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PREFACE


This book had its origins in an unusual invitation. In 2017, I was invited to give a talk about justice and politics in the book of Psalms as part of a choral festival in Utrecht at which four choirs would sing settings of all 150 of the Psalms. My lecture was to take place in an interval between performances. Apart from what nearly everyone knows—“the Lord is my shepherd” and “though I walk through the valley of the shadow”—I knew little about the Psalms, but I accepted anyway, telling myself I had time to learn. I studied them over a summer in the King James Version of the Bible, read Robert Alter’s translations from the Hebrew, and gave the lecture. Afterward my wife, Zsuzsanna, and I sat with the rest of the audience, over a Saturday and Sunday, to listen to the choirs, with the words of the Psalms projected in Dutch and English above the stage. The music was beautiful, the words were resonant, and the experience had a cathartic effect I have been trying to understand ever since. I came to give a lecture about justice and politics, but I discovered consolation—in the words, the music, and the tears of recognition in the audience.


So that is how the project began: trying to understand the impact of the Psalms on me and others in that concert hall in Utrecht. How had ancient religious language exerted such a spell upon us, especially upon a nonbeliever like me? And what did it mean, exactly, to be consoled?


As I pursued this project over the next four years, it became more enthralling but also more difficult. I felt that I was wading against the current, working on a subject that bewildered friends and colleagues, who often asked me, Why consolation? Why now?


Then in March 2020, COVID-19 sent us all into recurrent lockdowns for a year or more. In the online world that became our global commons, there was a veritable explosion of attempts to provide consolation, to give meaning to our shared feelings of disorientation, fear, loneliness, and raw grief, as the death tolls rose from the scarcely believable to the mutely accepted. Artists, writers, singers, musicians, and thinkers sought to bear witness to the moment and bring comfort to those around them. Zsuzsanna and I, for example, joined thousands online to listen to a Rotterdam orchestra, who, unable to be together, played Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” on Zoom, the musicians in their homes, coordinating their timing through earphones. A pianist, Igor Levit, played Beethoven sonatas every night from his room in Berlin; Simon Rattle accompanied Magdalena Kožená as she sang songs by Brahms; poets read poems of solace from their bedrooms; people read aloud from their copies of Camus’s The Plague or Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year; rappers rapped; singers sang; intellectuals declaimed.


This outpouring validated the impulse that led me to take counsel from great men and women who lived through times darker than our own and who found consolation in works of art, philosophy, and religion. These works are still there to help us in our hour of need, to perform their ancient task once again.


This book is not a working through of private griefs, but it remains a deeply personal project. The form it has taken—portraits of particular men and women in history struggling to find consolation—puts special stress on how ideas and meanings are forged in the crucible of experiences at once singular and universal in their significance.


On Consolation is a return to work I did as a historian of ideas in The Needs of Strangers, back in 1984. My understanding of Hume, Condorcet, and Marx, who figure in this book, was formed by my time at King’s College, Cambridge, between 1978 and 1984, as codirector of a project on the history of classical political economy. The philosopher Bernard Williams was the provost of the college during this period; Gareth Stedman Jones and John Dunn were guiding inspirations for the project; and my codirector was that incomparable scholar István Hont, whose death in 2013 at sixty-five is a loss to all who knew him.


During the twelve years that I knew Isaiah Berlin and worked on his biography, I never discussed consolation with him, since he was one of those irrepressibly buoyant people who seemed not to need any at all. But my understanding of Anna Akhmatova, who consoled herself with the hope that her poetry would constitute an imperishable record of Stalin’s Terror, was shaped by Berlin’s recollection of his encounter with her in Leningrad in 1945.


As I wrote this book, I became ever more indebted to traditions of scholarship that have made my work possible. The fact that we have some of these texts at all—the book of Job, the book of Psalms, Paul’s Epistles, Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations, Cicero’s letters, for example—is a testament to the fidelity, over many centuries, of anonymous scholars, copyists, scribes, and translators who saved them from the mice, from fire and plague and human indifference. My modern contemporaries are faithful heirs of these traditions. Here I would like to express thanks to particular individuals who helped me as the project took shape. Yoeri Albrecht issued the original invitation to give the lecture at the festival in Utrecht. I am grateful to Robert Alter for his wonderful translation of the Hebrew Bible and for his reading of Job and the Psalms as works of literature; to Nicholas Wright for his interpretation of Paul and his trenchant criticism of my own; to Christian Brouwer for his work on Boethius; to Arthur Applbaum for sharing his knowledge of Hebrew and for his writing on Montaigne; to Moshe Halbertal for sharing his understanding of Job with me and for his essay, “Job, the Mourner”; to Leon Wieseltier for acute editorial suggestions throughout; to Sarah Schroth for her study of El Greco, published more than forty years ago; to Emma Rothschild for her scholarship on Condorcet; to Gareth Stedman Jones for his biography of Marx; to Adam Gopnik for his writing on Lincoln; to the musicologist and conductor Leon Botstein for his knowledge of Mahler; to Karol Berger for sharing his understanding of Wagner and Nietzsche; to Lisa Appignanesi for years of dialogue on Freud and other matters both weighty and frivolous; to Tim Crane for thinking with me about whether we have a right to religious consolations if we do not share religious belief; to János Kis for his thoughts on the relation between consolation and being at peace with fate; to Maria Kronfeldner for her critique of my treatment of “hope” in Primo Levi; to Carlo Ginzburg for his close and critical reading of my treatment of Primo Levi; to Mark Lilla for his reading of Camus; to Michael Zantovsky, Jacques Rupnik, and Havel’s exemplary translator Paul Wilson for sharing their friendship and their understanding of Václav Havel; to Győző Ferencz for reading and correcting the section of a chapter devoted to the Hungarian poet Miklós Radnóti; to the curators of the Anna Akhmatova Museum in Saint Petersburg who shared their love of the poet and their intimate knowledge of her lodgings in the Sheremetiev Palace; to David Clark who enriched my view of Cicely Saunders; and to Tom Laqueur for the luminous scholarship of his The Work of the Dead. All these scholars and friends shared their knowledge with me but bear no responsibility for what I have done with it.


