allow them to become those kind of epiphanies 

which reveal the depths o f what it means to be fully human, and thus to be 

holy. In another reading of "depths", Gillian Rose in her resistance to 

sentimentality opened a space for a boundary-breaking discussion about 

finding meaning in and not around 'hell'. Christopher Hitchens's essay on 

Mortality traverses some of the same territory from a radically different 

spectrum.^' It would make a provocative conversation partner to her essay. In 

itself this would be a valuable example of the need to keep the spaces open for 

insights coming, not just from the seriously secular, but also from the declared 

atheist 'camp'. 1 could envisage rich conversations generated by Hitchens's 

concept of what it means to "live dyingly"^^ juxtaposed with Rose's notion of 

the work of love and the unsentimental confronting of the dark in both pieces. 

Hitchens arrives at a new awareness of the easily proclaimed "I am a body" and 

shows how that is less easily claimed as the body fa ils .R ig h tly  excoriating 

the false comforters with the same vehemence as Rose, Hitchens finds a

Rebecca Stott in an essay "The Wetfooted Understory" shares the misconception that to be 
attentive to things o f the earth is a necessary contradiction o f  any notion o f  God as creator. She 
cites Adam Philips talking about Darwin and how "he turned to the worms for consolation for a 
world of'unredeemable transience' that he sought to show that worms (and not God) had made 
the earth. "Levine, The Joy o f  Secularism: II Essays fo r  How We Live Now. 213.

Christopher Hitchens, M ortality (London: Atlantic, 2012)
Hitchens, Mortality. 54 
Ibid., Mortality. 86
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"faithful" medical practitioner— faithful in both senses as friend, advisor and 

Christian—  who respects Hitchens, and does not suggest prayer. In this case 

the conversation would not fall within the dualistic framework of atheist/theist 

but could instead take its place o f "tears and ruptures" under the rubric of 

extending the vocabulary o f love when "living dyingly". The essay surprised 

and enlightened me and resisting any temptation to colonize it for a theological 

point (yet how delicious and tempting the irony o f such a move) I would set it 

into the flux o f rich discussions opening up in the clearing o f a non-reductive 

place o f conversations.^"*

Gift and Grace

In what I regard as one o f the important theological insights o f Taylor's 

work A Secular Age, he refers to the idea o f being gift to one another as one 

kind o f response to the image of God. In contrast to the notion o f the heroic 

individual, Taylor muses, "But suppose the highest good consists in 

communion, mutual giving and receiving, as in the paradigm of the 

eschatological banquet." This sense o f being given to each other 'beyond 

commodification' beyond even what he calls "altruistic unilateralism" is, for 

Taylor, grounded in "the extent to which we open ourselves to God."^^ I would 

want to add to Taylor's story of mutuality something of the disproportionality 

o f grace. Mutuality and reciprocity do not allow for that. According to a very 

subtle reading by Hans Joas on the meaning o f life as gift "the Golden Rule is 

the moral expression o f the principle o f reciprocity, while the new message 

goes beyond reciprocity."^^ Empathy has been invoked as a possible outcome
■>7

from the reading o f literature but it too has its limits. This is also the reason I 

have evoked the idea of'play ' in relation to grace to suggest that which is not

The challenge o f  a post-religious framework in contemporary literature is explored in a 
recent article: Louis Betty, "Classical Secularisation Theory in Contemporary Literature— the 
Curious Case o f  M ichel Houellebecq," Literature and Theology 27, no. 1 (2013).

Taylor, A Secular Age, 702; 703. Rowan W illiams takes up Taylor's point also to argue that 
only such grounding offers a foundation o f  trust which does not easily cede to distortion. See 
W illiam s, Faith in the P ublic Square, 122.

Joas, The Sacredness o f  the Person: A N ew G enealogy o f  Human Rights, 169. See the full 
discussion on "Life as a Gift" on pages 158-170.

Empathy and reciprocity are found among primates too, argues Frans B.M .de Waal: 
"Prehuman Foundations o f  Morality" in; Levine, The Joy o f  Secularism : 11 E ssays f o r  H ow  We 
Live N ow, (155-167) 156. And see Joas who looks for a more fundamental grounding for how  
we treat one another: Joas, The Sacredness o f  the Person: A N ew  G enealogy o f  Human Rights, 
59.

281



controlled or controllable. Playfulness is very much a feature of Heaney's 

poetry and has that lightness of touch which comes from a refusal to take 

oneself too seriously. Hugh Pyper in a very interesting response to a 

contemporary musical reading of the Passion of St John uses a Kierkegaardian 

concept of humour to suggest this 'disproportionality';

The ethicist is admirable in his attempts to pull himself up by his 
own bootstraps, but the humorist is the one whose bootstraps have 
snapped under the strain and who tumbles backwards, in that 
moment realising that only the power of grace can lift him.'’*

According to...

The turn in this thesis to the "secular" arts is not, as I have asserted 

throughout the thesis, to propose a more acceptable substitute for apparently 

tired and tiresome religious traditions but to create a space in which the kinds 

of conversations we need to have about how we might flourish as human 

persons could take place. I have proposed that engagement with these arts as 

practices offers non-reductive forms of negotiation with deeper attention to 

metaphorical modes of thought. They offer non-linear ways of conceiving 

reality. This space allows for the imaginative constructs of religions and of the 

arts. To cite Terry Eagleton again: "Works of art cannot save us. They can 

simply render us more sensitive to what needs to be repaired. I would agree, 

but suggest this rendering is not so "simple". I have tried to show some of this 

process by means of close attentive reading "according to" some chosen 

writers. I have used the words "alongside" and "with" to suggest a relational 

reading akin to a hospitable conversation; now I return to "according to" both 

to echo the Merleau-Ponty citation, "we do not see paintings as much as see 

according to them"'*® and also to echo the manner in which we speak of reading 

the Gospels "according to Luke", "according to Matthew". The word comes 

from the Latin ad (to) and cor, cordis (heart), and thus has a resonance beyond 

contractual agreement. We ask what is it like to think in this way, to see things 

according to. This is rather different than asking simply "What does the Gospel

Pyper, "Crucifixion in the Concert Hall: Secular and Sacred in James Macmillan's Passion o f  
St John", 352. (And we note a further use of'strain' here which also gives way to grace.)

Eagleton, Reason, Faith, & Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate, 159.
McGilchrist, The M aster and His Emissaiy, 183.
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o f Luke say?" or what is the theme or subject matter o f a Heaney poem? It asks 

instead what is it hke to see things as Luke sees them? What is it like to view 

the matter o f slavery according to Morrison's narrator, the ageing body 

according to Heaney, the scarred body according to Rich? More significantly 

for the purposes o f the dissertation is how we learn a language through these 

'secular' writers which enables speech about 'sacred' matters. Seeing 'according 

to' offers another way o f speaking about a faith perspective. Rowan Williams 

offers this elucidation:

This will involve the discipline o f  following through exactly what it 
is that the language o f  a particular religious tradition allows its 
believers to see— that is, what its imaginative resources are. When 
believers are engaged (as they routinely are, despite what may be 
assumed by the critics o f  faith) in society and politics and the arts in 
ways that are recognizable to nonbelievers, how are their 
perceptions actually and specifically molded by the resources o f  
their tradition? This is not.. .a matter o f  the imperatives supposedly 
derived from their religion. It is about what they see things and 
persons in terms of, what the metaphors are that propose further 
dimensions to the world they inhabit in common with 
nonbelievers.'*'

We witnessed this in the work o f Marilynne Robinson and her capacity 

to give voice, and in Alice McDermott's ability to 'catch' the texture o f faith in 

the responses o f her characters. For the space o f the reading o f these novels and 

beyond, the writers give habitation to "strangers"; the reader sees 'according to ' 

their lights. Yet it is important to retain the element of "the unimaginable 

otherness," to use Ames's words about his encounter with his future wife Lila, 

lest we assimilate experiences too quickly and colonise them. The history o f 

religion and literature is littered with such examples o f colonization.

