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Preface




But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the propitiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagration was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their center and become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind.


Tacitus, Annals 15.44





How pleasant it is to forgive the errors of historians. Here we have Tacitus, the great chronicler of decadence among the Roman aristocracy of the first century. He is explaining how the tyrant Nero deflected suspicion from himself by blaming the Christians in Rome not merely for setting the city on fire, but for perfect monstrosity—“hatred against mankind.” Tacitus sees the technical injustice of the charge, but does not shed a tear for the Christians, whose abominations (Christians were typically accused of cannibalism) deserve no compassion. Nor do they stir his curiosity. They are footnotes in his epic account of Roman history.


Tacitus could not know that that small sect, whose beliefs were other than what he supposed, would survive to overcome the Romans, and that two thousand years later, Christianity would be the dominant religious and cultural force in the world, while his pagan Rome would be no more. With the assistance of Tacitus himself, Nero would become the imbecilic emblem of all that was ignoble and debased in the great city; while the chief Christians whom Nero executed, Peter and Paul, would be revered as saints. Needless to say, the otherwise clear-sighted Tacitus could not see exactly what was going on. He was but a man of his day.


What of the men of our day? Can they see Christianity any the more clearly? Tacitus’s mistake was born of unfamiliarity; ours are born of overfamiliarity. We are like people who live in the shadow of a great and rugged mountain, who never notice how it alters even the light of the day, from the rising to the setting sun.


Specifically, many people who teach and write about European literature do not understand the heart of Christianity. That is a problem—as great as if one attempted to discuss the poetry of Islam, without knowing what it was like, from the heart, to be a Muslim. It is compounded by the pervasiveness of Christian images and ideas in our culture. They give one a self-deceptive ease in talking about Christianity. Then, when the faith proves more subtle than one’s caricature, that same overfamiliarity tempts one to patter about “contradictions” and “tensions.” The critic sees holes where there are but spaces in a most intricate lacework.


Along with overfamiliarity steals a weariness of the intellect and the imagination. Man abhors an empty altar. He longs to lay his will at the feet of one worthy to be obeyed. But when he detaches himself from the ground of his being, and when his idols prove to be the cheats of his own fancy, he retires into skepticism. Henryk Sienkiewicz captures the mood in the first sentence of his epic Quo Vadis? He reveals the lassitude of a world deprived of the wonder of worship: “Petronius woke only about midday and as usual greatly wearied.” The master of Nero’s games requires the ministrations of bath attendants, slaves all, to rouse his “slothful blood” and quicken him, “as if he had risen from the dead.” But Petronius has not risen from the dead, and is not yet suited to see the One who has. For now, when he hears of a certain Paul preaching the resurrection, he smiles, as if he had heard it all before.


Whether a book like this can win a hearing from our contemporary Petronii and Petroniae who teach literature, I cannot tell. But I have a more important motive. Esteeming the experts too highly, many Christians have abandoned their literature to the mainly secular scholars that inhabit our universities. But Shakespeare, Herbert, Dickens, and Hopkins did not write for scholars in universities. What would have been the point? For the sake of the literature itself, meant to be loved by anyone who could read or attend a play, Christians should reclaim their heritage. This book is written to assist them in their quest.


Finally, I am writing to meditate upon the mysteries of the Christian faith. I have chosen irony as my organizing principle, partly because the subject interests me, and partly because it is often assumed that irony and faith are incompatible. Irony corrodes any stable supposition of truth, say some; but I think it is rather skepticism that corrodes the possibilities for irony. I do not think that irony must lead to nihilism. If one examines the evidence of Christian literature, one might conclude quite the opposite: that the richest irony presupposes truth and order. Be that as it may, in this book I hope to save irony from its worst friends. In doing so, I pray that I may be touched by the Christian mysteries of incarnation and transcendence, free will and design, sin and redemption, blindness and vision, freedom and submission, and, most of all, the subtle strand that links human love to the love that moves the sun and the other stars.










Part One Humility & Vision











1 To Be Pompilia, Not the Fisc: Browning and the Irony of Humility



Before I define what irony is, let us examine what habits of mind are necessary for understanding so subtle a feature of language. Those habits are all the more necessary as the language of Christendom grows more distant and the culture more foreign.


Cleverness is not the answer. I would like to illustrate why by turning to a masterpiece of Christian poetry. Robert Browning wrote his longest and most difficult work, The Ring and the Book, precisely to show human beings failing to interpret correctly the actions and motives of one another. They fail not because they are dim-witted, but because their moral compromises limit their vision. Pride—and its concomitant assumption that everyone must be just like oneself, only not quite so intelligent or strong-willed—is the problem.


Browning derives his plot from the account of a notorious series of trials in late-seventeenth-century Rome. Violante, a childless wife, finds a woman of the streets who has recently given birth to a girl. She pays her for the baby and passes it off to her husband Pietro as their own. They christen her Pompilia, and together they live well enough for people with no hereditary title. Worried that the secret of the birth will come out, Violante seeks to marry Pompilia away as soon as she can to someone with the title they lack. She finds one Guido, an Aretine and hanger-on at the cardinal’s court, no priest but enough of a cleric to claim ecclesiastical privilege. He is a short, middle-aged, cowardly, ugly, embittered, and poverty-stricken aristocrat. The marriage is a hugger-mugger affair, Pietro not even present. Guido expects a large dowry; Pietro imagines the wealth of Guido’s ancestral home. When that castle in Arezzo proves dilapidated and cold, and when Guido treats the parents with brute tyranny, they flee to their old home in Rome, leaving Pompilia behind.


There she bides, patient and unhappy, subjected to Guido’s tyrannical whims and to the obscenity of his brother, a canon of the church. When the parents suddenly turn about and attack their attacker, testifying that Pompilia was not their daughter (and that therefore Guido was not entitled to her dowry), Guido counters by attempting to tar her as an adulteress. He uses maids and “friends” to try to press Pompilia into compromising herself with a local priest, the dashing Giuseppe Caponsacchi. He goes so far as to compel her to “write” letters at his instruction: he holds her hand and forces the pen along, as she can neither read nor write, nor does she know the content of what he has her compose! Caponsacchi, however, who has never spoken with or met Pompilia but only looked upon her sad, strange beauty once and from afar, sees through the ruse and resists.


Pompilia entreats first the governor of Arezzo, then the archbishop, while weeping like a child, pleading to be rescued from the evil that threatens her, body and soul. But they are worldly men and cronies of her husband. They know better. They wink at the wickedness and tell her to go home. They have no ears to hear.


At that, Pompilia turns to her last hope. She has never spoken to Caponsacchi. By all rights she should know nothing about him. But she does know. She has looked into his eyes once and seen—her knight.


Browning dares the reader to play the archbishop or the governor, to smile and shake his head and say that such “knowledge” is for fairy tales and not for real life (whatever that is). But a true man is what Pompilia sees. She manages to send him a plea to come take her away. After some days of hesitation, for he knows that no one will understand, and that he is about to destroy the churchly career his superiors have chiseled out for him, Caponsacchi submits to the promptings of a holy love. He sweeps her away to Rome. Just before they arrive, they are overtaken by Guido and his henchmen—Pompilia sleeping in a bedroom in a wayside inn, the priest watching over her.


So incriminating are the appearances that Guido might have slain her on the spot and been pardoned. But he is a coward; the priest raises a sword to defend Pompilia, and when the henchmen pinion his arms, the girl herself seizes a sword and raises it against Guido. At this point he retreats and decides to take legal action. The trial of charge and countercharge ends in stalemate: Guido is allowed to keep the dowry, Caponsacchi is removed to a retreat house, and Pompilia is committed to a convent outside Rome. When, a few weeks later, she is found pregnant, the court mercifully remands her to the home of her mother and father, under provision that she not leave. There she gives birth to a son, whom she names Gaetano, after a recently canonized saint, for as she sees it, Guido has no part in this son—only heaven.


Infuriated by the perceived insult to his honor, Guido steals to Rome during Christmastide and knocks at the door where the family dwells. When they ask who is there, he utters the magic word, “Caponsacchi.” When Violante opens, he slashes her in the face. He and his fellows cut her mother and father to pieces, and give Pompilia what should have been a dozen death-stabs. But Pompilia does not die, not yet. Guido is discovered fleeing back to Arezzo and is brought to Rome to stand trial. Pompilia gives her full testimony from the bed where she will soon die—the testimony of a young woman in love, chaste love, with her champion, the gallant Caponsacchi! The priest and Guido testify; and Browning provides us with the “opinions” of the half of Rome that is for Guido, and of the half of Rome that is for Pompilia, and also of what he calls “Tertium Quid,” the sophisticates who see more keenly, so they think, than does either side of the rabble. We are likewise presented with the trial preparations of the prosecutor (the grandly titled Fisc) and the defense attorney—worldly men, not exactly bad and not exactly good, full of themselves, and cutting a partly comic figure in their pretending to know everything.


When Guido is convicted and sentenced to death, he appeals to the pope, Innocent XII, himself old and dying. The pope responds that while, everyone might have expected Guido to long outlive him, as it is, in all his weakness the pope will live another day, while Guido shall not see the sun set again.


What Browning shows us in this tangle of purity and wickedness, and half-virtue and shadowy half-vice, is not only how difficult it is for us to “read.” That is what critics of Browning put forth: he is the poet, they say, of multiple points of view, himself coolly distant from judgment. We are granted the irony of seeing that the same events might be viewed in a variety of ways, with all kinds of arguments to justify them.