I also want to thank my brother, Andrew, who cares for the family roots from which this book also took its sustenance.


I owe a special debt of thanks to the chief librarian of Central European University, Diane Geraci, and her team, for their constant assistance. Thanks also to my resourceful assistant, Noemi Kakucs.


I am grateful to the editorial team that devoted such care to the manuscript: Jane Haxby for her copyedit, Brian Lax for moving the process along, and Sara Bershtel and Anne Collins for editorial suggestions that clarified arguments and reduced repetitions. Sara and Anne, joined by Ravi Mirchandani and my agent and lifelong friend Michael Levine, each committed to the book before they knew how it would turn out, and this act of faith helped me to sustain my own.


Speaking of acts of faith, I cannot conclude without mentioning Zsuzsanna Zsohar, who was there in Utrecht when it all began and who, as always, has listened to every word and improved it all. The book is dedicated to her.










Introduction


After Paradise


I am visiting a friend who lost his wife six months ago. He is frail but unsparingly alert. The chair where she used to sit is still in its place across from his. The room remains as she arranged it. I have brought him a cake from a café that they used to visit together when they were courting. He eats a slice greedily. When I ask him how things are going, he looks out the window and says quietly, “If only I could believe that I would see her again.”


There is nothing I can say, so we sit in silence. I came to console or at least comfort, but I can’t do either. To understand consolation, it is necessary to begin with the moments when it is impossible.


Console. It’s from the Latin consolor, to find solace together. Consolation is what we do, or try to do, when we share each other’s suffering or seek to bear our own. What we are searching for is how to go on, how to keep going, how to recover the belief that life is worth living.


But here, in this moment with my old friend, I am reminded how difficult this is. He is truly inconsolable. He refuses to believe that he can live without her. Trying to console him takes us both to the limits of language, and so words trail off into silence. His grief is a deep solitude that cannot be shared. In its depths, there is no place for hope.


This moment also lays bare what it is like to live in this time after paradise. For millennia, people believed that they would see their loved ones again in the afterlife. They imagined it vividly, and the great artists depicted it: clouds, angels, celestial harps, unending plenty, freedom from toil and illness, but above all the reunion, this time forever, with the beloved.


Paradise was the form that hope has taken for thousands of years, but what Shakespeare said of death is also true of paradise: it is the country from which no traveler returns. By the sixteenth century, Europeans began to suspect that no such country ever existed. In the twenty-first century, unbelief now commands the hearts and minds of many, though not all, of the people I know. What unleashed unbelief, among many other forces, was an ideal of truth. If my old friend succumbed to his own longing to believe, he would feel he had betrayed himself.


This is where we are today, heirs both to traditions of consolation and to the centuries of revolt against them. What consolations can we still believe in?


Today the word has lost the meanings once rooted in religious traditions. In these times, the consolation prize is the one you don’t want to win. A culture that chases success does not devote much attention to failure, loss, or death. Consolation is for losers.


Consolation used to be a subject for philosophy, because philosophy was understood to be the discipline that taught us how to live and die. Consolatio was a genre unto itself in the Stoic traditions of the ancient world. Cicero was a master of the art. Seneca wrote three famous letters to console grieving widows. Marcus Aurelius, the Roman emperor, wrote his Meditations essentially to console himself. A Roman senator, Boethius, wrote The Consolation of Philosophy while awaiting a death sentence at the hands of a barbarian king in AD 524. These texts still linger on in humanities courses for undergraduates, but professional philosophy has left them behind.


Consolation has also lost its institutional setting. The churches, synagogues, and mosques, where we once consoled each other in collective rituals of grief and mourning, have been emptying out. If we seek help in times of misery, we seek it alone, from each other, and from therapeutic professionals. They treat our suffering as an illness from which we need to recover.


Yet when suffering becomes understood as an illness with a cure, something is lost. The religious traditions of consolation were able to situate individual suffering within a wider frame and to offer a grieving person an account of where an individual life fit into a divine or cosmic plan.


This is the wider frame in which the great languages of consolation offered hope. Such frames remain available to us even now: the Jewish God who demands obedience but whose covenant with his people promises that he will protect us; the Christian God who so loved the world that he sacrificed his own son and offered us the hope of eternal life; classical Roman Stoics who promised that life would hurt less if we could learn how to renounce the vanity of human wishes. More influential today is the tradition that takes shape in the work of Montaigne and Hume, who questioned whether we could ever discern any grand meaning for our suffering.