Poetry and Possibility

Now I want to revisit this patchwork or pattern o f texts dark and light to 

test with Adrienne Rich whether "Vision" has happened quietly or at all. I

Williams, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction, x, xi. Jeanette Winterson also speaks of 
the language o f  the arts in terms o f  seeing things: "The fiction, the poem, is not a version o f  the 
facts, it is an entirely different way o f  seeing." Jeanette Winterson, Art Objects: Essays on 
Ecstasy and Effronteiy (London: Cape, 1995), 28.
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began with poetry "dancing Logos''.'*^ The ancient arguments as to whether 

poetry could be a resource for truth were not rehearsed, but following Aristotle 

rather than Plato, taken as possible. In a recent article on "Aquinas and Poetry" 

Paul Murray offers a subtle reading o f the master theologian's views on poetry: 

on the one hand Aquinas considers poetry deficient in truth, but on the other he 

appreciates theology's need o f metaphor.**^ Paradoxically, Aquinas, in Panis 

Angelicus reveals the capacity o f poetry/song to touch on mystery when the 

abstract rational approach reaches a point o f what Murray calls 

"unmanageability". It is an interesting term: should theological concepts be 

managed? To speak metaphorically is not a solution but a different 'language 

game.''*'* It is the failure to recognise this that leads to some o f the attacks 

against the 'foolishness' o f religious belief O f course with some nice irony we 

might, with the apostle Paul, concur with the notion of'foolishness' and like 

him pre-empt the objection [ 1 Cor. 1.18], I return to Christopher Hitchens for a 

counter-example. In an excursus on the futility o f prayer Hitchens cites (with 

apparent absence o f irony) a beautiful piece o f poetry from the Letter to the 

Philippians; "Be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer and 

thanksgiving, let your requests be known to God" [Phil. 4:6]. Even if  it had not 

been set to music by Henry Purcell, the lines would sing. Hitchens follows this 

with Isaiah 64:8: "Now O Lord thou art our father; we art clay and thou our 

potter; and we are all the work o f thy hand." Hitchens's gloss is, "Note, then, 

that Christianity insists on the absolute dependence of its flock, and then only 

on the offering o f undiluted praise and thanks."**^ Yet for the metaphorically 

minded (to say nothing o f the reader with a religiously musical ear) what 

Hitchens hears as malediction sounds like benediction. To read such pieces as 

if they came from a manual or a rule-book is to misread them. I believe that 

poetry is indispensable for understanding, not least for intuiting that not all that

42 „
Prose was at first known as pezos logos, literally pedestrian, or walking logos, as opposed 

to the usual dancing logos o f  poetry. In fact early poetry was sung..." McGilchrist, The M aster 
and His Emissaiy, 105.

Paul Murray OP, "Aquinas on Poetry and Theology," Logos 16, no. 2 (2013): 64, 68.
Joseph O'Leary speaks o f the importance o f  metaphor: "The nature o f  religious 

communication is such that the unformulable ultimate truth is never put forward plainly; a 
creative play o f metaphorical indications is what sustains the inspiriting awareness o f  its 
presence and power. The straining o f  language and imagination, often suggesting extravagant 
fantasy, testifies to the supreme quality o f  what is being manifested." O'Leary, "Skilful Means 
as a Hermeneutic Concept", 175.

Hitchens, Mortality, 23.
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we seek to know is manageable/^ I suggest, for example, that no theological 

treatise on the meaning o f prayer comes anyway close to Herbert's poem 

"Prayer" with its accumulation o f metaphors culminating in a grace note of 

silence after "something understood".'^^ Yet Gradgrind's suspicion o f 

imagination is still prevalent. Seamus Heaney argues that "if it is a delusion 

and a danger to expect poetry and music to do too much, it is a diminishment 

o f them and a derogation to ignore what they can do."***

Yet we cannot quantify what "they can do". What was the 'use' of 

poetry in this dissertation? I suggested that it was something more than beauty 

o f image or sound, important as these are. My interest was not primarily 

aesthetic in any Hmited sense. It was, to take up that word 'sense' again, a 

means to "restore us to our senses". I cited Dominican theologian Herbert 

McCabe talking about poetry "trying to be bodily experience" and Terry 

Eagleton talking about "meaning taking shape as practice". I wanted to argue 

for the importance o f metaphorical language as that which returns us to the 

body, and poetry seemed the place to start. My chosen poets were also 'readers 

of the body', the body was their book. I advocated slow attentive reading, as to 

read these poets was to learn another language, a language which breaks down 

and remakes familiar categories o f speech.

The question as to whether poetry could help was also addressed in 

Heaney's writing and the dangers o f false compassion attended to, particularly 

through the work of Adrienne Rich. There are times when prevailing 'fictions' 

can be challenged only by the 'truths' o f poetry. In Primo Levi's work I f  This is

Mark Burrows addresses this topic in an essay on Poetry and Prayer and speaks o f  straining 
towards an "unlanguageable reality" yet notes that this is done by means o f  words. He contrasts 
the formal 'containment' o f  prayer in liturgy with late modem fragments o f prayer and poetry. 
See "Prayer is the Little Implement". Paper delivered at the conference "Poetry and Prayer: 
Continuities and Discontinuities" 29-30 June 2012. Senate House University o f  London. It will 
appear in: The Power o f  the Word: Poetry and Prayer, edited by Francesca Knox and John 
Took (Ashgate, forthcoming in 2014). See also Burrow's discussion o f  the 'unlanguageable' o f  
poetry in: Burrows, "Raiding the Inarticulate: Mysticism, Poetics, and the Unlanguageable."

The final "something understood" seems paradoxical, coming as it does after the 
accumulation o f metaphors, but perhaps the point is that the reference for what is understood 
or who understands, lies not with the one praying, but with the One addressed in prayer. It thus 
has the same kind o f  resolution as the ending o f  Herbert's "Love III": 'So I did sit and eat.'

Heaney, Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001, 69. See similar sentiments expressed 
in Heaney, "Reality and Justice: On Translating Horace Odes, 1, 34."

James Boyd White speaks about reading poetry as a kind o f language-learning.
White, "This Book o f  Starres ": Learning to Read George Herbert, xvi.
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a Man he tells o f the incident when he recalls the canto o f Ulysses from

Dante's Divine Comedy and tries to translate it for his companion;

Here listen Pikolo, open your ears and your mind, you have to 
understand for my sake:

"Think of your breed; for brutish ignorance 
Your mettle was not made; you were made men, 
to follow after knowledge and excellence."

As if I also was hearing it for the first time; like the blast of a 
trumpet, like the voice of God. For a moment I forget who 1 am and 
where I am.^°

Later struggling to recall a line from Dante he says that at that moment this was 

more vital, more urgent even than soup, "tomorrow he or I might be dead, or 

we might never see each other a g a i n . C z e s l a w  Milosz in an essay on "Ruins 

and Poetry" notes the hierarchical nature o f reality and the fact that no easy 

agreement can be reached as to the order o f things; "It is not always bread; 

often it is the word."^^

I have been deliberately restrained in the dissertation in my references 

to the Holocaust, lest it become an example o f that "hand-wringing" voyeurism 

of suffering at sufficient distance not to allow for complicity— and indeed as an 

avoidance o f current examples o f inhumanity—  yet it is in the shadows o f 

many o f the conversations in the thesis about poetry, fiction and the question of 

truth. Here I call it out from the dark to argue for the capacity o f poetry to 

articulate truth against false fictions. This paradigmatic example gives poetry a 

significant role as "witness". In the citation from Primo Levi the attempt to 

translate the canto became not just the translation o f a verse and the search for 

the missing line but an affirmation o f humanity in the midst o f dehumanization. 

The poem in this instance is not primarily about a moment of "escapism" from 

the reality o f the camp, but a moment o f "reality" and "truth" in the midst o f the 

grotesque unreality and untruth o f the camps. One has to ask whether 

pragmatic notions o f truth and confidence in 'charity' can hold up in these kinds 

o f circumstances.^^ In Chapter Three through the poetry o f Seamus Heaney we 

saw the human person as relational, dependent and mortal; through the poetry

Primo Levi, I f  This Is a  Man. The Truce, trans. Stuart W oolf (London: Abacus, 1987), 119.
L evi, I f  This Is a Man. The Truce, 120, 121.
M ilosz, The Witness o f  P oe try , 96.
Vattimo and Rorty, in my view , have too much trust in the goodness o f  humankind and its 

capacity for charity and solidarity. See: Vattimo, A F arew ell to Truth, 133.