But the irony Browning relishes is deeper than that. The spokesman for “Tertium Quid,” a cool aristocratic skeptic, dismisses Pompilia’s claim of innocence as incredible and dismisses Guido as a coward who in part got what he deserved. And he expects the pope to do the “reasonable” thing, to commute the sentence. Tertium might well be a modern trader in literary criticism. He is well-heeled, smiling at outrageous claims either to surpassing virtue or to surpassing wickedness. He pretends to a careful examination of evidence, but actually he works for self-advancement, whispering into the ear of his lordly master just what his lordly master is to believe of all the brouhaha. Yet the irony cuts against him and against all skeptics: for Browning reveals that Pompilia was not only innocent but miraculously pure. We who cannot believe are the ultimate objects of his admonition.


Pompilia is also the most acute “critic” in the poem—she, barely seventeen, who can neither read nor write, and who was married, as she says, “hardly knowing what a husband meant” (7.410). What makes her wise? Browning identifies it unhesitatingly. Pompilia’s humility enables her to move outside herself, to imagine what it might be like to be someone else. So she is the only one in the poem, aside from the similarly humble pope, to excuse the whore who sold her away:




Well, since she had to bear this brand—let me!


The rather do I understand her now,—


From my experience of what hate calls love,—


Much love might be in what their love called hate. (874–77)





So too she reads the virtue in Caponsacchi, though he—trained for worldly expectations, and having priested it so far among the gentry—struggles honestly and abashedly to find the same. And, ironically, she knows that others will “know” better:




So we are made, such difference in minds,


Such difference too in eyes that see the minds!


That man, you misinterpret and misprise—


The glory of his nature, I had thought,


Shot itself out in white light, blazed the truth


Through every atom of his act with me:


Yet where I point you, through the crystal shrine,


Purity in quintessence, one dew-drop,


You all descry a spider in the midst.


One says, “The head of it is plain to see,”


And one, “They are the feet by which I judge,”


All say, “Those films were spun by nothing else.” (7.918–29)





We judge by what we see, and unless we love deeply, we see ourselves. So will a cheat watch the fingers of everyone else at the card table.


What do the Romans make of the evidence? Most often, Browning shows, evidence is a motley thing, patched up with fads, half-heard news, clichés, smug assumptions about how all people must be, self-satisfaction, and, in the case of the professional Fisc and his hilariously slick-talking opponent Lord Hyacinth of the Archangels, the false alleys provided by a little learning and a heap of rhetorical trash. Pompilia, Caponsacchi, and the pope also have to weigh evidence; but humility opens their hearts to insight. Here is Pompilia, trying to express a joy in bearing a child who will never know his mother, but who will probably hear the lies:




Who is it makes the soft gold hair turn black,


And sets the tongue, might lie so long at rest,


Trying to talk? Let us leave God alone!


Why should I doubt He will explain in time


What I feel now, but fail to find the words? (7.1756–61)





Her words profess incapacity—and speak to the heart. God, who unties the tongue of the infant, will reveal to Gaetano the truth. An innocent child will hear when all the world is deaf.


The pope hears and understands. We meet him in his chambers, pondering the mystery of evil, knowing he is not long for this world, and wondering what fruit of all his shepherding he will have to show in the end. The world regards him as powerful, but the world is wrong. Consider with what humility and love he regards Pompilia:




Everywhere


I see in the world the intellect of man,


That sword, the energy his subtle spear,


The knowledge which defends him like a shield—


Everywhere; but they make not up, I think,


The marvel of a soul like thine, earth’s flower


She holds up to the softened gaze of God!


It was not given Pompilia to know much,


Speak much, to write a book, to move mankind,


Be memorized by who records my time.


Yet if in purity and patience, if


In faith held fast despite the plucking fiend,


Safe like the signet-stone with the new name


That saints are known by,— if in right returned


For wrong, most pardon for worst injury,


If there be any virtue, any praise,—


Then will this woman-child have proved—who knows?—


Just the one prize vouchsafed unworthy me. (10.1019–29)





No one sees what is really going on, says the pope; no one can read the narrative of the world from God’s point of view. Yet he sees, humbly enough, that the finest harvest from his priesthood may be just this one poor soul, the illiterate Pompilia, a “woman-child,” of whose virtue and sanctity Innocent considers himself unworthy. She never wrote a book, or even her own name. The papal historian will not remember her. But the Recording Angel will. Does that assertion strike the reader as credulous sentiment? Beware. The problem with skeptics and cynics is not only the faith they lose, but the faith they gain. It is what the pope identifies as Guido’s telltale mark, “That he believes in just the vile of life” (10.511). On the night before his execution Guido can “see through,” with what he thinks is ironical acuity, the façade of the pope’s goodness:




The Pope moreover, this old Innocent,


Being so meek and mild and merciful,


So fond o’ the poor and so fatigued of earth,


So… fifty thousand plagues in deepest hell! (11.55–58)





So the spokesman for “Half-Rome” can also “know” what a curly-haired young priest is all about, “Apollos turned Apollo” (2.794)! He’ll not “prejudge the case” (680), he insists, yet so far does prejudge it that he pieces events out with his own sly imagination, picturing the contretemps between Pompilia and Caponsacchi, things that never happened at all: “Now he pressed close till his foot touched her gown, / His hand touched hers” (803–4).


If we must be blind, would it not be better to be dazzled by a piercing light? In this way Pompilia is blind, and therefore she sees—and it is actually there—the virtue of a man, Caponsacchi, who is yet to become the man she imagines. If she is blind to the faults of a less-than-chastely spent youth, it is because she is dazzled by the greater light. These are her dying words, spoken as if even now Caponsacchi were her saving knight, and not she his saving damsel:




So, let him wait God’s instant men call years;


Meantime hold hard by truth and his great soul,


Do out the duty! Through such souls alone


God stooping shows sufficient of His light


For us i’ the dark to rise by. And I rise. (7.1841–45)





Criticism and Gossip


THE RING AND THE BOOK is a storm of irony, currents and crosscurrents of knowledge and ignorance, surefire plans foiled, certitudes that wither away, and impossibilities come to pass. To understand the irony we must adopt the stance of Socrates, who in humility, perhaps in mock humility, insisted that he was the only man in Athens who did not know anything. For irony, as we shall see, has to do with what people think they know, or what they think they can expect. All criticism that does not begin in the humility of wonder must end up as the one or the other half of Rome: when correct, correct by happenstance; pretending to analyze, yet studying nothing with that patience that invites us to learn from what is beyond us; mired in gossip, and often gossip with a clear incentive in money or prestige.


From gossip we learn nothing new. If Mrs. Jones flirts with the deliveryman, we may find it shameless; but we know nothing more from our self-pleasing gossip than that she has done what we would not (usually, let it be noted, because we happen not to be tempted that way). But of what it might be like to be Mrs. Jones, or the poor workman, nothing. Gossip preempts, then deadens, our half-hearted attempts to enter imaginatively into the life of another. If we could glimpse the world for a moment through something distantly like Mrs. Jones’s eyes, our understanding of her action might be very different. We might then be ready to invite her to tea, or to lock her up. There is no logical reason to suppose that our imaginative entry into her world must make us think the better of her; the pope saw into Guido, and found the lizards of our lower nature. Consider how uncomfortable you would feel if your admirers could enter your thoughts for the twinkling of an eye.


But perhaps I have miscast the action. Most of us are not endowed with what Keats called “negative capability,” the imaginative power whereby we empty ourselves and assume the minds and souls of others. If we are to work our imaginations, we must love or hate. If we hate, we will, from our position of moral superiority, see our own vices smiling back at us, as Browning’s Romans do, the vices we would possess if we were like the people we judge; but, thanks be to almighty God or to a sound education, we are not like them. He whom I imagine is no better than I am. So the Fisc, to win his case for Pompilia, will not concede that she had any love affair with the priest, nor that she committed adultery (unless the priest took his importunate way with her while she slept). Fine; but see how his “defense” patronizes her supposed weakness of character and turns her into a common flirt:




And what is beauty’s sure concomitant,


Nay, intimate essential character,


But melting wiles, deliciousest deceits,


The whole redoubted armoury of love? (9.229–32)





No beauty that reflects the grandeur of God, this. The Fisc’s vision is imaginative indeed, drearily so, and many “truths” of the petty and misleading variety can be derived from such a thing. We can happily note the small wickedness of others, and miss the darkness that is our own.


The truly educative act of imagination is spurred by love: that turn of the mind towards the fellow sufferer on his way to the grave. It may be tinged with pity; it need not be, and may be better if not. I turn towards him because he means something to me—he is as I am. Such an act of imagination begins in humility. I am no better than is he whom I imagine. I may be worse. In any case, I will be more apt to aspire to assume his virtues than to assign to him my vices. My understanding of him will thus be far subtler and far richer, far more fulfilling than if I were moved by hate. For virtue is to vice as manliness is to machismo, as womanliness is to effeminacy, as any full-blooded reality is to its caricature. In this vision, by an act of humble imagination, I recast my inner world in the image of someone else.


Unfortunately, much of what passes for criticism is little better than idle gossip. Its initial spur is often not honor for the work of genius at hand, but the desire to say something clever. That is not fertile ground for love; thus, neither for the imagination. Yet the result can be impressive in a perverse way. Milton’s Satan, hating Eve, saw his own vices potentially in her, and thus could squat like a toad at her ear, imaginatively entering her and attempting to pollute her. Nor could Nietzsche have misunderstood the Bible so well had he not hated it so thoroughly.


With far less of fallen glory the same can be said of many a critic of Shakespeare, Chaucer, or Milton. Their words all but confess that they dislike the deepest beliefs these men either possessed or struggled vainly not to possess. Having delivered beauty, sex, love, sport, religion, education, youth, age, family life, and even the care of newborns to an obsession with politics, the modern critic sees his own political face everywhere. Lorenzo and Jessica in The Merchant of Venice sing their rallying love-hymn to the night; the critic sees a tiresome struggle for power. The traitor Macbeth is beheaded; the critic snickers and says that Malcolm will probably prove worse.