These thinkers also gave voice to a passionate belief that religious faith had missed the most crucial source of consolation of all. The meaning of life was not to be found in the promise of paradise, nor in the mastery of the appetites, but in living to the full every day. To be consoled, simply, was to hold on to one’s love of life as it is, here and now.


Both ancients and moderns did share a sense of the tragic. Both accepted that there are some losses that are irremediable; some experiences from which we cannot fully recover; some scars that heal but do not fade. The challenge of consolation in our times is to endure tragedy, even when we cannot find a meaning for it, and to continue living in hope.


To live in hope, these days, may require a saving skepticism toward the drumbeat of doom-laden narratives that reach us from every media portal. In 1783, when Britain had just lost its American colonies and public affairs were in turmoil, James Boswell asked Samuel Johnson whether the “turbulences” of public life had not “vexed yourself a little, sir.” Johnson reacted in his grandest and most dismissive mode. “That’s cant, Sir. Publick affairs vex no man, Sir. I have never slept an hour less nor eat an ounce less meat.”


We can take this today as an injunction to retain some skeptical self-command in the face of the narratives that invade our consciousness and frame the times in which we live. If it was cant in 1783 to lose sleep over the loss of America, it would be cant, in our times, to let our own resilience buckle before the tide of public commentary that predicts environmental Armageddon, democratic collapse, or a future blighted by new plagues. None of these challenges, as daunting as they are, are made easier to overcome by believing they are unprecedented. In this book we will encounter men and women who lived through plague, the collapse of republican freedom, campaigns of mass extermination, enemy occupation, and catastrophic military defeat. Their stories set our times in context and enable us to draw inspiration from their lucidity. To see ourselves in the light of history is to restore our connection to the consolations of our ancestors and to discover our kinship with their experience.


We will be astonished when we do. We might suppose that religious texts—Job, the Psalms, Paul’s Epistles, Dante’s Paradiso—are closed to us if we don’t happen to share the faith that inspired them. But why should we be required to pass a test of belief before we can derive consolation from religious texts? The religious promise of salvation and redemption might be closed to us, but not the consolation that comes from the understanding that religious texts can offer for our moments of despair. The Psalms are among the most eloquent documents in any language of what it is to feel bereft, alone and lost. They contain unforgettable descriptions of despair as well as exalted visions of hope. We can still respond to their promise of hope because the Psalms recognize what we need hope for. This is why, even at this hour, someone, somewhere, is picking up the Gideon Bible in a hotel room and reading the Psalms, and why, as I discovered in the choral festival in Utrecht where this project began, when music and words come together, they hold out a promise of hope that makes our unbelief somehow irrelevant.


Consolation is an act of solidarity in space—keeping company with the bereaved, helping a friend through a difficult moment; but it is also an act of solidarity in time—reaching back to the dead and drawing meaning from the words they left behind.


To feel kinship with the psalmists, with Job, with Saint Paul, with Boethius, Dante, and Montaigne, with modern figures like Camus, to feel our emotions expressed in the music of Mahler, is to feel that we are not marooned in the present. These works help us find words for what is wordless, for experiences of isolation that imprison us in silence.


We are still able to hear these voices from the past thanks to chains of meaning maintained over thousands of years. Eight hundred years after Boethius consoled himself by imagining a wise Lady Philosophia who visited him in prison, Dante, in exile from his native Florence, read Boethius’s Consolation, and it inspired him to imagine a journey, also in company with a wise lady, from the inferno through purgatory to paradise. A further six hundred years later, in the summer of 1944, a young Italian chemist trudged through Auschwitz with a fellow prisoner. As they walked, the Italian suddenly remembered lines of Dante:




We are not born to be brutes. We are men, created for knowledge and virtue.





This is how the language of consolation endures—from Boethius to Dante, from Dante to Primo Levi—human beings in extremity drawing inspiration from each other across a millennium. This solidarity in time is the essence of the consolation that this book hopes to make accessible, once again.


There are many other words we use, beside consolation, when we confront loss and pain.


We can be comforted without being consoled, just as we can be consoled without being comforted. Comfort is transitory; consolation is enduring. Comfort is physical; consolation is propositional. Consolation is an argument about why life is the way it is and why we must keep going.


Consolation is the opposite of resignation. We can be resigned to death without being consoled, and we can accept the tragic in life without being resigned to it. We can derive consolation, in fact, from our struggle with fate and how that struggle inspires others.


To be resigned to life is to give up, to forgo any hope that it could be different. To be reconciled to life, on the other hand, allows us to hold out hope for what the future might bring. To be reconciled we must first make peace with our losses, defeats, and failures. To be consoled is to accept these losses, to accept what they have done to us and to believe, despite everything, that they need not haunt our future or blight our remaining possibilities.


The essential element of consolation is hope: the belief that we can recover from loss, defeat, and disappointment, and that the time that remains to us, however short, offers us possibilities to start again, failing perhaps, but as Beckett said, failing better. It is this hope that allows us, even in the face of tragedy, to remain unbowed.