286



of Adrienne Rich we discovered the capacity o f poetic language to enrage and

enrapture in the service o f justice. Reading aloud, allowed our tongue to voice

the words o f another in a sensate and bodily experience o f knowing difference.

Rich's work continues the tradition o f poetry as witness and as alternative

prophetic imagination. Heaney also in his very different way insists on the

capacity o f the poem to 'translate,' to bear meaning, to speak truthfully:

As long as the coordinates of the imagined thing correspond to those 
of the world we live in and endure, poetry is fulfilling its 
counterweighting function. It becomes another truth to which we can 
have recourse, before which we can know ourselves in a more fully 
empowered way.^‘'

Faith in Fiction

In Chapter Four the engagement with the novels o f Marilynne Robinson 

and Alice McDermott illustrated the practices and patterns of religious faith 

discerned by following the contours o f particular lives. Reading Gilead evoked 

questions o f identity and estrangement, o f the longing for communion and the 

painful difficulties o f communication. McDermott's novel After This centred on 

the void o f death and the struggle o f faith with fatalism. It also showed faith as 

a language structuring experience. What these chapters illustrated was the 

complexity o f lives lived 'faith-fully'; Robinson's novel brought doubts and 

debates to the surface in considered conversations; McDermott's characters 

struggled with the ambivalence o f their beliefs. In neither case was 'faith' a 

matter o f certainty or proposition but rather a hinterland o f accumulated 

wisdom and experience which informed the lives o f the characters. Such a 

'showing' enables nuanced ways o f articulating the manner in which religious 

faith seeps into the lives o f practitioners forming and informing their thoughts 

and imaginings. I have argued that this kind o f engagement with poetry and 

with fiction facilitates different kinds o f conversations which allow for the 

same kinds o f complexity that we find in these works. The context for this 

dissertation was the 'secular' and the 'sacred', yet the purpose was not to be

Heaney, The Redress o f  Poetry : Oxford Lectures, 8. Yet paradoxically in the case of'the 
camps' poetry exercises its counter-weighting function precisely because what is imagined does 
not correspond to the world endured, but to a 'truth o f experience' retained and reclaimed in the 
poem.

287



restrained by binary oppositions but to disclose new spaces for conversations.^^ 

The emphasis on 'practice' rather than theory in these considerations offered 

fresh possibihties. Rather than abstracting from lived experiences we 

watched meaning unfold through them. The question as to whether this claim  

to have cleared a space opening for insight, for generating life-giving rather 

than dead-ending conversations about matters 'sacred' through an engagement 

with 'secular' poetry and fiction, was too utopian, remained. Then in Chapter 

Five "according to Toni Morrison and Gillian Rose" we looked at lives 

interrupted and disrupted by suffering.

The Public Square and the Counter-Public Sphere

In Rom e on the C am po dei Fiori 
baskets o f  olives and lemons, 
cobbles spattered w ith w ine 
and the w reckage o f  flowers.

On this sam e square
they burned G iordano Bruno.
H enchm en kindled the pyre 
close-pressed by the mob.
Before the flames had died 
the taverns w ere full again, 
baskets o f  olives and leinons 
again on the vendors' shoulders.

Those dying here, the lonely 
forgotten by the world, 
our tongue becom es for them  
the language o f  an ancient planet.
U ntil, w hen all is legend 
and m any years have passed, 
on a new  C am po dei Fiori 
rage will kindle at a poet's word.

—Warsaw 1943.^^

Grace Davie points to complex data in terms of religious and secular spaces. For one such 
example see her description of a 'secular' concert which works as a 'religious' ritual. Davie, 
"Religion in 21st-Century Europe: Framing the Debate", 290.

Wolterstorff, "Why Philosophy o f Art Cannot Handle Kissing, Touching, and Crying", 27. 
See his rejection of the "Grand Modem Narrative of the Arts" in favour o f practice in: 
Wolterstorff, "Beyond Beauty and the Aesthetic in the Engagement o f Religion and Art."

I am invoking the title given to the diaries ofEtty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life: The Diaries 
o f  Etty Hillesum, 1941-1943.

Czeslaw Milosz "Campo dei Fiori” in New and Collected Poems 1931-2001 (Penguin 
Classics 2005), 33-35.
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Once more I allow this poem to mark a caesura so that the smooth/or 

rough passage of the dissertation towards its conclusion should be disrupted.

As was the case with Chapter Five, it resists being neatly folded into the 

themes of the thesis and, I suggest, that rather than opening a space for 

conversation in the public square, it reminds us of the need for a counter-public 

sphere. The 'Campo' of the poem cited above was both a market-place for 

exchange of goods and conversation, and the place where Giordano Bruno was 

hanged and burned, and now as a 'metaphorical square' becomes a place of 

memory, anger and resistance.

Gillian Rose's essay prepared the ground for disruptive and interruptive 

conversations with her utterly un-sentimental rendering of her suffering and her 

manner of clearing the way for more truthful conversations about living and 

dying. Toni Morrison's novel, like the Milosz poem, is suggestive of the need 

for a counter-public sphere. In Beloved the enslaved struggle against an attempt 

to destroy their capacity to articulate their experience literally, by placing the 

bit in the mouth and metaphorically, by seeking to control the discourse and the 

definitions.

This dissertation looked at two very different preachers: the Reverend 

John Ames and Baby Suggs, holy. They have occupied their separate spheres 

and it might be interesting now to juxtapose them briefly as examples of the 

"public" and counter-public spaces of discourse.^^ In a sense the whole life of 

Ames is in his sermons, the yellowing pages his wife now wants to read. He 

has confidence in the words of the scriptures and in his capacity to interpret 

them, and they have purchase in his congregation who, for the most part, 

understand the reference points. There is a solidity about this preparation for 

preaching and the trust in the word which continues week by week. In Chapter 

Four we spoke of how, aware o f his growing fragility, Ames preaches on one 

occasion on Mark 14:22, the institution of the Eucharist, "But I have been 

thinking a great deal about the body these last weeks. Blessed and broken.

Once again the body was the book.

In another sense we could argue that the novel G ilead  opens a counter-public sphere for 
discourse about matters religious in the 'secular' space o f  a literary text.

Robinson, G ilead. 79.
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Baby Suggs, holy, has "no title of honor before her name" but just "a 

small caress after it", she becomes an unchurched preacher "uncalled, unrobed, 

unanoin ted".In  all of these things she forms a contrast to Ames: white, male, 

anointed, called, churched. She lacks the solidity of a building or a tradition but 

gathers in a "clearing". She too talks about the body broken and the evidence of 

broken bodies is before her and she is the one who will bless the wounds.^^ The 

"Clearing" becomes the counter-public sphere where words have to be taken 

back, redefined and re-imagined: "Oh my people they do not love your 

hands...Love your hands...This is flesh I am talking about here. Flesh that 

needs to be loved." She does not tell them to "clean up their lives or to go and 

sin no more" Instead she tells them "that the only grace they could have is the
z  ■>

grace they could imagine." Baby Suggs subverts the traditional preaching so 

that it can become "good news" for the brutalised and broken bodies before 

her. The definitions that belonged to the defmers like the schoolmaster, and 

those who preached on the obligations of slavery, are overturned here in a 

space reclaimed for 'truth'. That the "Clearing" is provisional, and not set in 

stone, is precisely what enables it to be that holding place for an alternative 

imagination countering the prevailing 'fictions' of the place of slaves and their 

'animal characteristics.' In the clearing the people are invited to sing and to 

dance subverting the 'use' of their bodies for the profit of those who claimed to 

own them. Walter Brueggemann drawing on the work of William Cavanaugh 

talks of "Faithful Imagination as Sustained Subversion" where the dominant 

discourse is challenged by an alternative imagination.^'*

In Gilead, preaching by Ames is described "as one side of a passionate 

conversation" restrained and filtered through a rich textual tradition in the case 

of Ames, but significantly interrupted by his discovery of the passion of his 

love for Lila. In Beloved, the passionate conversation is driven by anger and

Morrison, B eloved. 87.
B less irom the French b lesser  holds the meaning 'to wound', so we think o f  the lim ping and 

blessed Jacob [G enesis 33: 24-31].
Morrison, B eloved, 88, 89.

