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This world of ours has some purpose; and if there is a purpose, there is a person. I had always felt life first as a story; and if there is a story there is a story-teller.

—G. K. Chesterton
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INTRODUCTION

This book is an introductory guide to twelve masterpieces of Catholic literature. Designed for students of all ages, it may be adopted for use in the undergraduate literature, Catholic studies, or theology classroom, or used as a guide for self-study. Each chapter, focused on a single literary work, presents a brief biography of the author followed by an extended critical essay on the work’s themes and techniques, especially in terms of its Catholic content. Essays draw on a wide selection of secondary sources, thus bringing in a variety of influential critical voices that contribute to the discussion. Suggestions for further reading of related texts, questions for discussion or papers, and a selected bibliography complete each chapter.

One might question why such a guide is needed at this time. In these first few years of the new millennium, interest in all things Catholic is on the rise. Statistics indicate that Catholicism, unlike other mainstream religions, continues to grow steadily in the United States: a third of all Americans now call themselves Catholic. New waves of the Spirit are spreading throughout parts of traditionally Catholic Europe, both east and west, reinvigorating dormant faith in that continent. And elsewhere in the world, in parts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, for example, the increase in the Catholic population over the last few decades has been nothing short of staggering. A new generation of young people in particular is eager to learn more about the faith’s teachings, culture, and traditions. As testimony to this fact, one need only witness the astonishing crowds Pope John Paul II has drawn to recent World Youth Day events as well as the proliferation of interdisciplinary Catholic studies programs in colleges and universities across the nation.

With the rise of interest in Catholicism comes the demand for updated educational materials. In the area of literature, the need is particularly acute. For more than a generation now, literary studies in both secular and private institutions have been dominated by postmodern critical theories that, with their emphasis on deconstructing literature and thoroughly politicizing its content, are largely antithetical, if not downright hostile, to Christian thought. In depleting texts of meaning or reducing them to the mere sociological study of power differentials, such theories, in their purest form, negate even the possibility of the supernatural and thus have no use for the transformation of reality by grace. From a Christian point of view, such deterministic thought saps literature of its ability to do what great literature does so well: evoke the spiritual and thereby expand the spirit. Even in English departments at Catholic institutions, it has for years now been rare if not impossible to find courses that examine texts from a religious, much less Christian or Catholic, perspective. Catholic literature, a long and rich tradition indeed, has been ignored precisely because it must be examined from a Catholic perspective in order to comprehend it in its totality. Trained in critical methods that deny or discount the existence of God, lacking a scholarly understanding of Catholic teaching, or simply embarrassed to talk about faith in the classroom, many faculty simply choose to ignore Catholic literature. And if included in a course at all, a literary work has often been so distorted as to render it virtually incomprehensible. A case in point is the contemporary American author Flannery O’Connor. Never more popular, her fiction has generated an enormous amount of criticism over the last two decades, most of which gives but a cursory nod to or dismisses altogether her deeply Catholic themes. When studied in a literature classroom where discussion is ruled by the “race/class/gender” mantra, her stories become merely senseless, grotesque studies in the pathology of victimization and violence.

By no means am I suggesting here that poststructuralist theories have no value as literary tools. All critical methods are simply different angles, or lenses, that can help illuminate parts of a literary work. In emphasizing how deeply literature is embedded in and springs from culture—its essential “contingency”—modern theories have contributed an understanding of the many subtle yet insidious factors that serve to marginalize or oppress certain segments of society. At best, such theories can have a laudable ethical dimension. But any approach to education that does not consider the whole person, and any approach to literature that is closed off from even the possibility of the spiritual is woefully deficient. If literary works have no foundation in truth or ability to address ultimate concerns, the study of literature and the endless production of literary criticism become only a rarified, elitist game, yet another interesting rearrangement of deck chairs on the Titanic.

This book, by contrast, proceeds from the point of view that the best literature not only invites us to explore the intersection of the natural and supernatural realms, but also that a certain subset of that literature—Catholic literature—allows us to roam imaginatively through the greatest and most profound mysteries of Catholic truth: incarnationalism, sacra-mentality, God-with-us in the Real Presence of the Eucharist, the profound meaning and worth of suffering, the ties of charity that unite the living and dead in the Body of Christ. It takes as its starting point the belief that reason and faith are not oppositional paths to truth—the one legitimate, the other suspect—but complementary. A Christian understands that while we gain tremendous amounts of knowledge by reading, study, and analysis, that which comes through faith and prayer unfailingly supercedes that achieved by intellectual endeavor. Approaching literature from a Catholic/Christian point of view, one that proceeds from both faith and reason, is as valid a type of criticism as any other. In his influential article “Religion and Literature,” T. S. Eliot correctly stated, “literary criticism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological standpoint.”1 A religiously based criticism, therefore, does not cancel out the use of other forms of criticism but rather builds on their foundation. While drawing on a variety of critical methods, the essays in this book are designed to contribute the “last layer” of interpretation called for by Eliot. This guide thus fills a gap in literary studies by focusing on Catholic literature and being written from the seamless unity of both a scholarly and faithful point of view.