When we seek consolation, we are seeking more than just a way to feel better. Serious losses cause us to question the larger design of our existence: the fact that time flows inexorably in one direction, and that while we can still hope for the future, we cannot unlive the past. Serious reversals cause us to reckon with the fact that the world is not fair and that, in the larger domain of politics and the smaller world of our private lives, justice can remain cruelly out of reach. To be consoled is to make peace with the order of the world without renouncing our hopes for justice.


Finally, and most difficult of all, loss and defeat force us to confront our own limitations. This is where consolation can be hardest to achieve. In the face of our failures, we are tempted to take refuge in illusion. There is no true consolation in illusion, so we must try, as Václav Havel said, “to live in truth.”


This book is a collection of portraits, arranged in historical order, each devoted to a single person in extremity who used the traditions they inherited to seek consolation. As we shall see, they did not always succeed, but we can learn from their struggles and find hope in their examples. It begins with the book of Job and concludes with Anna Akhmatova, Primo Levi, Albert Camus,Václav Havel, and Cicely Saunders. I hope my choices will not appear arbitrary. Another book could have been written about what Europeans learned from Asian, African, or Muslim sources of consolation. I have tried to show how traditions of consolation forged over thousands of years in the European tradition remain capable of inspiring us today. What do we learn that we can use in these times of darkness? Something very simple. We are not alone, and we never have been.










One
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The Voice in the Whirlwind


The Book of Job and the Book of Psalms


Consolation is possible only if hope is possible, and hope is possible only if life makes sense to us. If we genuinely believed that life were absurd, one random event after another, without letup or respite, ending in death, then resignation, heedless pleasure, flight, suicide—anything at all—would make sense, but not consolation. The hope we need for consolation depends on faith that our existence is meaningful or can be given meaning by our efforts. This is the faith that allows us to live in expectation of recovery and renewal. Consolation depends on that faith and is thus an unavoidably religious idea, even if, as we shall see, the meaning that gives us hope can take nonreligious and even anti-religious forms. Yet it is with the religious search for the meaning of suffering that we must begin. Religions fulfill many functions, but one is to console, to explain why human beings suffer and die and why, despite these facts, we should live in hope.


From the beginning of the human record—when ideas were first put down on clay tablets in cuneiform or on papyrus strips with ink made from ashes—thinkers have asked the essential question: how to sustain faith in the human experience in the face of suffering, loss, and death. Jewish and Christian religions begin with a refusal to accept that we are born only to suffer and die.


The Hebrew prophets begin this search for hope, and hence are the originators of the Western idea of consolation. They imagined a monotheistic God, all-powerful and all-knowing, a divine lawgiver, but they then had to explain why such a God could allow the righteous to suffer and the iniquitous to prosper. In supposing that the world was the creation of a just God, the Hebrew prophets bequeathed to us the problem that human beings have been trying to solve ever since: how to preserve hope and faith in the face of the injustice and harshness of life. Without a solution to this problem, there is no consolation.


Many texts in the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, are a sustained, anguished search for an answer. One of these is the book of Job. Another is the book of Psalms. Of these texts, we will ask two questions: how they solved the problem, and why, even today, when the solution—faith in God’s justice and mercy—no longer commands belief, these books still retain their power to console.


We know next to nothing about the book of Job’s author or authors. Robert Alter, who translated the book of Job into English, surmises that the author was a brilliantly sophisticated poet with a mastery of Aramaic verse, working somewhere in the Middle East in the fifth or sixth century before the Christian era. It is also possible that the book of Job does not have a single author but is instead a compilation of writings by a number of authors over a long time, working from primeval myths, folktales, or oral traditions going back still further. If so, the book of Job can be seen as the collective imagining of whole peoples, borrowing from Aramaic and Canaanite sources and from tribes who warred with the Jews only to make peace and share traditions. The fact that the text survived and was incorporated into the Hebrew Bible may be an example of beauty saving itself, words striking so close to the heart that anyone who read them felt bound to save them from destruction.


The book of Job imagines a man who once enjoyed a plenitude of good fortune—robust health and a contented family, barns full of animals and grain, expanses of tilled fields—losing everything because God decides to try his faith. This is an all-powerful God, but also one who is human in his susceptibility to temptation and bad counsel. A figure in the tale known as the “satan,” which Alter translates as the “adversary,” insinuates that Job’s faith depends only on his prosperity. A fortunate man, he suggests, would turn against God if fortune turned against him.


God tests Job’s faith by sending marauding tribes to slaughter Job’s cattle, set fire to his buildings, and slay his children. When the messenger brings Job this news—“And I only am escaped alone to tell thee”—Job mourns, tears his garments, shaves his head, bows down before God, but his faith does not buckle. Instead of giving in to rage or sorrow, he declares, in the words of the King James Version, “the Lord gave and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”


The adversary then whispers in God’s ear that “A man will give all he has for his own life.” Strike his bone and his flesh and see whether he keeps his faith. And so God turns Job over to the adversary, cautioning only that his life be preserved. The adversary gives Job the plague, but Job survives, ill and destitute, by the ashes of a cold hearth, scratching at his sores. His wife berates him. “Curse God and die,” she cries. Still, though his despair is as black as night, Job refuses to abandon his God.