^  "Faithful Imagination as Sustained Subversion" in Brueggemann and Sharp, D ism ptive  
Grace: R eflections on God, Scripture and the Church, 298-315. The reference to W illiam  
Cavanaugh's work Torture an d  the Eucharist is on page 301. The role o f  singing in creating a 
counter-public sphere in the resistance to apartheid in South Africa has been documented. See 
for example: C. M ichael Hawn, "The Truth Shall Set Y ou Free: Song, Struggle, and Solidarity 
in South Africa" in Jeremy B egbie and Steven R. Guthrie, Resonant Witness: C onversations  
betw een M usic an d  Theology  (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2011), 408-433.
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tenderness, those two poles o f  which Rich also spoke. In both cases the other 

side o f the conversation is taken up by readers o f the texts. The script continues 

in the mouths o f the readers, as it does in a dynamic way in faith traditions, 

when 'sacred scriptures' become living (performative) words in liturgical 

settings.

At the conclusion o f Beloved, Sethe listens to the voices o f women 

searching to find a sound "that broke the back o f words. Building voice upon 

voice until they found it, and when they did it was a wave o f sound wide 

enough to sound deep water and knock the pods o ff chestnut trees. It broke 

over Sethe and she trembled like the baptised in its wash."^^ These singing 

women recall Eavan Boland's women on the West coast o f  Ireland "who find a 

voice where they have found a v i s i o n . A n g e r  energised both accounts.

These fictional examples cause us to pull back from any cleanly defined
£  Q

notion o f a "public square" or conventions or conversations. Artists are 

usually unwilling to be accommodated to positions o f  endorsement o f 

prevailing beliefs, and thus are free to give voice to those on the margins o f 

these kinds o f conversations. WTien we ask poets to take their place in the 

public square we do not insist that first they change their clothes, or their 

words, and become civil servants o f prose. It is rather through their poetic 

speech that they serve us.^^ This dissertation has attempted to show how that 

happens in process. The kind o f subtle changes that occur are less easy to 

enumerate as outcomes, but are the results o f a quality o f  attention which 

changes the reader, as well as what is read.

Elaine W ainwright refers to the alternative tradition o f  the open road’ in M atthew's story o f  
the Resurrection which 'endures within the narrative and its interpretations'. This is another 
exam ple o f 'a  clearing' in w hich vo ices other than those o f  the dominant discourse can be 
heard. W ainwright, Shall We Look fo r  A nother?: A F em inist R ereading  o f  the M atthean Jesus, 
117.

Morrison, B eloved, 261.
"The Singers", Eavan Boland, N ew  C o llec ted  P oem s  (M anchester: Carcanet, 2005 ), 203.

Such reflections through fiction could enhance the discussion about political participation 
from the margins: Rosemary P. Carbine, "Turning to Narrative: Toward a Fem inist T heological 
Interpretation o f  Political Participation and Personhood," Journal o f  the A m erican  A cadem y o f  
R eligion  78, no. 2 (2010).

See Kis and Sontag, H om o Poeticus: E ssays an d  In terview s, 75-79. Kis defends the right o f  
the East European writer to be not only a H om o P oliticus  but also a H om o Poeticus.
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Halting Places/ Hosting Spaces

For these kinds o f  reasons we can only speak tentatively about the 'uses' 

o f l i t e r a t u r e T h i s  is why the notion o f "play" and "grace" is so important. The 

outcome cannot be compelled and it is this fundamental trust in ultimate 

graciousness which finally renders an approach 'faithful'. In fiction o f the kind 

we explored, the fidelity in question is to the human capacity to be both flawed 

and graced, to be fragile and failed and yet to search for, reach for, strain 

towards something more. Novels have a capacity to host these grey areas o f  

ambiguity where moral issues o f complexity are played out and thus they 

enable us to see such issues with some greater clarity and perhaps 

compassionate imagination. The truths are small, and the claims are small, but 

no less valuable for that. This is not all we know; this is some o f  what we 

know.

In Chapter Five I spoke o f the way in which Toni Morrison's work 

changed our gaze (we could use the same expression with reference to 

Adrienne Rich's poetry). Changing the gaze can have political implications.^' 

Such implications are beyond the scope o f this thesis which stays in the realm 

o f possible outcomes for conversations which allow gaps to open and the "Ah. 

now I see" to come from hitherto closed lips. I have used the term "according 

to" to suggest that how we see things matters, and that if  we allow ourselves to 

see "according to" these writers and poets and essayists, then an imaginative 

space opens which may enable a more generous hosting o f difference, o f 

otherness. This is a space which clears the ground to extend and expand the 

grammar o f theology and which allows for a more subtle language in which to 

talk about the things which deeply and fundamentally concern us: how we live, 

how we love, what desires shape us, how we suffer and cause suffering, how 

we die. The writers I have chosen delve into the depths o f  these things and yet, 

precisely because they are, for the most part, fictional, they enable the

™ I previously noted a problem with Martha N ussbaum 's approach as too utilitarian; 
Nussbaum , N ot f o r  Profit: Why D em ocracy  N eeds the H um anities. H ow ever see Eagleton's 
defence o f  the 'use' o f  literature in Eagleton, L iterary  Theory: Art Introduction. 181-182.

In Chapter F ive I cited Amartya Sen's reading o f  the story o f  the Good Samaritan and how  it 
offered a 'new map' o f  neighbourhood.
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necessary distance for interpretation and reflection. The habitation they offer is 

temporary but no less truthful for that. (And, as we suggested, they may 'un

house' as well as 'house' us.) It is in these such temporary and provisional 

halting places for the articulation o f what we mourn, what we value, and, what 

we long for, that enables the trajectory from secular to sacred. If  the religions 

need the arts, then the arts also benefit from exposure to the religions:

Art is visionary; it se es  beyond  the v iew  from the w in d ow , even  
though the w in d ow  is its fram e. T his is w hy the arts fare m uch better 
a lon gsid e religion  than either capitalism  or com m un ism . The god - 
instinct and the art-instinct both apprehend m ore than the physical 
b io log ica l materia! w orld .’^

fhere is more to hold firm to here than in secular philosophies which seek a 

form o f religious atheism, which in emptying out the metaphorical content, and 

o f course all the 'evils' o f religion, still desire to keep the benign aspects o f 

'niceness to neighbours' and 'love o f nature'. I suggest however that mortality
7 -3

rather than morality is the fundament. Aidan Mathews, in a review essay on 

the work o f Dennis O'Driscoll, talks o f a "bogus religiosity that aspires to 

abnormal wellbeing in the here and now" he contrasts this with O'Driscoll's 

"Summa...in his drought-stricken diluvian, down-to-earth realm with its 

rumour o f rainbows." Mathews him self constantly affirms Christian faith as: 

"the heroic magnificence o f  our fatal materiality in the doctrine o f the 

Incarnation."^'* I suggest that a collection such as The Joy o f  Secularism''^ needs 

its companion volume "The Sorrow o f Secularism" because to my mind the 

challenge is not in delineating the joys o f human living, in its supposed 

liberation from the burdens o f religious belief, but in finding pathways through 

the griefs, sorrows, broken-heartedness, to say nothing o f  the evils and 

suffering o f the human condition. One puts one's trust in those who know the 

barbarism o f which humanity is capable, and yet insist, despite all this, on the 

good. It is in these kind o f spaces that fresh alignments can be drawn, away

Winterson, Art Objects: Essays on Ecstasy and Effrontery, 136.
In a typically provocative comment Terry Eagleton remarks that "a society which is shy o f  

death is also likely to be rattled by foreigners. Both mark out the limits o f  our own lives..." 
Eagleton, After Theory, 212.

Aidan Mathews: "In Earth as it is in Heaven" a review o f  Reality Check by Dennis 
O'Driscoll in Poetry Ireland Review, N o 94, Summer 2008.

Levine, The Joy o f  Secularism: II Essays fo r  How We Live Now.
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from the binaries o f  'sacred' and 'secular' and towards a more hospitable and 

truly religious space o f  invitation and visitation, transcending the limitations o f  

either/or. I have argued that this can occur primarily through attention to 

practice and performance: seeing how meaning takes shape and participating in 

the play o f  difference.