But what exactly is “Catholic literature”? A broad category, no precise definition exists. Written by persons of all backgrounds and cultures over its two-thousand-year history, Catholic literature conforms to no single pattern. It has been produced in all possible genres: fiction, poetry, autobiography, children’s works, plays, essays, and more. Some Catholic writing is distinctly sentimental and pious. Some is didactic, written with the express intent of converting the reader. Some use Catholicism in ways that purposely distort or disparage the faith. Catholic literature has been written by baptized, believing Catholics, by lapsed Catholics, and by non-Catholics. For the purposes of this book, we can propose the following definition: Catholic literature is good literature that employs the history, traditions, culture, theology, and/or spirituality of Catholicism in a substantial, informed, and meaningful way. By “good” literature I mean those works of art that present the human situation in complex ways and on various levels that can be pondered, analyzed, and discussed. Such literature never lends itself to black-and-white thinking but rather concentrates on exploring the gray areas of paradox, ambiguity, and moral dilemma. Good literature is serious literature: it may entertain but more often disturbs, raising more questions than it provides answers. Moreover, while the works encountered here use Catholicism in a substantial, informed, and meaningful way—that is, they are grounded in a deep and accurate understanding of the faith—as good literature they do not aim merely to soothe or pacify the hyperpious or religiously complacent. These works never attempt to dismiss the struggles and doubts inherent in the human situation for a naïve, sentimental, or “feel-good” religion. Rather, each work here examines profound Catholic issues through the expansive freedom of the imagination, pushing borders, crossing boundaries, penetrating mysteries, and exploring the many astonishing paradoxes inherent in the Christian faith.

As a humanity, literature makes us more humane, widening our contacts with lives, experiences, and events unlike our own. It allows us to observe actions and their results over a short period of time and to empathize with characters whose inner lives and motivations are revealed. Any person who maintains a steady diet of good literature knows its power to broaden experience and expand the mind and heart. Writing in Literature and the Christian Life, critic Sallie TeSelle goes one step further, suggesting that literature can play a significant role in the Christian life precisely because it aids vicariously in the widening of the kind of empathy necessary to growth in charity, the goal and summit of Christianity. As she states,


Literature with its concrete, varied, and creative depictions of the basic structure of human experience, in both its cosmological and anthropological aspects, offers to the Christian invaluable acquaintance. It gives to the Christian, who is called upon to adhere totally to God in spite of the negative powers that appear to rule the world, an understanding of the depth and breadth of powers that his response must embrace if it is to be realistic. He must take into account those diseased and dying infants who troubled Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov (and feel for them as Ivan does) and that white whale which embodied all evil for Ahab in Moby Dick (and know in his heart the extent of that whale’s rule as Ahab did). Literature also offers to the Christian, who is called upon to love his fellows with a profound and appropriate love, an entrée into the crannies of the human heart that a realistic love cannot do without. What one can learn of the human heart from James or Faulkner or Tolstoy cannot be gained from history, psychology, or sociology books, or even, unfortunately, for most of us, from our own experience with our fellows, which is so stereotyped and patterned that we seldom see beneath the clichés of surface relationships.2



TeSelle’s point is that the vicarious empathy we gain by reading literature can help us to understand and sympathize more fully with our fellow humans in real life.

One hallmark of the Catholic faith that has strongly affected its literature is its insistent incarnationalism. Because Jesus chose to save humankind by becoming a person and going through life in this world, from birth to death, he sanctified all aspects of our existence on earth. Salvation is not to be found or holiness achieved, therefore, by scorning reality or attempting to close one’s eyes, Buddha-like, to all that is human. In Catholic thinking, there is thus no glossing over of the difficulties, evils, and sufferings of life: as St. Paul puts it, all creation “groans” as it awaits the fullness of redemption. The notion that material success or other visible signs of personal well-being are marks of God’s special favor is alien to Catholic thought because it has nothing to do with imitating the Christ who lived in poverty, was despised by many, and suffered. The most important symbol of the faith is, therefore, not an empty cross but one with a suffering corpus on it, a constant reminder of God’s mysterious connection of suffering and love in his plan for our salvation. By embracing all that is human, the good with the bad, with the intention of loving God and imitating Christ, all things are transformed by grace and become a means to our redemption. As William Lynch puts it, “there are no shortcuts to beauty or to insight. We must go through the finite, the limited, the definite. . . . The way up is the way down.”3 This Catholic emphasis on incarnationalism resonates powerfully with writers in the Catholic tradition who find in it great impetus for their art. It encourages them to describe life just as they see and experience it, warts and all, without any artificial need to, as Flannery O’Connor once stated, “tidy up” reality for the sake of a positive or uplifting story. It is this life, just as it is here and now, that God loves, transforms, and redeems.