At this point in the story, three friends, Job’s comforters, sit down beside him and at first share his dejection in silence. “None spake a word unto him: for they saw that his grief was very great.” Each in turn then tries to talk him into accepting his fate. Your faith is being tried, they tell him, and you must endure the trial. Job listens with clenched teeth, bitterly unconvinced. He is inconsolable. The God in whom he placed his trust, the God he loved, is punishing him for no reason at all. Why does God keep him alive, he cries, when he longs for death “but it cometh not”?


The comforters then become more critical. Job’s despair will disperse, they tell him, only when he recognizes his faults. “Shall mortal man be more just than God?” Instead of repining, Job should be positively grateful for his afflictions. They are just punishment for his wrongdoing.


Job will have none of it. It is not only God’s errant malignity that torments him, but also a new sense of mankind’s cosmic insignificance. “Man that is born of a woman is of few days and full of trouble.” The most trifling plant or tree dies away with the autumn and then renews itself each spring; man dies only once and his bones waste away to nothingness. Hope, Job is saying, depends on faith that human life has significance in God’s eyes. What if we don’t matter at all?


The comforters seize on Job’s admission of his own insignificance to humble him further, but Job fights back. His very despair is a way of insisting, despite everything, on his own importance in the ultimate scheme of things. In his despair, Job edges toward blasphemy, asking, what is this God he worships? Why do we obey someone who torments us?


The comforters try to convince him that the road to consolation lies in accepting blame for his misfortunes. Job refuses. He has kept faith with God. He has accepted what God has given, and what God has taken away. What more can be asked of him? That he should confess guilt, when he believes he is innocent? “My righteousness I hold fast and will not let it go.”


Humbling himself, Job retorts, is the path not to consolation, but to humiliation. He will not take further counsel from these “physicians of no value.” I am not being heard, he tells them, not by you, not by God. There is no consolation if you are not heard. He no longer cares what humans have to tell him. His quarrel is with God. “I would speak to the Almighty, and I desire to reason with God.”


This figure covered with sores, destitute and abandoned, in rags, is a stupendous invention: the true ancestor of all the great wronged and self-wronging giants of literature up to King Lear and beyond. Job shakes his fist at the sky. “I would speak,” he thunders, “and I will not fear him for that is not the way I am.”


Job takes upon himself the right to talk back, to demand answers. Here is worship as dialogue and argument. In Job, and in the prophetic Hebrew tradition, the human search for consolation becomes a demand for divine validation, a cry insisting on its right to be heard.


Job’s God does not keep silent. He speaks out of the whirlwind in a majestic tirade. Who, he demands to know, dares to challenge him? Does Job have any idea of his power? “Where wast thou when I laid the foundation of the earth?” How can a mere human being dare to question the power of the one who put the morning stars in the sky, who created the sea, who girdled the earth with clouds? Who are you to tell me what to do? How dare you, God cries, accuse me of your suffering? “Wilt thou condemn me, that thou mayest be righteous?”


In God’s eyes, Job is impermissibly arrogant, for he dares to blame God for his torments. Job must make peace with what he cannot understand.


The voice from the whirlwind insists on obedience but it also confers recognition. Once the voice ceases speaking, Job knows that God has heard him and he accepts that he must reconcile with a divine power he cannot hope to understand. His reconciliation with God begins with an admission of ignorance, but not of guilt. “I have uttered that I understood not . . . things too wonderful for me, which I knew not.” Having spoken and having been heard, there is now a dignity in his surrender: “Therefore, do I recant, and I repent in dust and ashes.”


A learned friend tells me that the Hebrew for “And I repent” here is v’nikhamti, from the root N-Kh-M. It is the same as the word for consolation. When the King James Version renders the lines in Isaiah as “Comfort ye my people,” the Hebrew is nakhamu, from the same root, N-Kh-M, which is more literally translated as “You be consoled.” The Hebrew connects the idea of consolation with a change of heart toward grief itself. Grief can be a single-minded obsession, and Job’s grief is of this kind. He is inconsolable so long as he can think only of himself and his fate. When he accepts that God is inscrutable and unknowable, when he ceases to fixate on his innocence and accepts God’s unknowable order, he is restored to his former life. Consolation may not require admission of guilt, but it requires repentance and acceptance.


Is this how we are to understand what God demands and Job accepts? That God will not console Job unless Job repents? If this were so, consolation is possible, in God’s world, only if mourners throttle their grief and submit to God with unwavering obedience.


Yet this is not all there is to this dark tale. The book of Job also wants us to notice that instead of thanking Job’s three comforters, God reproves them. “Ye have not spoken of me the thing that is right, as my servant Job hath.”


Job’s comforters had sought to relieve his despair by explaining his suffering. They had offered a rationale for God’s infliction of torments on an innocent man. This may be why God reproaches them—for presuming to explain. False consolation of the kind offered by Job’s comforters fails to console precisely because it presumes to explain, because, in the case of Job, it implies that he got what he deserved.