Poets and artists are among those who negotiate the territory o f  loss 

and lament, who limn the pain and peril o f  human lives and yet intuit the 

restless reaching for more. They can give voice to the passionate conviction  

that there are things worth our t e n d i n g . I t  has been my argument that this is 

the imaginative trajectory they share with religious thinkers and seekers. This 

is the terrain traversed by metaphor, and the contention o f  the dissertation is 

that the metaphorical language o f  poetry and o f  faith can help bridge the gap 

between our losses and our longings, the tears and ruptures o f  "living dyingly" 

and yet the insistence on works o f  love, and on the play o f  grace.

Full religion is the large poem in loving repetition;
Like any poem, it must be inexhaustible and com plete  
with turns where we ask N ow  why did the poet do that?

You can't pray a lie, said Huckleberry Finn; 
you can't poe one either. It is the same mirror: 
mobile, glancing, we call it poetry,

fixed centrally, we call it a religion.
and God is the poetry caught in any religion,
caught, not imprisoned. C aught as in a mirror

that he attracted, being in the world as poetry 
is in the poem, a law against its closure.
There'll a lways be religion around while there is poetry

or a lack o f  it. Both are given and intermittent.
as the action o f  those birds -  crested pigeons, rosella parrot -
w ho fly with wings shut, then beating, and again shut.’’

In a tribute to Dennis O'Driscoll as part of the Dublin Writer's Festival May 2013, Seamus 
Heaney used the word 'tenderness', to evoke the careful manner in which O'Driscoll tended to 
what mattered. I use the word 'tend' here with some of that same resonance o f  paying attention, 
hearkening, ministering, waiting on, all of which suggest a 'sacred' concern: " And the angels 
waited on him" [Mark 1.13].

Les Murray, "Poetry and Religion" in Murray, Learning Human: New Selected Poems. 78. 1 
opened the dissertation with a stanza from this poem and wanted to close it with the last five 
stanzas of  the same poem, and thus allow the last word to a poet from down-under whose 
lively engagement with 'the sacred' through his 'secular' writing, might help to turn us right- 
side-up.

294



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Achebe, Chinua. Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays. New York: 
Doubleday, 1989.

Alter, Robert and Frank Kermode. The Literary Guide to the Bible. London:
Fontana Press, 1989.

Alter, Robert. The Book o f  Psalms: A Translation with Commentary. New 
York; London: Norton, 2007.

---------- . Pen o f  Iron: American Prose and the King James Bible. Princeton,
N.J.; Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2010.

Anderson, David E. "Marilynne Robinson: The Novelist as Theologian" in 
Religion and Ethics. September 18 2009.
<http://www.pbs.ora/w'net/religionandethics/episodes/september-18-
2009/marilvnne-robinson-the-novelist-as-theologian/4258/>

Anderson, Pamela Sue, and Beverley Clack. Feminist Philosophy o f  Religion: 
Critical Readings. London: Routledge, 2004.

Barenboim, Daniel. Music Quickens Time. London. New York: Verso, 2008.

Barenboim, Daniel, Edward W. Said, and Ara Guzelimian. Parallels and
Paradoxes: Explorations in Music and Society. London: Bloomsbury, 
2004.

Begbie, Jeremy, and Steven R. Guthrie. Resonant Witness: Conversations
between M usic and Theology. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2011.

Benveniste, Emile. Indo-European Language and Society. Translated by 
Elizabeth Palmer. London: Faber and Faber, 1973.

Betty, Louis. "Classical Secularisation Theory in Contemporary Literature—  
the Curious Case o f Michel Houellebecq." Literature and Theology 27, 
no.l (2013): 98-115.

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location o f  Culture. London: Routledge, 1994.

Bloom, Harold. The Shadow o f  a Great Rock: A Literary Appreciation o f  the
King James Bible. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011.

Boland. Eavan. New Collected Poems. Manchester: Carcanet, 2005.

Boscaljon, Daniel. Resisting the Place o f  Belonging: Uncanny Homecomings 
in Religion, Narrative and the Arts. Farnham: Ashgate, 2013.

295



Boyle, Nicholas. Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach to 
Literature. London: Darton, Longman &Todd Ltd, 2004.

Brodsky, Joseph. Less Than One; Selected Essays. Penguin Modern Classics. 
London: Penguin, 2011.

Brophy, Donald. One Hundred Great Catholic Books: From the Early 
Centuries to the Present. Dublin: Columba, 2007.

Brooks, Jerome. "Chinua Achebe: The Art of Fiction No. 139" Paris Review 36 
(133) 1994: 142-66.

Brueggemann, Walter. The Bible and Postmodern Imagination. London: SCM 
Press, 1993

 .The Prophetic Imagination. London: SCM Press, 1992 .

--------- . Redescrihing Reality: What We Do When We Read the Bible. London:
SCM Press, 2009.

Brueggemann, Walter, and Carolyn J. Sharp. Disruptive Grace: Reflections on 
God, Scripture and the Church. London: SCM Press, 2011.

Burrows, Mark S. "Raiding the Inarticulate: Mysticism, Poetics, and the
IJnlanguageable." Spiritus: A Journal o f  Christian Spirituality 4, no. 2 
(2004): 173-94.

--------- . "Prayer is the Little Implement." The Power o f  the Word: Poetry and
Prayer, edited by Francesca Knox and John Took (Ashgate, 2014 
forthcoming ).

Bussie, Jacqueline Aileen. The Laughter o f  the Oppressed: Ethical and
Theological Resistance in Wiesel, Morrison, and Endo. New York, NY; 
London: T & T Clark, 2007.

Cannon, Moya. Carrying the Songs. Manchester: Carcanet, 2007.

Carbine, Rosemary P. "Turning to Narrative: Toward a Feminist Theological 
Interpretation of Political Participation and Personhood." Journal o f  the 
American Academy o f  Religion 78, no. 2 (2010): 375-412.

Carden Mary Paniccia, and Susan Strehle eds. Doubled Plots: Romance and 
History. Jackson: Univ Pr o f Mississippi, 2009.

Cheetham, David. "Exploring the Aesthetic 'Space' for Inter-Religious 
Encounter." Exchange 39, no. 1 (2010): 71-86.

Clark. Miriam Marty. "Human Rights and the Work of Lyric in Adrienne 
Rich." The Cambridge Quarterly 38, no. 1 (2009): 45-65.

296



Clooney, Francis X. Comparative Theology: Deep Learning across Religious 
Borders. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010.

----------. Seeing through Texts: Doing Theology among the Srivaisnavas o f
South India, Suny Series, Toward a Comparative Philosophy of 
Religions. Albany: State University o f New York Press, 1996.

Cole, Henri. "Helen Vendler: The Art o f Criticism No. 3" Paris Review, 38 
(141) 1996:167-212.

Connolly, William E. Why I  Am Not a Secularist. Minneapolis; London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1999.

Critchley, Simon. The Faith o f  the Faithless: Experiments in Political 
Theology. London: Verso, 2012.

--------- . Things Merely Are: Philosophy in the Poetry o f  Wallace Stevens.
London: Routledge, 2005.

Crumlin, Rosemary. Beyond Belief: Modern Art and the Religious Imagination. 
Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria. 1998.

Cunningham, Valentine. Reading after Theory. Oxford: Blackwell, 2002.

Cupitt, Don. What Is a Story? London: SCM, 1991.

Daly, Gabriel. Creation and Redemption. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan. 1988.

----------. "An Ecofeminist Contention Examined." Irish Theological Quarterly
60, no. 3 (1994): 216-24.

 .One Church: Two Indispensable Values Protestant Principle and
Catholic Substance. Dublin: The Irish School ofEcumenics, 1998.

Davie, Grace. "Religion in 21st-Century Europe: Framing the Debate." Irish 
Theological Quarterly 78, no. 3 (2013): 279-93.

Davis, Philip. Reading and the Reader. Oxford: Oxford University Press 2013.

Douglas, Mary. Thinking in Circles: An Essay on Ring Composition. New 
Haven, Conn.; London: Yale University Press, 2007.

