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A Note on Texts

References to Emily Brontë’s poems follow the texts and numerical sequence of Emily Brontë: The Complete Poems, ed. by Janet Gezari (London: Penguin, 1992). Gezari’s edition distinguishes helpfully between poems as published in Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell (1846) and manuscript texts. Poems identified by roman numerals appeared in the 1846 collection; Arabic numerals denote poems unpublished in Emily Brontë’s lifetime or manuscript versions of poems published in 1846.

Other references to Emily Brontë’s works are to the following editions:



	WH
	Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights, fourth edition, ed. by Richard J. Dunn (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2003). Throughout this book, I refer to the elder Catherine by the longer form of her name and to her daughter as Cathy.



	Essays
	Charlotte Brontë and Emily Brontë, The Belgian Essays, ed. and trans. by Sue Lonoff (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1996).




All biblical references are to the King James Version.
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Introduction: Emily Brontë and the Death of God

This book examines the animating dialogues and creative frictions between Emily Brontë’s writing and the texts, traditions and theological resources of Christianity. It reads Wuthering Heights and a selection of Brontë’s poems in relation to theological concepts including natural theology, biblical hermeneutics, original sin, apocalypse and eschatology. Brontë’s literary engagement with religious language is marked not only by representations of liberating numinous encounter, divine immanence and apocalyptic renewal but, also, by notes of uncertainty, despondency and absence. The world in Brontë’s writing is both the site of immanent presence and the place from which God is absent. Focusing upon these notes of tension, this book does not attempt to ‘claim’ Brontë for either side of the faith/scepticism debate.1 Rather than seeking to resolve Brontë’s depictions of uncertainty and incompletion into secure positions of either belief or unbelief, I want to suggest that they are convergent with the renewed emphasis upon paradox, aporia and otherness that have characterized the postmodern ‘return’ of the religious in contemporary culture and theory. Brontë’s writing is informed and animated by the religious discourses of its time and, particularly, by Romantic interpretations and appropriations of theological language, the legacies of which continue to influence contemporary theology. Bernard Reardon writes in Religion in the Age of Romanticism (1985):

What . . . pre-eminently distinguishes the Romantic understanding of Christianity is its subjectivization of all religious truth, and this new attitude may, I think, be said to mark the beginning of that process of immanentizing religious reality which was characteristic of the nineteenth century in general and which, despite the neo-orthodox reaction, has continued through the present century as well. For the modern theologian, however orthodox he way mish to appear, finds the thought of two worlds worrying. Somehow or other eternal life has to be seen to be lived here and now, eternity itself to be a dimension of the present order of things, the basic Christian values rooted in this world, Jesus Christ to be the man in whom all men may see their own idealized reflection.2

Like her Romantic predecessors, Emily Brontë asks questions both of the theological orthodoxies of her time and of the emerging metanarratives of modernity. I will argue in this book that Brontë’s persistent explorations of tension and uncertainty – her recognition that faith and despondency (to borrow the title of her first poem in the sisters’ 1846 collection) are more intimately related than is often supposed – give her writing a particular resonance with the postmodern situation that has seen religion ‘return’ as the excluded other of secular modernity.

Religious readings of Emily Brontë’s work were relatively common for more than a century after her death in 1848.3 While many readers noted the unorthodoxy and individualism of Brontë’s religious vision, she was often situated within mystical and other traditions of Christian spirituality, including the versions of intense feeling associated with Methodist discourses of religious enthusiasm. Since the 1960s, much of the best and most influential Brontë criticism has been predicated upon secular critical methodologies, a turn consistent with the theoretical directions of literary criticism more generally. As Gavin Hopps and Jane Stabler point out, ‘literary criticism of the last few decades has been undoubtedly dominated by a range of theoretical movements which are clandestinely united in the silent refusal of the possibility of faith that precedes their diverse practices’.4 Though a ‘return’ of the religious in contemporary culture and critical discourse is now widely recognized, many commentators remain uneasy about the implications of this development, which has coincided with a resurgence of religious fundamentalism. Yet if contemporary political contexts have lent a new urgency to concerns surrounding the place of religion in culture and criticism, the concerns themselves are not new. For many readers of the Brontës, religion has for some time been associated with patriarchal structures of oppression and authoritarianism, and with notions of received truth and doctrinal orthodoxy that are seen to threaten personal autonomy and imaginative freedom. This book is written from a Christian perspective, but it does not seek to overlook or marginalize these troubling elements of religious ideology. It does, however, recognize that the horizons of religious thinking extend beyond the antagonistic frameworks within which contemporary public debates between faith and scepticism are often conducted and that many theologians are alert to and have much to say about the political, social and ideological concerns identified by secular criticism.5 It also maintains that Christian theology is far more open to the creative play of the imagination than is often acknowledged by critical methodologies that have tended to rely upon more constrained notions of religious and doctrinal orthodoxy. As Andrew Tate observes, ‘[i]t is sometimes strategically easier to simplify matters of faith rather than to acknowledge ambivalences, differences and uncertainties. However, critical voices, on either side of the faith and scepticism debate, are keen both to give witness to their world view and to hear stories from radically different perspectives’.6 One of the claims of this book is that religion need not be approached as a constrained and static body of received truth, but might rather be considered as a tradition – or a multiplicity of traditions – that is always involved in the active rereading and reinterpretation of its own sacred texts, language and theological concepts. Indeed, in the postmodern situation, the lines of demarcation between the sacred and the secular and between theology and other critical disciplines, always less clear than is often assumed, have come to seem ever more unstable.

In recent years, the metanarratives of modernity and secularization have themselves been exposed to renewed critical scrutiny. Not least among the surprising consequences of the postmodern situation has been a growing recognition that the assumptions of secular criticism and of modernity’s ‘death of God’ narrative are no more immune to postmodern scepticism than are religious metanarratives. The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has described the postmodern condition as ‘the “re-enchantment” of the world after the protracted and earnest, though in the end inconclusive, modern struggle to dis-enchant it’.7 The now widely acknowledged religious ‘turn’ in postmodern culture and theory is not a return to or of naïve, pre-modern belief but, rather, a new openness to what Graham Ward calls ‘the re-evaluation of ambivalence, mystery, excess and aporia as they adhere to, are constituted by and disrupt the rational’.8 The theologian John D. Caputo’s suggestion that ‘the distinction between theism and atheism is a little more unstable than people think, including most popes and bishops’ reflects both a theological movement beyond the conceptual frameworks of onto-theology – the God of Enlightenment philosophy and theology; the God whose obituary was written by Nietzsche – and a renewed awareness of incompletion, aporia and otherness as aspects of faith rather than as unambiguous signs of its collapse.9 ‘[I]t has for a long time been apparent’, Gavin Hopps and Jane Stabler tell us, ‘that whoever is supposed to have murdered God, firstly, seems to have got the wrong man and, secondly, appears to have done religion a favour’:

To think God outside of the protocols of onto-theology is to allow God to “be” unconstrained by the category of being. It is to throw open the idolatrously circumscribed horizons of finitude and to respect the irreducible otherness of the divine, by not limiting it in advance according to our own measure . . . The far-reaching implications of this change have yet to be fully registered in disciplines such as literary criticism, which
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