2 Emptying Ourselves of What We Think We Know



Is it possible to come to wrong conclusions on every important point? If our criticism were subject to random chance, we would be bound to get many things right. But the more intelligent we are, the more consistent our conclusions will be, and if we start from false principles, the more consistently wrong they will be. Take for example a young critic of medieval and Renaissance English poetry. Suppose that he is thoroughly conversant with the language of those old texts. Suppose also that he knows the history of England—and not just the wool trade or the tin mines or other now fashionable niches of economic history. Grant that he knows it well enough to place the poetry in its historic context, the better to understand what the words on the page mean. Grant him the rare knack for catching the well-turned phrase or the well-hewn line. Such a critic must still fail if he does not also understand what it might be like to believe in the Christianity which was the shared faith of Chaucer, Spenser, Donne, Shakespeare, Jonson, Herrick, Herbert, and Milton.


Can such an understanding be attained? If not, why read books? I am a great lover of the poet Lucretius, though he is a materialist and, for all practical purposes, an atheist, while I am not. When I read Lucretius, the skeptic, the satirist, and the scientist in me can relish his attack upon superstition. So could the ancient Christian polemicist Lactantius, who enjoyed the poetry and then used it as a sabre against paganism. But Lactantius could hardly have done so had he not entered into the spirit of Lucretius.


For the sake of understanding materialist poetry, then, I become provisionally and temporarily a materialist. As C. S. Lewis says, what the critic requires is not so often a suspension of disbelief as a suspension of belief. It is too easy to respond that such self-transformation is an illusion. Of course we cannot leave our minds behind. The point is that our minds possess myriads of possibilities, usually dormant, inactive, unrealized. Good reading sets them in motion. For the sake of Lucretius’s great poetry I allow the materialist in me to take the stage and declaim. That Lucretius’ voice is still bound up with my own does not matter. It could not be otherwise; nor do I require it. All I require is that humbling release of what I am and what I believe now, surrendering to what I might have been or to what I might have believed had I been more like Lucretius. I say with Alyosha Karamazov, who tries to understand his brother Ivan, “I want to suffer too” (The Brothers Karamazov, 287). I surrender in imaginative love.


Now there is a catch to this surrender. The farther you are from the faith of the author you are reading, the more readily you will acknowledge the need to surrender yourself, but the more difficult it will be. The closer you are to the author’s faith, the easier the surrender would be, could you ever be prevailed upon to see the need. In the case of Christianity, it is as Chesterton puts it. You had better be in the faith completely or out of it completely. The worst position, if you want to understand it, is to be partly in and partly out, or to have a passing, culturally based familiarity with its surface. You are neither so familiar with it as to probe its depths, nor is it so strange that you are moved to approach it with care. You take the attitiude of Petronius, or of “Tertium Quid.” You’ve seen it all before.


Apply a two-dimensional Christianity to the mature allegories of Spenser and Milton, and at once you will discover discrepancies and incoherence. Why don’t Spenser’s Guyon and the Palmer kill the witch Acrasia? Are they still tempted by her Bower of Bliss? Why do the devils in hell discourse on philosophy? Has Milton rejected his classical education? Are faith and reason to part forever? Many such false dilemmas arise because the critic has failed to understand the subtleties of the Christian faith.


And Christianity is the subtlest of faiths, yet of a wondrous simplicity. “I thank thee,” Jesus observes with biting irony, “O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes” (Matt. 11:25). The kernel of the faith can be grasped by a child. We are sinners. The Lord who created us not to sin sent his obedient Son to die for us. That Son rose from the dead to sit at the right hand of the Father. We may join him in heaven if we have faith.


Christianity is the opposite of a mystery religion: the creed is short and openly professed. Yet its simple tenets belie unfathomable depth. “Matter is a form of energy.” We all know this Einsteinian truth—a child could be taught it, and, to the limits of his capacity, really believe it. But what does it imply? What does it mean? “There are three persons in one God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” Again, a child could learn the formula, but what does the Trinity imply? The wise and prudent are struck dumb. A religious anthropologist may chatter about the symbolism of three, and how all cultures attach a mystical importance to it, and on and learnedly on. But to the clean of heart it may reveal the mystery of existence itself. So Dante implies in his invocation to God:




O Light that dwell within Thyself alone,


who alone know Thyself, are known, and smile


with Love upon the Knowing and the Known! (Paradise, 33.124–26)





Merely to exist, to be a knowable object, is to have been made by the God of knowledge who knows and is known, whose being is love, and who has loved into being all things that have been, are, and are to come.


Pride is blinding; the moral problem becomes epistemological. Suppose we assume that the lanky fellow across the table is a dullard. When he remarks of someone else’s immorality, “For them as likes that sort of thing, that is the sort of thing they likes,” we will find our prejudice confirmed. The statement is tautological and evasive. But if we knew that the man was Lincoln, we might see the wry condemnation hiding beneath the hayseed humor. We will know, when he assumes the self-deprecatory air, not to take him at his word. When we later discover the same man condemning that behavior, we will know that it is not he who is inconsistent, but we who underestimated him.


Irony and Knowledge


WHAT DOES THIS HAVE to do with irony and faith? Much, if we consider what irony is.


Until fairly recently, most writers on irony have defined it as speech that means something other than (or opposite to) what is literally said. The problem with this definition is that it is at once too narrow, too broad, and beside the point. Liars mean other than what they say, but the lie is not in itself ironic; and you may, with irony, mean exactly what you say, but in a way that your audience (or perhaps a putative audience, more foolish than those who are actually listening to you) will not understand. The definition is beside the point, since moments of dramatic irony, or what some have called “irony of event,” may not involve speech at all, but only strange turns of fate.


Contemporary literary theorists have attempted to distill the essence of irony, that which underlies both the winking assertions of ignorance made by Socrates, and concatenations of events that seem (but only seem) to suggest design, or that demolish any sense of design. Irony, they assert, is a universal solvent: no theology or epistemology can contain it. It dissolves—it “deconstructs”—every assertion of absolute truth.1


The trouble with this view of irony now prevalent in the academy is that it enshrines one sort of ironic statement or event and ignores the rest. Worse, the kind of irony it enshrines is destructive, and the first thing it destroys is irony. If there is no objective truth—if irony must undermine and destabilize—then, once we have noticed the fact, there is no more point for irony, just as it makes no sense for the skeptic to embark on a quest for knowledge, when there is no knowledge to be had. How, after all, does one then proceed, by irony, to undermine the “truth” that every truth can be undermined? If all speech is inherently slippery, why trouble oneself with the subtleties of irony? Why pour oil on a sheet of ice?


But in fact, irony commonly is used to exalt rather than undermine. It can stun us with wonder and raise our eyes to behold a truth we had missed. All kinds of unsuspected truths, particularly those combined in paradoxes, await our attention, but we are too dulled by habit to notice. Then irony—verbal or dramatic—awakes us. Consider:


1. A bystander watches as a professor, holding forth to his suffering companion on the epistemological subtleties of irony, steps dangerously near a banana peel.


2. In King Lear, Gloucester tries to refuse the help of his son Edgar, whom he cannot see and does not know: “I have no way and therefore want no eyes; / I stumbled when I saw.” (4.1. 18–19)


3. In II Henry IV (and apparently in real life, too) the usurper King Henry, who had wanted to atone for his sin by fighting in the Crusades, removes to die in a room called “Jerusalem,” noting that it had been foretold to him that he would die in Jerusalem. (4.5. 236–40)


4. St. Paul sings a hymn of Christ’s Atonement:




Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to equal with God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross. Wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name which is above every name: That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:5–11)





5. In Molière’s comedy Tartuffe, the jealous husband Orgon squirms under the table where his wife Elmire has put him, listening as his protégé Tartuffe, the one man he is amazingly not suspicious of, attempts to seduce her. (4.5)


What do the cases have in common? The first verges upon slapstick; the second involves a lesson learned in an unusual way; the third hinges upon a play on words; the fourth is a theological reversal of expectations; the fifth is a piece of staged ignorance. Each involves a problem of knowing. The irony lies in a stark clash between what a character thinks he knows and what he really knows. This clash is staged to let the reader or the audience in on the secret. We are, then, not merely watching ignorance, but ignorance unaware of itself and about to learn better, or at least about to teach by way of its own incorrigibility. The irony reveals, with a kind of electric shock, order where randomness was expected, or complexity and subtlety where simplicity was expected.


Each case involves a staged clash of incompatible levels of knowledge:


1. The professor thinks he knows a lot about the subtlest things, but misses the humble and material banana at his feet. The bystander probably knows a great deal less about irony, but he does see the hazard and, if he possesses either a profound moral sensibility or none at all, will stand back to enjoy the tumble. The apparent intellectual hierarchy belies a richer order: the great intellect is not so wise. He “deserves” to slip, falling victim to the very thing, irony, about which he declaims so proudly. Had he known less about it, he might have looked to the sidewalk in time.


2. Only after Gloucester loses his eyes does he “see” how rashly and unjustly he has treated his son Edgar. The irony, a reversal of expectations accompanied by a deepening knowledge, is richly theological as well. For there is an order at work, bringing about Gloucester’s sight through blindness, and his reconciliation with his son through suffering. The man before him is that wronged son, whom he has seen in disguise and taken for one Tom-a-Bedlam, the “poor, bare, forked animal” that “unaccommodated man” is (King Lear, 3.4. 105–106). Now it is the wronged Gloucester reduced to misery who requires assistance from Mad Tom. Gloucester does not yet understand what his “way” is, why he has been blinded and what he must suffer still. He says he has no way, yet his meeting with Edgar shows that a way has been designed for him nonetheless. He will walk towards a final, terrible resignation to his punishment and reconciliation with his son. And Edgar will be his eyes—his spiritual guide—along this way.