In the Job story, God demands absolute obedience as the condition of consolation, but he also demands something else: fidelity to one’s truth. Job refused to admit his guilt. He demanded that his innocence be recognized, both by God and by the false comforters. He kept faith, paradoxically, by demanding justice. To demand justice is to have faith that the world is sufficiently meaningful for justice to be possible and that God has the power to grant it. If this interpretation is correct, the teller of the Job story wants us to understand that if there is consolation in obedience, there is none in helpless resignation. If we apply this idea to our own lives, consolation can lift us from the depths of despair only if we have the courage to demand recognition, from ourselves and from others, for the reality of our suffering and refuse the false consolations of those who deny what we have endured or who claim that it is justified. The story also counsels us to stop asking the question that so often torments us in grief: Why me? God tells Job, and thus tells us, this is a question for which there is no good answer.


In the final lines of the parable, as if rewarded for this new understanding, Job is restored to his riches, his family, his home, and his health. The book of Job concludes by telling us that Job died eventually, “old and full of days,” at peace with his God.


The book of Job is an account of the order of the world in which consolation is possible, because the heavens are not silent. Human beings are part of this world, not estranged from it, and while its order may be inscrutable, it is possible for Job to accept that his suffering, however unendurable, has meaning in God’s eyes as a trial of his faith. The injustice of God’s world may be hard to bear, but it is the work of an intelligence that surpasses our understanding, not random and meaningless chance.


Today, those who still talk to God, like Job, live in hope that their prayers will be answered, yet they also know that God may not answer. The comfort of prayer is in the saying of them and in the communion with the self that results. Prayerful people no longer expect the voice to speak out of the whirlwind. In modern times, we have become used to waiting for God in silence. The great religious thinker and mystic Simone Weil, who died in 1943, reflected deeply on the story of Job. She always thought of her relationship to God as a form of waiting, in patience and in hope. She was not waiting to be consoled, she said, merely to feel that he was there. In Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, this vision of the human relation to the divine grew darker and more comic. Vladimir and Estragon wait and talk and wait, and no one speaks to them out of the ambient air. We have got used to the silence.


How then is an identification with the Job story possible for those who will never bring themselves to accept Job’s God or wait for him to speak? Whatever we think of Job and his God, we must begin any history of the idea of consolation here, for the story describes the human situation so clearly. Job’s story tells us we are fated to endure sorrow and suffering that have no apparent meaning, moments when existence is a torment, when we know what it is to be truly inconsolable. But like Job, we must learn to endure, we must hold on to the truth of what we have lived and refuse false consolations, like believing that we deserve to suffer. We should refuse the burden of guilt and struggle as best we can to understand the meaning of our lives. We are not condemned to eternal silence, to meaninglessness. There is an answer to be found in the whirlwind, in human beings’ unendingly troubled encounter with our fate, but to find the answer that is true for us we will have to be as courageous as the man in rags who dared raise his fist to the sky.




The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.


He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.


He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.


Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.


Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.


Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.





These are some of the most consoling words ever written. If you are grieving, Psalm 23 can help you through the night. If you are in prison, they are the words a chaplain may read out to you. Once, when men and women mounted the scaffold, these may have been the last words they heard.


In the book of Job, Job is consoled by God’s appearance in the whirlwind, by his recognition of Job’s dignity even in his suffering. But what about us? If we do not have Job’s faith, if we do not believe in God, why does the psalm move us? Why were the eyes of the people in the Utrecht hall filled with tears of recognition?


It’s easy to see why these words bring comfort—they are beautiful, rhythmically phrased, incantatory. But consolation is something more. How do they contain a message of hope? And why do we believe it?


Job is consoled because he ends his life secure in his submission to God’s cosmic order, even if he does not comprehend it. Today we can admire the beauty of this conception and even wish it were true, but elegiac nostalgia for discarded certainties is a passing comfort. Consolation should have some element of enduring plausibility, or else the hope it gives us will not survive the tests in store.


We cannot read the Psalms, as the faithful do, as testaments of faith in a divine order, but we can still draw consolation from being connected to a chain of meaning stretching back to the very dawn of recorded human expression and, if the chain remains unbroken, stretching far into the future, offering consolation to generations as yet unborn.


While the texts themselves have survived, their authors have vanished. We call them the psalmists, but we know nothing about them. Were they votaries of a cult, or rabbis of the early Jewish faith? Could there have been women among their number? In an age when we know our authors’ lives as well, if not better, than their books, it is salutary to be moved by authors about whom we know nothing.


The Psalms are a palimpsest, a layering of meanings built up over generations from Baal worship, Canaanite metaphysics, and the emergent monotheism that became Judaism. They are texts that borrow, steal, and mediate among faiths whose doctrines are lost but whose fears and exaltations survive in the fragments that have come down to us.


The Psalms haven’t survived unscathed. Scholars can show where lines break off, where a copyist made a mistake. We can’t figure out what certain lines mean or why one line follows another, what metaphysics is implied, for example, in the original Hebrew word that the King James Bible translates as soul, but which, according to Robert Alter, might actually mean something closer to vitality or life force. The text of the Psalms is not settled. Christian readings have contended with Jewish ones for thousands of years. Modern translations vary so significantly that you wonder whether they are of the same psalm. So their survival—and the continuity that consoles—cannot be due to the reverent handing on of a holy text from one set of scribes to the next, but to something more like a fierce argument, in which the text has been manhandled, snatched from one faith and tossed to another, saved from flames, hidden underground, smuggled to safety, treasured but also manipulated, in good faith and in bad.