Dunne, Sean. Something Understood: A Spiritual Anthology. Dublin: Marino, 
1995.

Eagleton, Terry. After Theory. New York: Basic Books, 2003.

----------. The Event o f  Literature. New Haven; London: Yale University Press,
2 0 1 2 .

297



How to Read a Poem. Oxford: Blackwell, 2007.

 . How to Read Literature. New Haven; London: Yale University Press,
2013.

---------- . Literary Theory: An Introduction. Malden, Mass.; Oxford: Blackwell
Pub., 2008.

 . On Evil. New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2010.

 . Reason, Faith, & Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate. New
Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2009.

Ebest, Sally Barr, and Kathleen H. Mclnerney. Too Smart to Be Sentimental: 
Contemporary Irish American Women Writers. Notre Dame, Ind.: 
University o f Notre Dame Press, 2008.

Fay, Sarah. "Marilynne Robinson: The Art o f Fiction No. 198" Paris Review  
(186), 2008.

Feuerbach, Ludwig. The Essence o f  Christianity. Translated by George Eliot. 
New York: Prometheus Books, 1989.

Freyne, Sean. Texts, Contexts and Cultures: Essays on Biblical Topics. Dublin: 
Veritas, 2002.

Gaffney, Maureen. Flourishing. Dublin: Penguin Ireland, 2011.

Gallagher, Susan VanZanten and M.D. Walhout. eds. Literature and the
Renewal o f  the Public Square. Cross Currents in Religion and Culture.
London: Macmillan Press, 2000.

Garbitelli, Mary Beth, and Douglas Kries. "Virtue and Romance: Allan Bloom 
on Jane Austen and Aristotelian Ethics." Modern Age  52, no. 1 (2010): 
25-36.

Gelpi, Albert. "The Catholic Presence in American Culture." American 
Literary History 11, no. 1 (1999): 196-212.

Goodison, Lorna. Guinea Woman: New and Selected Poems. Manchester: 
Carcanet. 2000.

Gray, Richard J. After the Fall: American Literature since 9/11. Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2011.

Greene, Roland, Stephen Cushman, Clare Cavanagh, Jahan Ramazani, and 
Paul F. Rouzer. The Princeton Encyclopaedia o f  Poetry and Poetics.
4th ed. Princeton, N.J.; Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2012.

298



Grey, Mary C. Beyond the Dark Night: A Way Forward fo r  the Church? 
London: Cassell, 1997.

Habermas, Jurgen, and Ciaran Cronin. An Awareness o f  What Is Missing: Faith 
and Reason in a Post-Secular Age. Cambridge, U.K.; Malden, Mass.: 
Polity, 2010.

Habermas, Jurgen, Jacques Derrida, and Giovanna Borradori. Philosophy in a 
Time o f  Terror: Dialogues with Jurgen Habermas and Jacques 
Derrida. Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2003.

Halfk, Tomas. Night o f  the Confessor: Christian Faith in an Age o f  
Uncertainty. New York: Image Books, 2012.

Hansen, Ron. A Stay against Confusion: Essays on Faith and Fiction. New 
York: Perennial, 2002.

Hass, Andrew, David Jasper, and Elisabeth Jay. The Oxford Handbook o f  
English Literature and Theology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007.

Hass, Andrew W. "Introduction." Literature and Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 
249-51.

 . "The Theoretical Community (or. Is There a Theor>’ in This
Journal?)." Literature and Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 289-304.

Hass, Robert. Time and Materials: Poems 1997-2005. New York: ecco books: 
An imprint of HarperCollins, 2007.

Heaney, Seamus. Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001. London: Faber, 
2002 .

 . Human Chain. London: Faber, 2010.

----------. Preoccupations: Selected Prose, 1968-1978. London: Faber & Faber,
1980.

----------. "Reality and Justice: On Translating Horace Odes, 1, 34." Irish Pages
l ,n o . 2 (2002): 50-53.

 . The Redress o f  Poetry: Oxford Lectures. London: Faber and Faber,
1995.

----------. Seeing Things. London: Faber and Faber, 1991.

Heaney, Seamus, and Dennis O'Driscoll. Stepping Stones: Interviews with 
Seamus Heaney. London: Faber, 2008.

299



Henry, Martin. "Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach to
Literature (Nicholas Boyle)." Irish Theological Quarterly 76, no. 3 
(2011): 293-97.

Herbert, George, and Helen Gardner. The Poems o f  George Herbert, World's 
Classics. Oxford University Press: London. 1961.

Hillesum, Etty. An Interrupted Life: The Diaries ofE tty Hillesum, 1941-1943. 
London: Persephone, 1999.

Hirshtleld, Jane. Hiddenness, Surprise, Uncertainty: Three Generative 
Energies o f  Poetry. Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2008.

Hitchens, Christopher. Mortality. London: Atlantic, 2012.

Hobbs, June Hadden. "Burial, Baptism, and Baseball: Typology and
Memorialization in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead." Christianity and 
Literature 59, no. 2 (2010): 241-62.

Hogan, Linda, and John May. "Ecumenics as Intercultural and Interreligious
Encounter." Search: A Church o f  Ireland Journal 33, no. 3 (2010): 177- 
184.

Holberg, Jennifer L. "The Courage to See It: Toward an Understanding of 
Glory." Christianity and Literature 59, no. 2 (2010); 283-300.

Hungerford, Amy. Postmodern Belief: American Literature and Religion since 
I960. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010.

Jacobs, Alan. A Theology o f  Reading: The Hermeneutics o f  Love. Boulder, 
Colo.; Oxford: Westview Press, 2001.

Jasper, Alison. "'The Past Is Not a Husk yet Change Goes on': Reimagining 
(Feminist) Theology." Feminist Theology 15, no. 2 (2007): 202-19.

Jasper, David, ed. Postmodernism, Literature and the Future o f  Theology. 
Edited by David Jasper, Studies in Literature and Religion. London:
The Macmillan Press, 1993.

Jay, Elisabeth. "Literature & Theology: The First Decade." Literature and 
Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 265-72.

Jay, Martin. Refractions o f  Violence. New York; London: Routledge, 2003.

Jeanrond, Werner G. Theological Hermeneutics: Development and 
Significance'. Macmillan, 1991.

--------- . "Toward an Interreligious Hermeneutic of Love." In Interreligious
Hermeneutics, edited by Catherine Cornille and Christopher R.
Conway, 44-60. Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2010.

300



Joas, Hans. The Sacredness o f  the Person: A New Genealogy o f  Human Rights. 
Translated by Alex Skinner. Washington, DC: Georgetown University 
Press, 2013.

Johnson, Elizabeth A. Quest fo r  the Living God: M apping Frontiers in the 
Theology o f  God. New York: Continuum, 2008.

---------- . She Who Is : The M ystery o f  God in a Feminist Theological
Discourse. New York: Crossroad, 1992.

Josipovici, Gabriel. The Book o f  God: A Response to the Bible. New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1988.

---------- . The Singer on the Shore : Essays 1991-2004. Manchester: Carcanet,
2006.

Kay, Magdalena. "Seamus Heaney, Zbigniew Herbert, and the Moral
Imperative." Comparative Literature Studies 50, no. 2 (2013): 262-87.

Kearney, Richard. Anatheism: {Returning to God after God}. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2010.

 . On Stories. London and New York: Routledge, 2002.

Keller, Catherine. The Face o f  the Deep : A Theology o f  Becoming. London; 
New York: Routledge, 2003.

---------- . On the Mystery : Discerning Divinity in Process. Minneapolis, MN:
Fortress Press, 2008.

Keller, Catherine, and Laurel C. Schneider. Polydoxy: Theology o f  Multiplicity 
and Relation. New York: Routledge, 2011.

Kis, Danilo, and Susan Sontag. Homo Poeticus: Essays and Interviews. 
Manchester: Carcanet. 1996.

Knitter, Paul F. Without Buddha I  Could Not Be a Christian. Oxford:
Oneworld, 2009.

Kristeva, Julia. This Incredible N eed to Believe. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009.

Kundera, Milan. The Art o f  the Novel. Translated by Linda Asher. London: 
Faber and Faber, 1986.

Labrie, Ross. The Catholic Imagination in American Literature. Columbia: 
Univ. o f Missouri Press, 1997.