3. We “know” that Henry might have died in any room or might have died falling from a horse on a holiday hunt. He had hoped to die in the Holy Land, and when he learns the name of the room, he finally sees the design and resigns himself to its justice. For us, that death feels right—better than if he had died a-crusading, better than if he had been hanged at the Tower of London. The usurper should not be granted a martyr’s death; better that he should be disappointed by his hope to expiate the crime. The place of his death reveals a more subtle order than either he or we had expected.


4. The chasm between human expectations and divine will has never been sung more powerfully. The prophet cries, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord” (Isa., 55:8), but here Saint Paul fleshes out that cry with specifics that seem impossible to hold simultaneously. If Christ is equal with God, why should he, or how can he, empty himself, making himself of no reputation? How can God become obedient to God, obedient unto the shameful death on a cross? How can submission exalt? For Christ is not exalted despite his humility, but in it and through it. For the believer, then, Paul’s hymn reveals complexities in the notions of equality and hierarchy: because Christ was the Son of God, he set aside that equality, and in his obedience he is set above all things in heaven, on earth, and under the earth. He is equal to the Father because he obeys.


5. This brilliant stage business shows dramatic irony at its purest. Of this double-plot no one, not even the audience, can see everything. Elmire knows she is chaste, but as she leads Tartuffe on, to prove to her husband under the table what a fool he has been to trust the charlatan, she must worry lest her trick backfire and Tartuffe ravish her before Orgon manages to get out from under there. For she cannot see him, and cannot be sure that he will come to his senses even when he hears Tartuffe making love to her. Meanwhile Orgon can only fry in imagination: he hears but cannot see the couple, and must restrain his wrath and jealousy long enough to let Tartuffe hang himself for certain. The audience, too, can see Tartuffe and Elmire, and so they know what Orgon must learn; but they cannot see Orgon, and must guess, from his awkward and frantic movements under the table, what must be going through his mind. Finally, there is Tartuffe, master trickster, steeped in ignorance, believing himself so clever yet missing so obvious a trick—for I do not think Orgon can remain as still as a churchmouse!


It is, then, not the unexpectedness of a thing that produces irony—a violin flung at a man’s head is unexpected, but not ironic—nor is it ignorance that produces irony—after all, if he saw the violin he would duck. Irony arises, rather, from the ignorance of unseen or unexpected order (or, as it may happen, disorder), from the failure to note subtleties, or from seeing subtleties that are not there, especially when the ignorance and the failure are highlighted before observers in a better position to see the truth. That is the sort of thing we feel as ironic. A violin flung at a man’s head is not ironic. A man missing a sharp as he tries to hum the Kreutzer sonata is not ironic. The same man botching Beethoven as the violin sails his way—now that is ironic.




	
1. For my money, the best and still most evenhanded discussion of irony per se is Wayne Booth’s A Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1974); I am indebted to his insight into the relationship between irony and knowledge.













3 Christian Irony and the Image of the Invisible God



How, then, do the teachings of Christianity bring forth irony—as a highlighted disjunction between planes of knowledge? I will focus on three wellsprings for irony in Christian literature: the providence that binds together the histories of men; the visionary strength of man when he responds to God with love; and the God who so loves man as to have created him, to reveal himself to him, to redeem him by taking on flesh, and to order his loves aright, giving him not only the command to love but the grace to fulfill it. I will call these, in subsequent chapters, the Ironies of Time, the Ironies of Power, and the Ironies of Love.


How Do the Gods Teach? Sophocles’ King Oedipus



EVERY SOCIETY PORTRAYS ITS gods as knowing what men do not. They may hoard up their knowledge to punish the wicked, or to bring innocent men to destruction; or they may parcel it out, little by little, to teach men the hard lessons of humility and wisdom. A few examples from ancient Greece will illustrate the point.


One day on the road to Thebes a young man fell into a quarrel at a three-way intersection, and killed the man in the chariot who had struck him and tried to hustle him aside. As the play by Sophocles opens, this same passionate Oedipus, who freed the Thebans by solving the riddle of their nemesis the Sphinx, now plies his considerable power of mind and his almost unruly energy to solve a new riddle. Why are his beloved Thebans dying of the plague? Says he to the people who come crying out to him:




I grieve for you, my children. Believe me, I know


All that you desire of me, all that you suffer;


And while you suffer, none suffers more than I.


You have your several griefs, each for himself;


But my heart bears the weight of my own, and yours


And all my people’s sorrows. I am not asleep.


I weep; and walk through endless ways of thought.


But I have not been idle; one thing I have already done—


The only thing that promised hope. My kinsman


Creon, the son of Menoeceus, has been sent


To the Pythian house of Apollo, to learn what act


Or word of mine could help you. (27)





Let us pause to note the king’s tragic virtue. Though Oedipus is a man from the ancient myths, Sophocles has him speak with the fervor of an Athenian of his own time, one for whom the city is an object of religious devotion. Were it not for Oedipus’s intellectual acuity and restlessness, and his care for the people, the tragedy would not unfold; he would never learn that he himself was the cause of the plague. Nor should we wriggle out of the difficulty by attributing to Oedipus a haughty overvaluing of human knowledge, a refusal to submit to the wisdom of the gods. Here at least we learn that he has admitted being stumped, and has sent to the oracle of Apollo at Delphi to find out what he can.


When the messenger Creon returns with word that the plague is a punishment for the unavenged murder of the late King Laius, Oedipus determines to ferret out the murderer. We in the audience know—we are Greeks, and have heard the tale before—that Oedipus is himself the killer. Thus when he delivers his first proclamation to the people, we are aware, as we are throughout the play, of a web of irony, a trap that will close upon him and catch him by his own words:




And it is my solemn prayer


That the unknown murderer, and his accomplices,


If such there be, may wear the brand of shame


For their shameful act, unfriended, to their life’s end.


Nor do I exempt myself from the imprecation;


If, with my knowledge, house or hearth of mine


Receive the guilty man, upon my head


Lie all the curses I have laid on others. (32)





We are aware, after the fact, of what the gods know and what Oedipus does not know; and we also know that, were we in Oedipus’s place, we would know as little as he. Man is a marvel, says Sophocles, taming the waves and furrowing the land with wheat, tracking the paths of the stars and building his gleaming cities of marble; but eternal laws bind us, and the gods who know the future and seldom tell it will deal out their justice as they please, and not as we determine.


Sophocles’ play is a tissue of ironies of knowledge and of the dreadful plotting of the unseen gods. Were it not for the equivocations of the oracle at Delphi (a notoriously anti-democratic oracle, hostile to Sophocles’ Athens), there would have been no tragedy. The gods begin by playing with, meddling with, the incomplete knowledge of men. They seem to enlighten, yet bring darkness. For Laius and his wife Jocasta had learned from Delphi that the son she bore would kill his father and marry his mother. To avert this unspeakable wickedness, they committed wickedness of their own, laming the child (hence his name Oedipus, or “Swollenfoot”) and instructing a trusted servant to expose him in the mountains nearby. Such exposure was thought of as returning the child to the gods—a perilous chance, it seems, when the gods are malign, leading you on to commit the deed for which they will crush you. For Oedipus did not die; he was taken up by a shepherd and brought to Corinth, where he was adopted into the home of Polybus and Merope, whom he took for his father and mother.


But people will talk. Young Oedipus, hearing it whispered that those good people were not his parents, went in person to Delphi—as always, impetuous to know. The oracle, however (as oracles will), did not exactly reply. Instead, the priestess informed Oedipus that he would kill his father and marry his mother. Horrified by the prospect of this sin, Oedipus leaves Corinth. If he is to be blamed for thinking he could avert the evil, he is also to be credited with wanting so much to avert it that he would sentence himself to exile. However we judge his flight, it is clear that the gods have put him in the way of the sin: had he been less pious, less desirous to know the truth, and less courageous, he never would have left Corinth, and therefore never would have sinned. They have given him what he thinks is reliable knowledge, knowing that he would misinterpret it and believe he knew what he did not know. We in the audience know this, and watch the plot unfold, and know that the gods may do the same to us.


Many and subtle are the changes that Sophocles rings on the fundamental irony of Oedipus’s situation: his accusing the blind seer Tiresias with conspiracy, when all along it is he who is blind; Jocasta’s impious attempt to comfort him with the unreliability of oracles, telling him about how she and Laius averted a prophecy by doing what (as she has yet to learn) would fulfill it; how Oedipus rejects her womanish advice to leave bad enough alone, once she has seen what he does not yet see; how for his crime he puts out his eyes, the egg-like organs that refer symbolically to the testicles, his instruments for the great crime against nature—as he himself puts it, for sowing the field of his own mother. Yet it is one moment I wish to examine, early in the play. Tiresias, a prophet of Apollo, has been summoned. He knows what Oedipus does not know, but in his desire to spare him (no matter for the plague that devastates the city) he will not speak.


Oedipus, naturally enough, accuses Tiresias of hiding knowledge for his own sake:




I tell you I believe you had a hand


In plotting, and all but doing, this very act.


If you had eyes to see with, I would have said


Your hand, and yours alone, had done it all. (35)





To which the seer replies with the most devastating line in the play:




You would so? Then hear this: upon your head


Is the ban your lips have uttered—from this day forth


Never to speak to me or any here.


You are the cursed polluter of this land. (35)





“You are the man!” Oedipus will not believe it—why should he? What reasons has Tiresias alleged? The accusation only enrages the king, drawing from his lips the condemnations that will come thundering down upon him when the truth, the how and where and why of it, is finally revealed. We watch in amazement and comprehending horror as the ruler of Thebes does what we know we might do, denying what he cannot understand, in his ever greater stridency pressing against the truth he cannot help but suspect, the truth that cannot be but is. Indeed, Oedipus learns nothing from his contentious meeting with Tiresias, and is meant to learn nothing; the clue rather leads him to pursue false suppositions, as for instance that Tiresias has connived with Creon to steal the throne.