The Psalms are songs, both of praise and of lamentation, and the texts that have survived contain markings for musicians along with indications that certain instruments should be used, possibly as part of a cultic worship whose traces have vanished. We no longer know what these musical instruments were or what they might have sounded like. But that has not prevented musicians in every generation, from plainchant in the earliest monasteries to contemporary composers, from setting the words to music. For this reason, we are more than the passive heirs of a mysterious gift from the past. Composers and artists will be setting these words to new forms of music far into the future, and choirs, just like the ones at Utrecht, will still be singing them, long after we are gone.


Reading the Psalms is like walking among ruins—past a sheared column, over a hearthstone bearing the indentation of footsteps, down into a crypt where you inhale the odor of damp stone and run your hands along the mortar, dip your finger into the masons’ marks and come into contact with the anonymous artisans who built so well. It is then, with the masons, with the psalmists, that we find ourselves belonging to a chain of meaning that has kept faith, all along, with beauty.


This chain begins with the Jewish elders who collated the various versions of the 150 Psalms then in circulation and set them in sequence in the Hebrew Bible, then to the Greek scribes who transcribed the Hebrew, then to the early Christian and medieval copyists who rendered them in Latin, then to the first typesetters who put them into European vernaculars, and down to the committee of English clergy, working under the authority of their “dreaded sovereign,” who started all over again, reviewing the Greek, Hebrew, and Latin texts in order, in 1611, to give English speakers the majestic rhythm of the King James Version.


Besides rooting us in deep time, the Psalms also have enabled men and women in pain, throughout the ages, to grasp the commonality of their experience. Psalm 137—“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion”—reminds modern Jews of their kinship with their ancestors in the Babylonian captivity. But it also speaks to the suffering of the peoples of Africa, sent to work the plantations in the American colonies and the Caribbean. The Psalms are a source of the spirituals sung by enslaved and then by freed people who created the mighty gospel tradition of the Black American church. In Psalm 137, the injunction sacred to the Jewish people—“If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, may my right hand wither, may my tongue cleave to my palate”—is an admonition for anyone who has tasted the bitterness of exile. The psalm also understands the enduring anger of those who have been driven from their homeland. Its text begins with lament and ends with rage, directed at the Babylonian tyrants. “Happy shall he be that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us,” the psalmist says, and then he issues the terrifying curse: “Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones.” The authority of the Psalms lies in their capacity to express not only grief and loss but also annihilating rage.


The Psalms tell us that the makers of this tradition were men and women just like us. They knew what it was to suffer exile and loss, to fear death and dying. The worst of despair, as they knew only too well, is to feel alone. The consolation they offer is the certainty that others have felt exactly as we have done and that we are not alone, in our rage and despair, and our longing for better days.


Consolation depends on this recognition. To console someone is to say, over and over: I know, I know. We share what we have suffered so others will know they are not alone. It is the most essential and difficult exercise of solidarity that ever falls to us. This is the duty that the Psalms counsel us to shoulder, in ancient but recognizable images. They tell us how to do so by urging us to be truthful. We cannot console if we are not truthful. Among the truths they counsel is to admit what it is to feel petrifying fear:




I am poured out like water and all my bones are out of joint.





The psalmists knew desolation:




My heart is smitten and withered like grass; so that I forget to eat my bread.





And they understood our solitude:




I watch and am as a sparrow alone upon the house top.





The psalmists knew too the unbearable experience of waiting in vain for solace. They pay attention to the pain of cries unheard, of desperation unanswered:




How long wilt thou forget, O Lord? Forever? How long wilt thou hide thy face from me?





The psalmists do not doubt that God exists—and this makes their anguish different from ours—but there is solace in their doubt-filled waiting for a sign of his grace and mercy. The psalmists’ doubts can free us from spiritual nostalgia, from the feeling that there is a world of certainty we can never recover. The Psalms help us to understand that there is no human era, even one where faith in God is adamantine, in which doubt and anguish at his inscrutability were not present.


Doubt, the psalmists say, over and over, is intrinsic to belief. It is fanciful to believe that faith delivers certainty. As a wise friend of mine says, doubt is to certainty as shadow is to light. Doubting, the psalms say, tests faith and deepens it. A life of faith is supposed to feel like a test of human endurance, and if we find faith drying up inside us, the psalms tell us not to fear despair. From knowing despair, the psalms teach us, we come to know what hope actually is, and it is the memory of despair that can make us fight so hard to live in hope. Our weeping, the psalmist says, may endure for a night, “but joy cometh in the morning.”


This duality of hope and despair is intrinsic to the structure of the Psalms. Their recurrent pattern is lamentation followed by affirmation, so that all consolation—through faith in God’s power and mercy—is earned, as it were, through an unsparing focus on what it actually is that we seek consolation for. A psalm that begins in near despair—“My days are like a shadow that declineth”—concludes with an affirmation of divine order and human continuity through time: “But thou art the same, and thy years shall have no end.”