301



Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago, 111.; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2003.

 . Philosophy in the Flesh : The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to
Western Thought. New York: Basic Books, 1999.

Lane, Dermot A. Keeping Hope Alive: Stirrings in Christian Theology. Dublin: 
Gill&Macmillan 1996.

---------- "Imagination and Theology: I'he Status Ouaestionis." Louvain Studies
34no. 2-3 (2010): 119-45.

Lash, Nicholas. Theology on the Way to Emmaus. London: SCM Press, 1986.

Levertov, Denise. Oblique Prayers. Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Bloodaxe, 1986.

 . Sands o f  the Well. New York: New Directions, 1996.

Levi, Primo. I f  This Ls a Man. The Truce. Translated by Stuart Woolf. London: 
Abacus, 1987.

Levinas, Emmanuel. Ethics and Infinity: Conver.sat ions with Philippe Nemo, 
Translated by Richard A. Cohen. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press 1998.

Levine, George Lewis. The Joy o f  Secularism : I I  Essays fo r  How We Live 
Now. Princeton, N.J. ; Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2011.

Lloyd, Vincent. "On the Use o f Gillian Rose." Heythrop Journal no. 5 
(2007): 697-706.

 . "The Secular Faith of Gillian Rose." Journal o f  Religious Ethics 36,
no. 4 (2008): 683-705.

MacGregor, Neil. A History o f  the World in 100 Objects. London: Allen Lane, 
2 0 1 0 .

MacGregor, Neil, and Erika Langmuir. Seeing Salvation: Images o f  Christ in 
Art. London: BBC, 2000.

MacIntyre, Alasdair C. After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory. 3rd ed. Notre 
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007.

Mathews, Aidan Carl. In the Poorer Quarters. Dublin: Veritas Publications, 
2007.

 . Lipstick on the Host. London: Seeker & Warburg, 1992.

302



McCabe, Herbert, and Brian Davies. God Still Matters. London: Continuum, 
2002 .

McDermott. Alice. After This. London: Bloomsbury, 2007.

 . A t Weddings and Wakes. London: Bloomsbury, 2003.

 . Charming Billy. London: Bloomsbury, 2003.

McDonagh, Enda. Im mersed in Mystery: Enroute to Theology. Dublin: Veritas, 
2007.

 . "'Inwardness' and the Economic Crisis -  for Seamus Heaney at
Seventy." The Furrow  60, no. 6 (2009): 323-28.

McGilchrist, Iain. The M aster and His Emissary: The D ivided Brain and the 
M aking o f  the Western World. New Haven ; London: Yale University 
Press, 2009.

Middleton, David L. Toni Morrison's Fiction: Contemporary Criticism. New 
York; London: Garland, 1997.

Midgley, Mary. Science and Poetry. London: Routledge, 2006.

Miller, Patrick D. "Editorial: Poetry and Theology." Theology Today 52, no. 3 
(October 1995).

Miller, Stephen Paul, and Daniel Morris, eds.. Radical Poetics and Secular 
Jewish Culture. Tuscaloosa: The University o f  Alabama Press, 2010.

Milosz, Czeslaw, ed. A Book o f  Luminous Things: An International Anthology 
of Poetry. San Diego New York London: Harcourt Brace & Company, 
1998.

 . New and Collected Poems, 1931-2001. London: Allen Lane, 2001.

---------- . Proud to Be a Mammal: Essays on War, Faith and Memory. London:
Penguin, 2010.

 . The Witness o f  Poetry, The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 1981-1982.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983.

Moi, Toril. "The Adventure o f Reading: Literature and Philosophy, Cavell and 
Beauvoir." Literature and Theology 25, no. 2 (2011): 125-40.

Morgan, Ben. "Some Problems with the Very Idea o f Otherness." Literature 
and Theology 25, no. 4 (2011): 436-55.

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. London: Vintage, 1997.

303



Moyaert, Marianne. "Absorption or Hospitality: Two Approaches to the
Tension between Identity and Alterity." In Interreligious Hermeneutics, 
edited by Catherine Cornille and Christopher R. Conway, 61-88. 
Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2010.

Murray, Les A. Learning Human: New Selected Poems. M anchester: Carcanet, 
2001 .

 . New Collected Poems. Manchester: Carcanet, 2003.

Murray OP, Paul "Aquinas on Poetry and Theology." Logos 16, no. 2 (2013): 
63-71.

Nelson, Holly Faith, Lynn Szabo, and Jens Zimmermann. Through a Glass 
Darkly: Suffering, the Sacred & the Sublime in Literature & Theory. 
Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2010.

Nussbaum, Martha Craven. Not fo r  Pro f i t : Why Democracy Needs the
Humanities, The Public Square Book Series. Princeton, N.J. ; Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2010.

O'Connell, Maureen H. I f  These Walls Could Talk: Community Muralism and  
the Beauty’ o f  Justice. Collegeville Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2012.

O'Donoghue, Bernard. The Cambridge Companion to Seamus Heaney. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009.

O'Driscoll, Dennis. The Bloodaxe Book o f  Poetry Quotations : Contemporary 
Quotations on Poets and Poetry. Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2006.

 . Dear Life. London: Anvil Press Poetry, 2012.

 . Exemplary Damages. London: Anvil Press, 2002.

 . New and Selected Poems. London: Anvil Press,2004

O'Leary, Joseph S. Questioning Back: The Overcoming o f  M etaphysics in 
Christian Tradition, A Seabury Book. Minneapolis: Winston Press, 
1985.

 . "Skillful Means as a Hermeneutic Concept." In Interreligious
Hermeneutics, edited by Catherine Cornille and Christopher Conway, 
163-83. Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2010.

O' Reilly, Charlie. "An Interview with Alice M cDermott." Contemporary 
Literature 46, no. 4 (W inter 2005): 557-78.

304



Ortiz, Gaye Williams, and Clara A. B. Joseph. Theology and Literature:
Rethinking Reader Responsibility. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006.

Otto, Rudolf. Translated by John W. Harvey. The Idea o f  the Holy: An Inquiry 
into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea o f  the Divine and Its Relation 
to the Rational. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958.

Oz, Amos. H om> to Cure a Fanatic. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2006.

Padel, Ruth. The Poem and the Journey : A nd  Sixty Poems to Read A long the 
Way. London: Chatto & Windus, 2007.

Parris, Kay. "Interview with Marilynne Robinson" Reform Magazine posted
August 25, 2010. <http;//www.reform-magazine.co.uk/interview>

Parsons, Susan Frank. The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Theology. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Petit, Susan. "Finding Flannery O'Connor's "Good Man" In Marilynne
Robinson's Gilead and Home." Christianity and Literature 59, no. 2 
(2010): 301-18.

 . "Names in M arilynne Robinson's G ilead  and Home.'' Names 58, no. 3
(2010): 139-49.

Pierce, Andrew, and Geraldine Smyth, OP, eds.. The Critical Spirit: Theology 
at the Crossroads o f  Faith and Culture Essays in Honour o f  Gabriel 
Daly OSA. Dublin: The Columba Press, 2003.

Pitts-Taylor, Victoria. "W aiting-to-Death, or Security and Asylum-Seeking in a 
Hospital ER." Women's Studies Quarterly 39, no. 1/2 (2011): 341-50.

Pyper, Hugh S. "Crucifixion in the Concert Hall: Secular and Sacred in James 
M acmillan's Passion o f St John." Literature and Theology 23, no. 3 
(2009): 344-55.

Quinn, Peter. "Clement & Loving." Commonweal 133, no. 18 (2006): 25-21.

Rahner, Karl. Translated by James M. Demske. Encounters with Silence. 
London: Burns and Oates, 1975.

 .Translated by William V. Dych. Foundations o f  Christian Faith: An
Introduction to the Idea o f  Christianity. London: Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 1978.

Reichardt, Mary R. Between Human and Divine : The Catholic Vision in
Contemporary Literature. W ashington, D.C.: Catholic University o f 
America Press, 2010.

305



Rich, Adrienne. Arts o f  the Possible : Essays and Conversations. New York; 
London: Norton, 2002.

 . Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985. London:
Virago, 1994.

 . The Dream o f  a Common Language: Poems 1974-1977. New York;
London : Norton. 1993.