The man is being crushed by the gods.


The moral that the chorus draws from the terrible finale is one of resignation, even despair. The lofty will fall, not necessarily because they are proud (though they usually are), but because they are lofty. Best to keep to the unobtrusive middle; best to know when to duck. We live in relative ignorance, and do not even know, as Oedipus certainly did not, whether we shall escape this twilight life with something like happiness. Only the end makes us sure: and at that end we do not rejoice but breathe a sigh of relief:




Sons and daughters of Thebes, behold: this was Oedipus,


Greatest of men: he held the key to the deepest mysteries;


Was envied by all his fellow-men for his great prosperity;


Behold, what a full tide of misfortune swept over his head.


Then learn that mortal man must always look to his ending,


And none can be called happy until that day when he carries


His happiness down to the grave in peace. (68)





The Instruction of David


NOW COMPARE THE OEDIPUS story with this account from the Old Testament. David, King of Israel, is a married man; once, and not happily, to Michal, daughter of the late King Saul; then again to Abigail, a woman who had assisted him when he fled Saul’s wrath. And there were at least two others. Then one evening David, rich in wives, “arose from off his bed, and walked upon the roof of the king’s house: and from the roof he saw a woman washing herself; and the woman was very beautiful to look on” (2 Sam. 11:2).


The king learns that she is Bathsheba, wife of his loyal soldier, Uriah the Hittite. He sends for her, and lies with her, “for she was purified from her uncleanness” (11:4); that is to say, she was past the time of her menstrual period. The inspired author does not need to mention that neither she nor David is purified of the uncleanness of adultery; and the sly detail leads us to suspect that the good and clean time for a husband to have relations with his wife is not exactly the best time for David to have relations with Bathsheba. For “the woman conceived, and sent and told David, and said, I am with child” (2 Sam. 11:5).


Now David finds himself in difficulties. He schemes; he knows a secret, and thinks he can keep it hidden. Immediately he summons Uriah from the battlefield, asking him pertinent (but to David quite unimportant) questions about the war. Then he commands Uriah to go home and “wash his feet” (11:8), a euphemism for bathing the genitals, as prelude to more delightful battle with his wife. David even sends a rich meal down to Uriah’s house, hoping that a full belly will set the man to it.


That should have been enough. David wants Uriah to lie with Bathsheba, that the child already conceived may be passed off as Uriah’s own, given the vagaries of gestation and reckoning the calendar. But he does not reckon on Uriah’s great loyalty: the soldier knows his duty, and will not go home: “The ark, and Israel, and Judah, abide in tents; and my lord Joab, and the servants of my lord, are encamped in the open fields; shall I then go into mine house, to eat and drink, and to lie with my wife? as thou livest, and as thy soul liveth, I will not do this thing” (11:11). The hearer of these words in the synagogue must consider the irony. Here we have David, who danced for joy as he brought the sacred ark of the covenant into Jerusalem—dancing with such abandon that his skirts rose up over his shame, as his dour wife Michal duly noted later, looking upon him from a window and despising him in her heart. But David has forgotten about that covenant. Uriah has not forgotten—and he is Uriah the Hittite, an alien, one who has chosen to worship the God of Israel and to fight as a soldier for Israel’s king. He is to be loved as an Israelite, for they themselves “were strangers in the land of Egypt,” says the Lord (Lev., 19:34); and this stranger is moreover one who, like David’s own great-grandmother Ruth, has piously united himself with God and God’s people.


David’s hand is forced—so he thinks. He’s given Uriah a decent chance; now there is nothing to do but shoulder the husband out of the way: “And it came to pass in the morning, that David wrote a letter to [his general] Joab, and sent it by the hand of Uriah. And he wrote in the letter, saying, Set ye Uriah in the foremost of the hottest battle, and retire ye from him, that he may be smitten, and die” (11:14–15). The letter, in politic fashion, leaves the means to Joab. That general—who made a virtue of placing political considerations above piety, even though he knew right from wrong—obeys. But obedience exacts a price, taking the lives of others besides Uriah: for Joab has had to engage in a “blunder” to expose him. Joab knows that David will understand. Thus he instructs his messenger: “When thou hast made an end of telling the matters of the war unto the king, And if so be that the king’s wrath arise, and he say unto thee, Wherefore approached ye so nigh unto the city when ye did fight? knew ye not that they would shoot from the wall? Who smote Abimelech the son of Jerubbesheth? did not a woman cast a piece of a millstone upon him from the wall, that he died in Thebez? why went ye nigh the wall? then say thou, Thy servant Uriah the Hittite is dead also” (19–21). Joab washes his hands of the blame. Yet he wants David to know that the action was shameful; so shameful, that one Abimelech must die by a woman’s hand, all so that David’s “servant”—fine word, “servant”—would never return alive.


By comparison with the gods of the Greek play, the God of Israel seems to have kept free of the scene. He does not meddle, nor use oracular chicanery to elicit the wickedness he will punish. David’s sin has its birth in David’s mind alone. But in another sense God is all the more intimately involved by his apparent absence. Uriah’s reference to the ark reveals God’s presence: that precious box, so humble that David thought it unworthy, was the dwelling place of the Lord among his people. How the Creator of all things seen and unseen could take up special habitation in a cedar chest, we are never told; not until, as Christians believe, that same Creator would take flesh of the Virgin and dwell within her womb, whereof the ark was but a type and a shadow. However it may be, the Lord is near, as David of all people ought to know. He and Joab know what the messenger does not, but the Lord knows all, and will bring it to light.


And here marks one critical difference between the classical irony of Sophocles and the ironies of the Jewish and the Christian faith. The Greek gods know many things that men do not; they do not know everything; they too submit to a mysterious Fate. One of the things they do not know, or do not care to know, is the human heart. But the Lord does know the heart, because there is the temple where the Lord wishes to dwell, pleased with the only sacrifice that means anything: the burnt offerings of love. So the Lord sends a messenger to David.


The king does not send for the prophet; the prophet comes to the king. Tiresias speaks in riddles almost perversely designed to enrage Oedipus and check his understanding; Nathan speaks in a parable designed to capture the heart of David before he is aware. We who are aware watch as the scene builds to its climactic irony:




And the Lord sent Nathan unto David. And he came unto him, and said unto him,


There were two men in one city; the one rich, and the other poor.


The rich man had exceeding many flocks and herds:


But the poor man had nothing, save one little ewe lamb, which he had bought and nourished up: and it grew up together with him, and with his children; it did eat of his own meat, and drank of his own cup, and lay in his bosom, and was unto him as a daughter.


And there came a traveller unto the rich man, and he spared to take of his own flock and of his own herd, to dress for the wayfaring man that was come unto him; but took the poor man’s lamb, and dressed it for the man that was come to him.


And David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man; and he said to Nathan, As the Lord liveth, the man that hath done this thing shall surely die:


And he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.


And Nathan said to David, Thou art the man. (12:1–7)





“You are the man!” That accusation again—with a difference. The parable has summoned David’s sympathies. He feels in his heart the betrayal of the poor man, what he did not feel in Uriah’s case, as he shuffled and connived and ducked. The vision he is granted, by the mercy of God, and by God’s justice which does not veer from his mercy, is meant to convict him, and, by convicting him, to redeem him. Nathan does deliver a terrible prophecy of punishment to come, duly levied upon David’s offspring, in that David had violated the womb of another man’s wife. War shall fall upon David’s house, and the child conceived by Bathsheba shall die. What David did in secret, the Lord will ironically and appropriately enough do in the open, to David’s shame, before all the people. But even as he hears the punishment David is struck to the heart, not urging excuse, but saying simply, “I have sinned against the Lord” (12:13).


That is the key moment, right there. For God works to bring David to life again; he is God of the living, not the dying. Nathan replies at once: “The Lord also hath put away thy sin; thou shalt not die” (12:13).


And David does penance, fasting, lying prostrate upon the earth, praying to no avail that the Lord will alter his punishment and let his child live. The half-understanding counselors see this and try to advise the king to be reasonable, but he, wiser than they, refuses. Then the child dies, and David lifts himself from the ground and bathes and changes his clothes, to the astonishment of those same counselors who still do not see. Why mourn now, says David? What good will that do? The king’s trust is once again like a child’s. He has submitted to the Lord. And so far from believing that Bathsheba is unclean territory, he understands not only his sin but the Lord’s forgiveness. After night comes the morning: “And David comforted Bathsheba his wife, and went in unto her, and lay with her; and she bare a son, and he called his name Solomon: and the Lord loved him” (12:25).


How strange that the son of the adulterers should become the next and most glorious king of Israel! But he is the son not of the adultery, but of the repentance and the forgiveness. He is the son of the new knowledge, not simply that mankind is nothing before the gods, but that man who is nothing before God is, by the grace of God, “a little lower than the angels” (Ps. 8:5), crowned with glory and honor. Nathan ratifies the event, for David sends for that good prophet, who looks upon the baby and “called his name Jedidiah [beloved of the Lord]” (2 Sam. 12:25).


That story of David and Bathsheba reveals the workings of a God whose ways are not our ways, whose thoughts are not our thoughts, but who made us to walk in his ways, and to be fulfilled in the intellectual vision of his glory. If it is not irreverent to say so, he is a God who swindles man into his restoration. He dupes man into truth. He becomes flesh, to raise man to himself.


