

[image: image]



[image: image]


Dedication

To My Sisters,

Alice, Laura, and Gini


Contents

DEDICATION

PREFACE: A STAY AGAINST CONFUSION

WRITING AS SACRAMENT

FAITH AND FICTION

WHAT STORIES ARE AND WHY WE READ THEM

A NINETEENTH-CENTURY MAN

THE WIZARD: REMEMBERING JOHN GARDNER

THE PILGRIM: SAINT IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA

THE STORY OF CAIN

AFFLICTION AND GRACE: RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE IN THE POETRY OF GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS

LEO TOLSTOY’S “MASTER AND MAN”

BABETTE’S FEAST

“ANIMA CHRISTI”

STIGMATA

HEARING THE CRY OF THE POOR: THE JESUIT MARTYRS OF EL SALVADOR

EUCHARIST

WORKS CITED

COPYRIGHT ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY RON HANSEN

COPYRIGHT

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER


Preface: A Stay Against Confusion

The first time I noticed it is lost to me now, but I may have been five or so. At Sunday Mass in Omaha, the priest ascended the stairs to the high pulpit at Holy Angels Church, announced a reading from one of the Gospels, and after a few sentences of the passage I was suddenly aware that the story was familiar to me. Say it was the shockingly concrete scene in Mark where Jesus heals a blind man by wetting the man’s eyes with his spit. I found myself anticipating the next moves, certain that the man would say he could see people but they looked like trees walking. And Jesus would lay his hands on the afflicted man’s eyes again, and then the man would see everything clearly. The sentences were sure and predictable to me; I felt I was finally their audience; and I realized with a good deal of wonder that the Gospels were like those children’s books that my mother or sisters would read to me over and over again. With great seriousness the priest would read aloud the same stunning stories from the life of Christ, and when he was finished reading he would talk intelligently about the meaning of the passage in our own lives, and even the old in the congregation would watch and listen like children being taught.

The liturgical rites were grand theater then, filled with magisterial ceremony, great varieties of mystery and symbol, and a haunting Gregorian chant that sounded good even if poorly sung. And since I could not yet follow the English translation of the priest’s Latin in my Missal, I would fix my gaze high overhead on the soft blue sky of the dome on which there was a huge, literal, and beautiful painting of Christ being escorted by the holy angels on his ascension to heaven, his loose white clothing floating off him so that most of his flesh was exposed.

Looking back on my childhood now, I find that church-going and religion were in good part the origin of my vocation as a writer, for along with Catholicism’s feast for the senses, its ethical concerns, its insistence on seeing God in all things, and the high status it gave to scripture, drama, and art, there was a connotation in Catholicism’s liturgies that storytelling mattered. Each Mass was a narrative steeped in meaning and metaphor, helping the faithful to not only remember the past but to make it present here and now, and to bind ourselves into a sharing group so that, ideally, we could continue the public ministry of Jesus in our world.

On the other hand, my vocation as a writer was also called forth by something unnameable that I can only associate with a yen to live out in my imagination other lives and possibilities, a craving that eventually made acting attractive to my brother Rob and soon made storytelling necessary to me.

In kindergarten, for example, we had an afternoon period of show-and-tell. A few minutes earlier, a boy named Kenneth breathlessly told me about the side altar at some European cathedral his family had visited, where a pressure-sensitive prie-dieu illuminated a crucifix when penitents fell on their knees there to pray. Seeing my fascination, the five-year-old went further, confusing the scene and himself with flashing colors and whirring mechanisms that seemed lifted from a science fiction movie. I fell into my own imagining as Sister Martha went from child to child, asking them to report on adventures, discoveries, encounters, or anything else they thought noteworthy. And then she got to me. And I instinctively said a neighbor had turned a hallway closet into a chapel, with holy pictures everywhere, and there were lots of candles burning all the time, because that was the only light, and there was a kneeler in front of a crucifix and when you knelt on it real blood trickled out of the wounds in Christ’s hands and feet. Real blood? Sister Martha asked. Well, it looked like real blood, it was red like blood, and it trickled down his face from the crown of thorns, too. She squinted at me with just a twitch of a smile, and I was shocked, even insulted that she could think I was making this up. Hadn’t I seen that hallway closet, that padded kneeler, that crucifix with my own eyes? I could describe the finest detail, I could smell the candle wax as it burned. Stifling her amusement, the kindergarten teacher questioned me more closely, possibly having found a kids-say-the-darndest-things instance that she could present like a chocolate pie to her sisters at dinner, and I just kept embellishing and filling in gaps in the narrative until Sister Martha seemed to decide I was depleted and she shifted to another child. And when I looked at Kenneth, he was wide-eyed and in awe, with no hint of affront for my having stolen his show-and-tell, but with a certain amount of jealousy that I’d seen a prie-dieu that was so far superior to his and, worse, seemed to have tried to selfishly keep it to myself.