 . The Fact o f  a Doorframe : Selected Poems, 1950-2001. New York;
London: Norton, 2002.

 . A Human Eye: Essays on Art in Society, 1997-2008. New York;
London: Norton. 2009.

 . The School among the Ruins: Poems, 2000-2004. New York; London:
Norton, 2004.

 . Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth: Poems, 2004-2006. New York;
London: Norton, 2007.

 . Tonight No Poetry Will Serve: Poems, 2007-2010. New York;
London: Norton, 2011.

Ricoeur, Paul. On Translation, Thinking in Action. Abingdon, England ; New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2006.

--------- . Figuring the Sacred: Religion Narrative, and Imagination.
Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1995.

Rilke, Rainer Maria, and Don Paterson. Orpheus: A Version o f  Rilke's Die 
Sonette an Orpheus. London: Faber, 2006.

Robinson, David C. God's Grandeur : The Arts and Imagination in Theology. 
Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2007.

Robinson, Marilynne. Absence o f  Mind: The Dispelling o f  Inwardness from  the 
Modern Myth o f  the S e lf Terry Lectures. New Haven & London: Yale 
University Press, 2010.

--------- . The Death o f  Adam : Essays on Modern Thought. Boston; Houghton
Mifflin, 1998.

 . Gilead. London: Virago, 2005.

 . Home. London: Virago, 2009.

 . When I Was a Child I Read Books. New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2012.

306



Rorty, Richard, and Gianni Vattimo. The Future o f  Religion. Edited by 
Santiago Zabala. New York: Columbia University, 2004.

Rose, Gillian. Love's Work. London: Chatto & Windus, 1995.

 . Love's Work. New York: New York Review Books, 2011.

---------- . M ourning Becomes the Law : Philosophy and Representation.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.

 . Paradiso. London: Menard, 1999.

Said, Edward W. Humanism and Democratic Criticism. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004.

 . Music at the Limits. New York ; Chichester: Columbia University
Press, 2008.

 . The World, the Text and the Critic. London: Faber, 1984.

Scarry, Elaine. The Body in Pain : The M aking and Unmaking o f  the World. 
New York ; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985.

 . On Beauty and Being.Just. London: Duckbacks, 2001.

Schillebeeckx, Edward. Translated by John Bowden. Church: The Human 
Story o f  God. London: SCM, 1990.

Schlink, Bernhard. Gidlt About the Past. Berkeley, CA: House o f  Anansi Press, 
2 0 1 0 .

Schneider, Laurel C. Beyond Monotheism : A Theology o f  Multiplicity.
London: Routledge, 2008.

Schneiders, Sandra M. The Revelatory T e x t: Interpreting the New Testament 
as Sacred Scripture. San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 1991.

Schiissler Fiorenza. Elisabeth. Wisdom Ways: Introducing Feminist Biblical 
Interpretation. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2001.

Schiissler Fiorenza. Elisabeth, Shelly Matthews, and Ann Graham Brock. 
Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Introduction  2vols. Vol. One.
New York: Crossroad, 1993.

Sen, Amartya. The Idea o f  Justice. London: Allen Lane, 2009.

Shanks, Andrew. Against Innocence: Gillian Rose's Reception and Gift o f  
Faith. London: SCM Press, 2008.

307



Siefker Bailey, Lisa M. "Fraught with Fire: Race and Theology in Marilynne 
Robinson's Gilead." Christianity and Literature 59, no. 2 (2010): 265- 
80.

Soskice, Janet Martin. Metaphor and Religious Language. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985.

Springs, Jason, Cornel West, Richard Rorty, Stanley Hauerwas and Jeffrey 
Stout, "Pragmatism and Democracy: Assessing Jeffrey Stout's Democracy and 
Tradition" Journal o f  the American Academy o f  Religion 78, no.2 (June 2010): 
414.

Stout. Jeffrey. Blessed Are the Organized: Grassroots Democracy in America. 
Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2010.

----------. Democracy and Tradition. Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2004.

Sweet, Victoria. God's Hotel: A Doctor, a Llospitcd, and a Pilgrimage to the 
Heart o f  Medicine. New York: Riverhead Books, 2012.

Tally, Justine. The Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007.

 . Toni Morrison's Beloved : Origins. New York; Routledge, 2009.

Tanner, Laura E. "Looking Back from the Grave; Sensory Perception and the 
Anticipation of Absence in Marilynne Robinson's Gilead." 
Contemporary Literature 48, no. 2 (2007); 227-52.

Taylor, Charles. Modern Social Imaginaries. Durham, N.C.; Duke University 
Press; Chesham; Combined Academic, 2004.

 . A Secular Age. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London England; The
Bellknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007.

Thiessen, Gesa Elsbeth. Theological Aesthetics : A Reader. London: SCM 
Press, 2004.

Travis, Molly Abel. "Beyond Empathy: Narrative Distancing and Ethics in 
Toni Morrison's Beloved and J. M. Coetzee's Disgrace." Journal o f  
Narrative Theory (2010): 231.

Trible, Phyllis. God and the Rhetoric o f  Sexuality. Philadelphia; Fortress Press, 
1978.

Vanhoozer, Kevin J. The Drama o f  Doctrine : A Canonical-Linguistic
Approach to Christian Theology. Louisville; Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2005.

308



Vanhoozer, Kevin J., James K. A. Smith, and Bruce Ellis Benson.
Hermeneutics at the Crossroads. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University 
Press, 2006.

Vattimo, Gianni. A Farewell to Truth. Translated by William McCuaig. New 
York; Chichester: Columbia University Press, 2011.

Vendler, Helen. The Breaking o f  Style : Hopkins, Heaney, Graham.
Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1995.

Viladesau, Richard. Theology and the Arts : Encountering God through Music, 
Art, and Rhetoric. New York: Paulist Press, 2000.

Volf, Miroslav. Captive to the Word o f  G o d : Engaging the Scriptures fo r
Contemporary Theological Reflection. Grand Rapids, Mich.: William 
B. Eerdmans Pub., 2010.

Wainwright, Elaine Mary. Shall We Look fo r  Another?: A Feminist Rereading  
o f  the Matthean Jesus. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1998.

Walton, Heather. Imagining Theology: Women, Writing and God. London:
T&T Clark International A Continuum Imprint, 2007.

Walton, Heather, ed. Literature and Theology': Ne^\' Interdisciplinary Spaces.
Farnham: Ashgate, 2011.

Ward. Graham. "Adam and Eve's Shame (and Ours)." Literature and Theology 
26, no. 3 (2012): 305-22.

Weele, Michael Vander. "Marilynne Robinson's G ilead  and the Difficult Gift 
o f  Human Exchange." Christianity and Literature 59, no. 2 (2010): 
217-39.

Weil, Simone. Gravity and Grace. London: Routledge, 1995.

White, James Boyd. "This Book o fS tarres" : Learning to Read George 
Herbert. Ann Arbor: University o f Michigan Press, 1994.

Williams, Rowan Faith in the Public Square. London: Bloomsbury 
Continuum, 2012.

---------- . "Native Speakers: Identity, Grace and Homecoming." Christianity and
Literature 61, no. 1 (2011): 7-18.

---------- . Dostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction. London: Continuum, 2008.

309



----------- . Grace and Necessity: Reflections on Art and Love. London;
Continuum, 2005.

 . On Christian Theology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000.

Winterson, Jeanette. Art Objects : Essays on Ecstasy and Effrontery. London: 
Cape, 1995.

Wolterstorff, Nicholas. "Beyond Beauty and the Aesthetic in the Engagement 
o f Religion and Art." In Theological Aesthetics after Von Balthasar, 
edited by O. V. Bychkov and James Fodor. Aldershot, Hants, England; 
Burlington, VT.: Ashgate, 2008

 . "Why Philosophy o f Art Cannot Handle Kissing, Touching, and
Crying." Journal o f  Aesthetics & Art Criticism  61, no. 1 (2003): 17-27.

Wood, James. "God in the Quad." New Yorker 85, no. 26 (2009): 75-79.

Ziolkowski, Eric. "Literature and Theology from a North American
Perspective." Literature and Theology 26, no. 3 (2012): 273-88.

310