Revelation Opens the Field of Play


WE SEE THAT IN the biblical account of David’s sin and in Sophocles’ play of Oedipus, the ironies result from a dramatic severance between what God or the gods know and what man knows. The sinner makes much of his cunning (David) or intellect (Oedipus), only to find with a shock that he has already been found out, and that not only does he know less than he thought he did, but the truth is other than what he had suspected. In both cases the sinner comes to a humiliating (for Oedipus, also horrifying) knowledge of who he is, and how small he is before the divine. In both, the punishment will extend into future generations: Israel will be divided into two kingdoms, reflecting the division foretold for David’s family. Thebes will fall to civil war when each of the incest-born sons of Oedipus attempts to oust the other.


Yet Oedipus is the archetypal tragic hero, while David is celebrated as a great king. David’s sins and unhappy old age could never, for the Jewish people and their prophets, efface his glory as Israel’s greatest ruler and the progenitor of the Messiah. Why the divergence? One reason is that the irony instructs David in a way it cannot instruct Oedipus. The sinner gains knowledge of himself, true. But he also gains knowledge of God, and of God not as an external and mystifying will, but as a person, a Being to whom one can pray, before whom one can dance. He is a God who reveals himself because he wishes to be known.


So for Jews and Christians there is an added dimension to the irony of incomplete knowledge, a liberating depth, where otherwise all would have been flat confinement. A single act of love from the heart of the Almighty explodes the tense yet static confrontation between the classical heroes and the gods. For no matter how heroic or pious the man was, he could never know more about the gods than was already given him to know: they were immortal, powerful, beautiful, ruthless. Greek philosophy serves rather to highlight what man cannot know for certain about the gods than what he can know or even suppose with a fair probability. The alley is blind.


By the time of the Roman poet Lucretius (ca. 60 B.C.), many looked to be liberated by admitting defeat. Everyone supposes that the gods exist, says Lucretius, so it is reasonable to concede that minor point. But we cannot know anything else about them. They can neither touch nor be touched:




For by necessity the gods above


Enjoy eternity in highest peace,


Withdrawn and far removed from our affairs.


Free of all trouble, free of all care, the gods


Thrive in their own works and need nothing from us,


Not won with virtuous deeds nor touched by prayers.


(On the Nature of Things, 1.44–49)





Even the gods bow to the necessity of their limitation, their utter removal from our world. Then we might as well spend our brief lives seeking a few modest pleasures of the body, and the sweeter pleasures of the mind. These latter, of course, will be severely restricted in scope, since we can know nothing of the divine. We bide our time in the antechamber of death, persuading ourselves that we do not care:




Death, then, is nothing to us, no concern,


Once we grant that the soul will also die. (3.827–28)





How to wait while the slow stroke falls, that is the object of the true philosopher. A benignant calm is all we can ever know, all it will ever profit us to know.


So the terrible irony is that man, whose mind can search the stars, “raiding the fields of the unmeasured All,” as Lucretius says in overpraise of his master Epicurus (1.74), is the single being in creation whose faculties are quite in vain. It is as if a malign fate had ordered it so. We long to seize the fulfillment of our intellects, finite though we are, but because we are finite yet can apprehend the infinite, we neither can nor will. That, say the grim sages, ought to teach us a lesson.


But what if the One we wish to know knows us and wishes to be known by us? That is no idle fancy but the startling claim that Judaism and Christianity make: it is an assertion of a fact. Such a God either exists or he does not. There is no third possibility. And if he does exist? Suddenly and with a fearful abandon he may free us from our resigning and comfortable limitations. He may knock loose the iron fetters forged by what we think we know and what we think we cannot know.










4 The Meek Do Inherit the Earth



To whom should God reveal himself? To the learned, we expect: to theologians, lawyers, politicians, and quacks. But such people are often tight-fisted with their precious knowledge, so miserly that they shut themselves off from knowledge that would come to them purely as a gift. It is fitting, then, bespeaking a wisdom and order that we the inattentive had not expected, that a God who in his mercy and love of the smallest buds of life created lilies and sparrows and mustard seeds (and who saw, unlike thunderous Jove, that they were good), would approach first the unconsidered trifles of the world, the nobodies, the fools.


Jesus lifts his heart in jubilation to think of it, this wisdom granted unto babes (Matt. 11:25–26). He consummates the whole pattern of God’s dramatic self-revelation in scripture and in the history of the Hebrews. For God confused the cosmopolitan builders of Babel, but allowed the mysterious and solitary Enoch to walk with him (Gen. 5:24; 11:1–9). God allowed the proud hearts of Jacob’s elder sons to be hardened, but to Joseph he granted dreams and interpretations of dreams. He ignores the sycophantic “prophets” who hang upon the courts of the last kings of Judah, no doubt reading the latest wire-releases and plying their imaginations to tell the kings they have a lock on God’s favor, as they possess God’s capital, Jerusalem, and God’s holy temple. But he reveals himself to Jeremiah, who foretells destruction and captivity and is flung down a cistern for his pains (Jer. 26–28). God appears not to the sophisticated he-woman Jezebel, but to Elijah and Elisha, ruffians from the outback; not to that self-styled god and guarantor of good harvests, Lord Pharaoh of the Nile (who is apparently too weak to fight gnats, locusts, hail, frogs, boils, plague, and the silent shadow of death), but to Moses, an exiled homicide and stutterer.


Christians believe that this pattern continues. God wills it, to give us a clue as to who he is. So Anthony of Egypt wanders into church and hears the gospel of the rich young man who would not sell all he had to follow Jesus. Anthony, young and impetuous and large-hearted, learns the lesson well. He sells all he has and strides alone into the desert to fast and pray. There, through no plan of his own, he inspires the eremitical movement in the East: and thousands of people journey into the deserts of Egypt and Syria and Anatolia to see holy men like Anthony and to learn what God had revealed to them. Theologians sometimes express a sour amazement for the lowliness of such people: a Bernadette at Lourdes, the unlettered half-breed Juan Diego, the failed student John Vianney, the spoiled bourgeois girl Thérèse of Lisieux, the teetotaling ballplayer Billy Sunday. What bad taste God has! But “God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are” (1 Cor. 1:27–28).


About Some Gods It Is Better Not to Know


SOMEONE MAY OBJECT THAT the Greek gods did reveal themselves to men: witness the divinities dinning sword and shield around the ringing walls of Troy. But it is one thing for a god to appear in human form (often for the god’s own devious or selfish purposes, as for instance to seduce a fair maid). It is another for the god to reveal his nature as god. What is missing from the Greek accounts of such revelation is any desire on the part of the gods that a man be brought into the life of the god as god. The gods do play favorites, may even apotheosize a Hercules here or a Perseus there, raising them to the stars. But they do not love.


Watch out when a god reveals himself. Paradigmatic is the sly Dionysus. When King Pentheus of Athens denounces him as an alien (that is, a suspicious eastern invasion of irrationality), effeminate, drunken, and destructive, the god shows up to take his revenge. He appears in the guise of a handsome boy and allows himself to be found out. Pentheus thinks he’s got him cornered, but as surely as ivy creeps round a post, so does Dionysus entangle Pentheus in a plot of vicious irony and poetic injustice. Since Pentheus had scoffed at the mad females of the city, including his own mother, raving through the forests in a Bacchanalian narcosis, Dionysus turns the poor young swaggerer inside-out, revealing the king’s own timidity and suppressed effeminacy. He drives Pentheus mad, dresses him in female garb, and lashes him into the woods as one of his own orgiastic worshipers. There the other Dionysian frenetics, that horde of madwomen, are tricked by the god into mistaking Pentheus for a deer. They dismember him. His mother Agape—yes, that is her name!—bears the head aloft, not yet knowing it is her son’s (Euripides, The Bacchae).


Hardly less cruel is the most celebrated “revealer” among the Greek gods, the farshooting doubletalker Apollo. As he did to Oedipus, he will riddle you to your destruction if he pleases, and will rack the laurel-toking priestess with epileptic spasms to do it:




Here, as the men approached the entrance way,


The Sibyl cried out: “Now is the time to ask


Your destinies!”


And then: “The god! Look there!


The god!”


And as she spoke neither her face


Nor hue went untransformed, nor did her hair


Stay neatly bound: her breast heaved, her wild heart


Grew large with passion. (Virgil, Aeneid, 6.70–80)





The contrast with scripture is stunning. One day an old man, a shepherd living in the fruitful land of the Chaldees, a nobody, hears a voice. We are told nothing—and it is a remarkable omission—about the manner of the voice. No vision accompanies it, no thunderbolt, no dragon. Apparently the voice does not convulse the man. It says, matter-of-factly, “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee” (Gen. 12:1). Leave everything and everyone you know and love, it says, and promises the reward of a great nation to spring from the old man’s progeny. Now an expert in the malice of the gods might have a few things to say about this summons. He might know the right sacrifice to lift the curse about to fall upon Nobody’s head.


Happily, Nobody is Nobody, not a demonologist. So he believes and acts. And God will reveal to Abram one simple and profound truth about himself: that he is a giver of gifts, even the gift of a new name and identity, as he raises Abram to Abraham, “father of a great multitude” (Gen. 17:5).


We will learn that the gifts are good gifts, because this is a God who loves. Do the Greek gods give gifts? Indeed they do. Consider the legend of Cleobis and Biton, recounted by Herodotus.


It was the day of the city festival, but all the horses on the farm were in the fields. The grand lady of the house wanted to attend in style; it would be a shame for her to walk the five miles to town, and missing the feast was too great a disappointment. So her sons Cleobis and Biton told their mother to climb into the chariot. Then they hitched themselves up like draft horses, conveying their mother into town in a magnificent display of youthful strength and filial piety. They were celebrated by all the townspeople, who congratulated their mother for having raised such splendid sons.