A second and related characteristic of Catholic thought that has deeply influenced its literature is its stress on sacramentality. If all things that exist do so because God has created them, loves them, and sustains them, all things are not only good to at least some degree in and of themselves but also have the ability to communicate the power and goodness of God. Catholics formally profess seven sacraments, each “a sign instituted by Christ to give grace”: baptism, confirmation, penance, Eucharist, matrimony, Holy Orders (the conferring of the priesthood), and anointing of the sick. Among these, the Eucharist, a sacrament that may be received every day, is especially significant. Hidden behind the humble, natural elements of bread and wine is Jesus himself, the complete God-Man in his Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity, not only physically present but taken into the communicant in an act of total unity and intimacy. Like nothing else, the Eucharist powerfully conveys the essential Catholic belief that God is with us in all circumstances and at all times. By contrast, by reducing the communion service to a mere symbolic gesture or ritual, Protestantism has not only significantly emptied it of its meaning but also puts more stress on God’s absence from us than presence among us. This vital Catholic sense of Jesus dwelling with us on earth, animating and transforming everything that exists, and the consequent sacramentality of all creation, permeates Catholic literature. All things, events, and experiences “tell” of God and can lead us to God if we have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. By grounding their work in the concrete, material world, literary artists in the Catholic tradition can reveal the supernatural and convey spiritual truths. Thus literature, too, can serve as a sacramental, a vehicle of grace for those disposed to receive it.

It is precisely because of its emphasis on incarnationalism and sacra-mentality that the Catholic Church prizes artists. The vast collection of art and literature produced by persons of every era and culture contained in the Vatican museums and libraries more than testify to this fact. The Catholic liturgy, too, is permeated with art: music, color, incense, church décor, and pageantry are employed to stimulate the senses, engage the emotions, and lift the spirit to the beauty and wonder of God. In a remarkable letter to artists written for the 2000 Jubilee Year, Pope John Paul II stated that the Church needs art: not just acknowledges it or tolerates it but needs it. “Every genuine art form in its own way is a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world,” the letter states. “It is therefore a wholly valid approach to the realm of faith, which gives human experience its ultimate meaning.”4 As all art is the creation of something new, a unique entity in the world bodied forth from the mind, heart, and imagination of the artist, so art in a small way imitates the work of the Creator and thus participates in the constant unfolding of the creation. Art is often prophetic, pointing the way toward what is to come. It makes us pause in our daily routine, become meditative, and refresh our spirits in the contemplation of beauty and truth.

An understanding of imaginative literature as an art form has been slow to develop in the Church, however. The case of Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory, discussed in more detail in the chapter to follow, can serve to illustrate this point. Greene’s novel portrays a fallen priest, a man who, persecuted, lonely, and weak, has slipped from his vows. Yet the story clearly suggests that the priest’s very sins and failings paradoxically allow him to achieve a high degree of sanctity. When the book was published in 1940, it was censored by Vatican officials precisely because it fails to depict the Catholic faith in an unambiguous or positive manner. But twenty-five years later in the atmosphere of Vatican II, the novel was exonerated by Pope Paul VI, himself a scholarly man, with the result that today it is considered a central text in the development of modern Catholic literature. Fully comprehending a Catholic view of incarnationalism and sacramentality means that one can embrace without reservation any work of art that represents life truthfully—its goodness, beauty, and joy along with its evil, sin, and misery.

We now turn to a brief tour of the twelve literary works you’ll encounter here. Written in several different genres and by authors from a variety of eras and cultures, together they provide representative samples of the wealth of the Catholic literary tradition. Any study of this tradition necessarily begins with Saint Augustine’s fourth-century Confessions, the classic tale of one man’s journey to God. Augustine’s passionate account of the myriad internal and external obstacles he battled on the road to conversion coupled with his engaging prose style has captivated readers of all generations and, in fact, set the model for modern, introspective autobiography. Next, we explore the flowering of mysticism in the medieval period through two major fourteenth-century spiritual narratives. Written by an anonymous Englishman, The Cloud of Unknowing focuses on the “negative” approach to God through prayer. In this book of spiritual instruction, the Cloud author leads readers firmly but gently to the practice of mystical contemplation, a mode of apprehending God that is often misunderstood in Western religious practice. Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love is also a masterpiece of medieval mystical thought. Near death from an illness around the age of thirty, Julian received a series of visions centering on Christ’s Passion, the role of suffering in redemption, and God’s
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