Like Job, the psalmists engage in a constant dialogue with God, asking him to explain the intolerable gap between the world as it is and the world as they wish it to be. The psalmists do more than wait for justice. They question why it never seems to arrive: “How long will ye judge unjustly and accept the persons of the wicked?” And the psalmists actually dare to offer God a vision of justice as the standard he should follow: “Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy.” Like Job, the psalmists dare to assert that humans know what justice is. Why does God seem not to understand? The Psalms hauntingly express a paradox about our situation: for all our sins and failings, we can still imagine, with perfect clarity, what a just world would look like. Yet for reasons best known to himself, this all-powerful God of ours withholds this perfect world from our grasp. The consolation that the psalmists offer is that one day the Messiah will appear on earth to usher in the perfect world. Until then, we wait and hope and pray, yearning for justice here on earth. It is not until the Greek city-states of the fifth century BC that men begin to imagine a new kind of activity—they call it politics—which grasps that the work of justice cannot be left to the gods. It must be the work of men.


It becomes possible, at last, to understand those tears of recognition in a concert hall in Utrecht, to see why, in a modern world of unbelief, ancient texts like the book of Job and the Psalms still retain the power to console. It is their extraordinary capacity to give words to our own doubts, our maddening sense of the inscrutability of the world, the absence of justice, the cruelty of fate, and our longing for a world where our experience finds validation and meaning. The very fact that they have been saved across thousands of years, recited, copied out, rescued from the flames, affirms that we are not alone in our search to give meaning to the world and to our existence. We do not have to believe in God to believe this, but we do need faith in human beings and the chain of meanings we have inherited.










Two


[image: Chapter Ornament image]


Waiting for the Messiah


Paul’s Epistles


The man who created a new language of Christian consolation from the Jewish prophetic tradition came from an artisan’s family in a provincial town on the social and geographical margins of the Roman world. He was, by his own description, a young Jewish zealot from a family of sail and tent makers in the Greek-speaking port town of Tarsus, the Roman administrative capital of a region called Cilicia, located in what is now southeastern Turkey. By zealot, a word he used with pride, he meant someone who lived his life believing in the coming of a Messiah, as prophesied in Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Psalms. He was a Pharisee, a member of a Jewish sect that practiced strict observance of the Jewish law in the midst of a pagan Roman trading city. For a fiery young man in his twenties, temptation was always near, and his commitment to God and the Torah was tested in the brothels and bars all around him, as well as in the arguments about politics and religion that flowed between shopkeepers and artisans crowded into the markets and alleyways of Tarsus.


Named Saul at birth, he was an unprepossessing figure with a quick temper and an unbridled tongue, and he came of age at exactly the moment another zealot, a carpenter’s son, began preaching in the Judaean hills that he was the Messiah promised by the prophets of Israel.


Jewish leaders in Jerusalem might have ignored Jesus of Nazareth’s ministry to the poor or his presumptuous claim that he was the Messiah, since there had been many such troublemakers in the past; but they could not stand by quietly when he strode into the Temple, the seat of their power, overthrew the tables of the money changers, and accused the religious authorities of allowing the holy place to become a den of thieves. Enraged, the Jewish leaders of Jerusalem handed him over to the Roman occupation authorities. Some Roman governors might have chosen to let such rabble-rousers go. What business was it of Rome to settle Jewish quarrels? But this one was proclaiming that he had arrived in Jerusalem to overthrow all earthly authorities and usher in God’s kingdom. This was rebellion and sedition, and for this the carpenter’s son was crucified.


Usually such a display of brutality would have brought the locals to their senses, but this heresy, unlike so many others, refused to die out. The preacher’s disciples scattered, then slowly regrouped, spreading the claim that their crucified leader had in fact reappeared in the flesh, proving that he was, as he had said, the Messiah and that those who believed in him could live in hopeful expectation of his Second Coming. Early Christian communities began to form within the Jewish world, holding goods in common, practicing charity, building a structure of rituals—the bread and the wine in imitation of the Last Supper—and a rudimentary organization. At every moment, they believed they were preparing for the end of time prophesied in Samuel, Daniel, Isaiah, and Deuteronomy.


OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			Dedication page



			Preface



			Introduction: After Paradise



			1. The Voice in the Whirlwind: The Book of Job and the Book of Psalms



			2. Waiting for the Messiah: Paul’s Epistles



			3. Cicero’s Tears: Letters on the Death of His Daughter



			4. Facing the Barbarians: Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations



			5. The Consolations of Philosophy: Boethius and Dante



			6. The Painting of Time: El Greco’s The Burial of the Count of Orgaz



			7. The Body’s Wisdom: Michel de Montaigne’s Last Essays



			8. The Unsent Letter: David Hume’s My Own Life



			9. The Consolations of History: Condorcet’s A Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind



			10. The Heart of a Heartless World: Karl Marx and The Communist Manifesto



			11. War and Consolation: Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address



			12. Songs on the Death of Children: Gustav Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder



			13. The Calling: Max Weber and The Protestant Ethic



			14. The Consolations of Witness: Anna Akhmatova, Primo Levi, and Miklós Radnóti



			15. To Live Outside Grace: Albert Camus’s The Plague



			16. Living in Truth: Václav Havel’s Letters to Olga



			17. The Good Death: Cicely Saunders and the Hospice



			Epilogue



			Notes and Further Reading



			Index



			About the Author



			By Danielle Steel



			Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		vii



		viii



		v



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii

   

		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
On

Consolation
Finding Solace
in Dark Times

 MICHAEL IGN
Author of Scar Tissue, 'sho:ﬁl.’st

8 B
.‘n,

337G (b (STE