That evening, filled with elation and gratitude, the mother besought the gods to give her deserving sons the greatest gift they had to offer man. The gods answered her prayer, and the next morning Cleobis and Biton were found dead in their sleep. Never would their limbs grow slack and their manly voices feeble and shrill. They died at the peak of their lives, having won a renown that could never be undone by misfortune or by sliding into wickedness. Some unknown sculptor has fashioned their youthful forms in marble, broad-shouldered, nude, captured forever in one fleeting moment of honor.


Perhaps we feel no more than a shadow of sympathy for the overweening mother. She loved her sons, but she also loved her glory, and the answer to her prayers ironically punished her in a cruelly appropriate way. But examine again the deep and desperate irony. The mother assumed that the gods have good things to give. She was right, they do. But the best thing they have to give is what we least want, and what they themselves hate: “For Death is the one immortal who can never be moved, and therefore he is most hated of gods and men” (Iliad, 9.158–59). Nor do we reject this gift of Death because we are sinners. We reject it because we are men, longing to live and to see and to know.


No such reversal awaits Abraham: God’s gifts are genuinely good. But God is no straightforward fulfiller of what we think are our desires. No being who truly loves would substitute what we think we want for what we really want. God visits Abraham in the persons of three heralds (representing, say the church fathers, the three persons of the Trinity). Abraham treats them with great courtesy, inviting them to sit and eat. While he waits upon them—with his wife Sarah in the nearby hut, busily preparing the lamb—they announce that one year later his wife will have borne him a son (Gen. 18:1–15).


Scripture tells us that Abraham and Sarah were about a hundred years old. That Abraham could have begotten a son was exceedingly doubtful; that Sarah could not have conceived one was certain. She must best have known that. So Sarah did the appropriate thing. She thought about the absurdity of doing that old prerequisite for producing a son: “After I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?” (18:12). She laughed.


We shouldn’t blame her. Abraham himself has already received the same word from the Lord, at which he too laughs (after falling upon his face; God does not mind the occasional lightheartedness in worship [17:17]). And he does more. He dickers with the Lord, urging him, wistfully, to accept as the bringer of the promised nation Ishmael, his son by the concubine Hagar: “O that Ishmael might live before thee!” (17:18). It is almost as if Abraham credited God with good intentions, but was willing to accept instead a son ready-begotten. His response is like that of the good-hearted old Shunammite woman, who centuries later would assist the prophet Elisha with food and drink. When, in return for her generosity, Elisha prophesies that one year later she and her husband will embrace a son, she replies, “Nay, my lord, thou man of God, do not lie unto thine handmaid” (2 Kgs. 4:16).


She and Abraham must be the patrons of all of us who judge by our own limited means and limited love, and would be content with God if he would but put forth a decent showing. But God loves better than we can imagine. He is as outlandish in his insistence that Sarah shall bear a son as he was in urging old Nobody to leave his kin and home in the first place. He will bless Ishmael, in answer to Abraham’s prayer, but his covenant he will establish with Isaac (Gen. 17:20), a sign whereof shall be the circumcision of every male in Abraham’s household. The symbolism is clear: even in the ordinary way of men before they are ninety years old, it is not they who do the begetting, but God. He is the one who makes us to increase and multiply.


And when Abraham’s son is born, the gentle irony of this chapter receives its crowning moment. They call him Isaac, from the Hebrew verb to laugh. He is a child through whom laughter shall come to others: “And Sarah said, God hath made me to laugh, so that all that hear me shall laugh with me” (21:6).



“She Has Loved Much”


I WILL SOON TOUCH upon the scene that looms over Sarah’s laughter, that mysterious incident on the slopes of Mount Moriah. In the meantime let us note that if God is a God of love—or, in Saint John’s revolutionary claim, if “God is love” (1 John 4:8)—then those who do not know that God is love dwell in a troubling night. And those who separate themselves from love, hardening their hearts as they grasp for power or wealth or fame, must separate themselves from the ground of their being. To fail to love is to destroy oneself.


The world has been deeply ambivalent about love, as to what it is, and whether and under what conditions it is good. The Buddha severed the passion of love from a distanced benevolence. Indeed, he preached, since there is nothing of everlasting good in this life, it is folly to love anything so as to desire to possess it forever. Stoicisms of all kinds are suspicious of love, considering it an unmanly illusion. For Lucretius the clear-sighted Epicurean, love is madness, belied by the materially unattainable desire to immerse oneself wholly in the body of the other:




As a thirsty man will dream of drinking, but


No water is there to quench his parching body—


He strives for the shadow of water and struggles for nothing,


Gulping the rush of the river and yet still thirsty,


So lovers are fooled by Venus and her shadows,


Never having their fill of seeing the nude beside them


Nor able to glean the sleekness from its limbs,


Their vague hands roaming wildly over the body.


(On the Nature of Things, 4.1088–95)





The Epicurean from outside the illusion can see the irony that the lover cannot. In such love, he says, we thirst for mere phantasms, specters. We think we have what we still cannot grasp: the vague hands roam and gain nothing.


Cicero, who detested Epicureans for encouraging men to withdraw from the trouble of state affairs, agreed with them on the worthlessness of sexual passion. In the soaring dialogues Phaedrus and the Symposium, Plato’s Socrates, while exalting man’s love for the True, the Good, and the Beautiful, and arguing for a distant relationship between such love and the love of man and woman that comes to fruition in marriage, still associates love with a kind of weakness, a deficiency, albeit a deficiency that spurs us on to seek what transcends us:




Now Contrivance was drunk with nectar… and went out into the garden of Zeus, and was overcome by sleep. So Poverty, thinking to alleviate her wretched condition by bearing a child on Contrivance, lay with him and conceived Love. Since Love was begotten on Aphrodite’s birthday, and since he has also an innate passion for the beautiful, and so for the beauty of Aphrodite herself, he became her follower and servant. Again, having Contrivance for his father and Poverty for his mother, he bears the following character. He is always poor, and, far from being sensitive and beautiful, as most people imagine, he is hard and weather-beaten, shoeless and homeless, always sleeping out for want of a bed, on the ground, on doorsteps, and in the street. (Symposium, 203 b–d)





Note that if Love is, on one side anyhow, born of Poverty, then it makes no sense to say that God can love, since by his very being God can need nothing. God may be the object of our loving contemplation, but when it comes to his loving us, that is no more to be expected from Plato’s God than from the shadowy gods of the Epicureans, who dwell in perpetual aloofness, or from the “One” of the Neoplatonist Plotinus, eternally brimming forth in Being, but impersonal and bound by the necessity of its superabundance. Against such worldly wisdom it seems absurd, even blasphemous, to say with Jesus that “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).


In fact, a world made by a God who loves—God, who needs nothing, yet desires, and without suffering wills that man, his creature, be one with him, for “you arouse him to take joy in praising you, for you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you” (Augustine, Confessions, 1.1)—is an infinitely more perilous and interesting world than that imagined even by Plato. Dramatic things happen in it, prompted by God himself—things that need not have happened at all. The world is not the necessitated overflow of Being from the One; it is not the complex but finally static interplay of the forces of Strife and Love, as Empedocles taught, with Strife tending to pull everything apart into chaos, and Love tending to merge them all back together into chaos; it is not even the fated stage, as the Stoic Epictetus says, for the drama of men’s actions, as conforming or not conforming to some universal, providential, but wholly impersonal plan. It is, the Christians say, an act of God’s love, as all of history is the drama of man’s response to that love.


Now the Stoic vision of the world does lend itself to irony, of that classical disillusioning sort. The rich and powerful man walks through life brazen, self-assured, unaware of the net waiting to catch him. But the net has always been there. It is a feature of the universe, part of the play, if it makes sense to attribute authorial choices to a mind bound by necessity. But suppose the net is placed by loving intent. Suppose what the proud man feels as a snare is an invitation to be taken up, caught in love; and suppose that what he and the world see as a fall is his first painful lurch towards exaltation and freedom?


Imagine then this scene. The teacher is sitting at table with a very important man, and a holy one, too, one of the leaders in the religious community. He has invited the teacher to his house for a few ambiguous reasons. He is drawn to the teacher; not all of his fellow leaders have bothered to extend such an invitation. More to the purpose, the teacher loves him, as we shall see. He wants to sift the teacher, to see whether he can glean any new and brilliant exposition of scripture (for some men are afficionados of worship just as others are of brothels or the combats of gladiators). Perhaps even more to be desired, he may catch the teacher in a tic of blasphemy that will allow him to assume the pleasant role of Wise Protector of the People. It is no ordinary invitation to dinner.


Into the house comes a long-haired woman, the trash of the town. Simon the Pharisee is stunned into embarrassment, and probably a shiver of self-satisfaction, as he sees the woman break open a jar of costly perfume, anoint the teacher’s feet, wash them with her tears, and dry them with her hair.


Simon believes he understands the scene before him perfectly. He sees and relishes the irony: “Now when the Pharisee which had bidden him saw it, he spake within himself, saying, This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who and what manner of woman this is that toucheth him: for she is a sinner” (Luke 7:39). Simon simply interprets by what he sees, and what he mainly sees is that the teacher does not see.


But the irony is that Simon’s sight depends upon Simon’s desire to see—that is, upon his love. Since he does not truly love the teacher, and since he bears nothing but contempt for the woman, he is in a bad position for understanding what is going on in front of him. He thinks the scene reveals who this teacher is not, when actually it reveals who he is. And the revelation comes in a way that Simon could not have expected. It also reveals who Simon is, at least as yet: a small man important in his own mind, but a very fool.


The teacher reads Simon’s thoughts. As often, he uses a parable to defuse the interlocutor’s automatic responses, so that the man’s own words will show him the truth, like it or not:




And Jesus answering said unto him, Simon, I have somewhat to say unto thee. And he saith, Master, say on.


There was a certain creditor which had two debtors: the one owed five hundred pence, and the other fifty.


And when they had nothing to pay, he frankly forgave them both. Tell me therefore, which of them will love him most? (Luke 7:40–42)





Until this point Simon thinks he is in control. The teacher’s story calls for an obvious answer, and Simon gives it: “I suppose that he, to whom he forgave most” (7:43). But the teacher now calls upon Simon to open his eyes and see things as they are. All Simon knows about the woman is that she is a sinner; the teacher shows him more. All Simon knows about himself is that he is a righteous man; the teacher shows him more. All that anyone at table knows about Jesus is that he is an interesting, possibly dangerous, itinerant rabbi. Jesus’ actions show that he claims to be far more:




And he turned to the woman, and said unto Simon, Seest thou this woman? I entered into thine house, thou gavest me no water for my feet: but she hath washed my feet with tears, and wiped them with the hairs of her head.


Thou gavest me no kiss: but this woman since the time I came in hath not ceased to kiss my feet.


My head with oil thou didst not anoint: but this woman hath anointed my feet with ointment.


Wherefore I say unto thee, Her sins, which are many, are forgiven; for she loved much: but to whom little is forgiven, the same loveth little.


And he said unto her, Thy sins are forgiven.


And they that sat at meat with him began to say within themselves, Who is this that forgiveth sins also? (7:44–49)





We are not told of Simon’s response. His friends run for the shelter of religious truism. This man, they think (and they think that their thoughts cannot be read, but it is clear that Jesus says what he says precisely because he does read their thoughts), claims to forgive sins. But only God can forgive sins. Therefore this man is a blasphemer. Naturally, their reasoning presumes that Jesus is not divine. If instead they had said, “This man claims to forgive sins; but only God can forgive sins; therefore this man claims to be one with God,” the reasoning would have been correct, and the next step would have been to determine whether the astonishing claim were true. But the woman, whose thoughts we know by her actions, sees what they do not see. They think they know her, but she knows Jesus, whom they do not know. Her outpouring of love wins for her the grace of vision: “And he said to the woman, Thy faith hath saved thee; go in peace” (50).


For whose benefit has the drama been played, if not for Simon’s and that of his poor important friends, who cannot see how many sins of their own must be forgiven? They are debtors too, after all. They, the powerful, think they have been forgiven little, or maybe even think that in their relationship with God they stand rather on the side of creditor! Therefore they love little. Therefore they do not see. Worse, in their persistent claim to see, they are truly blind: “If ye were blind, ye should have no sin: but now ye say, We see; therefore your sin remaineth” (John 9:41).


“Dost Thou Love Me?”


LOVE IS STRONGER THAN all the powers of the world. It is hard to remember, after our familiarity with Christianity, how startling an assertion that is. But love is essential to man as a being made for God, and, in God, for his fellow man. So true is this that even what look like feats of wondrous faith—impressive churchliness, we might say—are nothing at all without love: “And though I have the gift of wondrous prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing” (1 Cor. 13:2).


Consider another scene. Jesus has been speaking to the Jews about a manna come down from heaven, bringing life everlasting: “I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger, and he that believeth on me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). But the Jews say to themselves (again we witness man’s small-hearted refusal to see) that they know better. They interpret Jesus’ words not literally (for surely they are familiar with figures of speech) so much as contemptuously: “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? how is it then that he saith, I came down from heaven?” (6:42).


Jesus gives them no quarter. He does not say, “I was using a metaphor,” as indeed he was not, but goes on to assert that the bread “is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world” (6:51). When the Jews again snort—insisting upon a literal interpretation for its absurdity, so that they can dismiss Jesus and his claims—Jesus goes them one better, asserting that “except ye eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you” (6:53).


At this point it is not Jesus’ enemies alone who leave, but many of his disciples, muttering, “This is a hard saying: who can hear it?” (6:60). When finally Jesus turns to the twelve, his chosen apostles, he asks them whether they will leave, too. Peter replies. Note that by his own light Peter understands no more of what Jesus has said than does anyone else. He too must feel mystified and disappointed. But he does know one thing: he loves. Beyond all rational argument, he knows that he wants to stand beside the teacher: “Then Simon Peter answered him, Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of everlasting life” (6:68).


Peter’s life is a history of love, of wanting to be beside Jesus. We are told that John was the disciple whom Jesus in his humanity loved most, but it was Peter, not John, who said atop the mount of Transfiguration, “Master, it is good for us to be here: and let us make three tabernacles; one for thee, and one for Moses, and one for Elias” (Mk., 9:5), wanting to pitch some tents so that the prophets of old could tarry with them awhile. It was Peter, not John, who so loved Jesus that at first he did not want to sully him with his presence: “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). It was Peter, not John, who tried to walk on the water to be near Jesus in the storm (Matt. 14:24–31). It was Peter, not the younger and fleeter John, who was first to enter the tomb on Easter morning (John 20:3–6). And after the Resurrection, to soothe the pain of Peter’s having denied that he knew him—a caustic and salutary penance, this—Jesus asks Peter three times, once for each denial, “Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou me more than these?” When Peter replies that he does, Jesus assigns to him again the loving care for his brothers: “Feed my lambs” (21:15).


Note that in choosing the chief of the apostles, Jesus does not ask Peter whether he is courageous and self-denying. That is what a good Stoic would take pride in. Nor does he ask whether Peter is fully conversant with scripture. That is what a good rabbi would take pride in. Nor does he ask whether Peter has attended the lectures of the wisest men and read the works of Plato and Aristotle. That is what a Greek would take pride in. Jesus rather wants to confirm Peter in love. It is this love that will confer upon Peter both knowledge and more strength of character than any Stoic could boast, not through Peter’s grim determination but through the gladsome ministrations of the Holy Spirit.


But this passage in John’s gospel, taking as given what the early church knew about Peter’s leadership after the Resurrection, focuses on Peter’s crucifixion in Rome, a slave’s death that conformed him to the One he loved, who set him free. For when Peter, sad and exasperated, says for the third time, “Lord, thou knowest all things; thou knowest that I love thee” (21:17), Jesus replies by predicting what would look to the world like weakness and shameful defeat:




When thou wast young, thou girdedst thyself, and walkedst whither thou wouldest: but when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not.


This spake he, signifying by what death he should glorify God. (21:18–19)





It is well here to touch upon that death—it is the climactic event of Sienkiewicz’s Quo Vadis? (The Latin title means, Where are you going?) Legend had it that Peter was advised by his friends to leave Rome before Nero could lay hands upon him. They were thinking practically: the chief of the apostles must not lose his life. They needed him. Those friends loved Peter, and genuinely strove to build the church. But God’s love is dangerous and brings to bear upon man’s life a power from which he yearns to hide. On his way out of the city, along the Appian Way, Peter sees a vision, a figure emerging from the gleam of the sun. His disciple Nazarius does not see it; but Peter falls to the ground in adoration. The following scene is a small masterpiece of irony, as Peter is confirmed in love:




He fell with his face to the earth, as if kissing some one’s feet.


The silence continued long; then were heard the words of the aged man, broken by sobs—“Quo vadis, Domine?”


Nazarius did not hear the answer; but to Peter’s ears came a sad and sweet voice, which said,—“If thou desert my people, I am going to Rome to be crucified a second time.”


The Apostle lay on the ground, his face in the dust, without motion or speech. It seemed to Nazarius that he had fainted or was dead; but he rose at last, seized the staff with trembling hands, and turned without a word toward the seven hills of the city.


The boy, seeing this, repeated as an echo,—“Quo vadis, Domine?”


“To Rome,” said the Apostle, in a low voice.


And he returned. (402)





Sienkiewicz understands and presents with keen insight the irony of the event that follows. Rome is about to be stormed and taken by force: its gates will not prevail. No one sees it. Not the debauched Nero, with reason afraid of his sycophants. Not the weary libertine Petronius, who will die by his own hand, witty and sad to the end. Not the soldiers who wait their chance to send the effeminate and cruel emperor to his deserved apotheosis—who would make a god of him with all speed, that they might set up a puppet more to their liking! But the Christians are even now conquering. Tertullian would say, two hundred years later, that the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church. And that same Peter who sheds his last blood in an act of communion with the teacher he once denied but never ceased to love, that same Peter, we Christians say, will be the savior of Rome herself. As a stranger he did not merit beheading within the city walls; but on his tomb will be built the great basilica, as upon the ruins of Rome will be built a new center of Christendom. Who remembers Ctesiphon or Susa or Ecbatana, the capitals of once great empires? Carthage is a desert plain sowed with salt. Memphis is a vast sand-rippled tomb. Rome remains; but it was the “criminal” Peter, true to the last to his love for the master, who saved her. A Christian of any persuasion can relish the irony of a redemption that no one but an old Jewish fisherman, about to be executed, could see:




The Apostle, with his head in the sun-rays and golden light, turned for the last time towards the city. At a distance lower down was seen the gleaming Tiber; beyond was the Campus Martius; higher up, the Mausoleum of Augustus; below that, the gigantic baths just begun by Nero; still lower, Pompey’s theatre; and beyond them were visible in places, and in places hidden by other buildings, the Septa Julia, a multitude of porticos, temples, columns, great edifices; and, finally, far in the distance, hills covered with houses, a gigantic resort of people, the borders of which vanished in the blue haze,—an abode of crime, but of power; of madness, but of order,—which had become the head of the world, its oppressor, but its law and its peace, almighty, invincible, eternal.


But Peter, surrounded by soldiers, looked at the city as a ruler and king looks at his inheritance. And he said to it, “Thou art redeemed and mine!” And no one, not merely among the soldiers digging the hole in which to plant the cross, but even among true believers, could divine that standing there among them was the true ruler of that moving life. (404–5)
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