Within the year I would be reading on my own and finding out about children’s books and children’s authors and their need to do just what I did: to alter facts that seemed imposed and arbitrary, to intensify scenes and situations with additions and falsifications, and to ameliorate the dull and slack commodities of experience with the zest of the wildest imaginings.

The first author whose name I remembered and whose stories I hunted down was Jules Verne, whom I avidly read in third grade. In fourth it was Albert Payson Terhune—I even named our foundling pup “Lad”—and Peck’s Bad Boy by George Wilbur Peck, with its gladdening irony that a child who was continually getting into trouble with grownups might simply be just acting like children do. Then it was fifth grade and the Hardy Boys and Tom Swift, books meant for kids my age but which seemed hopelessly old-fashioned and did not thrill me nearly so much as the tales of Edgar Allan Poe, who so hooked me that I held his book of horror stories open in my lap to sneak peeks at as I pretended to take classroom notes. I was drawing and painting then, not writing fiction. A friend’s father was an illustrator and I fantasized that I would have a job like that when I got out of school. But gradually an urgency to write fiction took over; it was a vocation that seemed so exalted and sacred and beyond me I would not even talk about it.

In “Confessions of a Reluctant Catholic,” Alice McDermott recalls learning to be a writer, which “seemed to me from the outset to be an impossible pursuit, one for which I had no preparation or training, or even motive, except for a secret and undeniable urge to do so.” She’d discovered that “fiction made the chaos bearable, fiction transformed the absurdity of our brief lives by giving context and purpose and significance to every gesture, every desire, every detail. Fiction transformed the meaningless, fleeting stuff of daily life into the necessary components of an enduring work of art.”

The intuition of the fiction writer is similar to that of the scientist, that the world is governed by rules and patterns that are, by analysis and experiment, detectable, that the hidden mysteries of nature can be interrogated and solved. I have run into people who don’t read fiction because they feel it’s founded on fabrications and swindles and worthless extenuations of reality—a famous professional golfer once complained about English classes in college where he was forced to read “these big, fat books that weren’t even true”—but for many of us fiction holds up to the light, fathoms, simplifies, and refines those existential truths that, without such interpretation, seem all too secret, partial, and elusive. And that, of course, is the goal of religion as well.

Many writers are agnostic and have as their religion art, but just as many are conscious that the source of their gifts is God and have found thanksgiving, worship, and praise of the Holy Being to be central to their lives and artistic practice. In An American Requiem: God, My Father, and The War That Came Between Us, James Carroll wrote that, “The very act of story-telling, of arranging memory and invention according to the structure of narrative is, by definition, holy.” And in a later interview Carroll stated that “my notion of narrative informs my faith, and my notion of faith informs my idea of what writing is for.”

Writing not only gives form and meaning to our sometimes disorderly existence, but gives the author the chance for self-disclosure and communion with others, while giving readers a privileged share in another’s inner life that, perhaps imperceptibly, questions and illuminates their own. Reading attentively, connecting our lives with those of fictional characters, choosing ethically and emotionally just as they do or in contradistinction to them, we enter the realm of the spirit where we simultaneously discover our likeness to others and our difference, our uniqueness. Questioning ourselves and our world, finding in it, for all its coincidence, accidents, and contingencies a mysterious coherence, we may become aware of a horizon beyond which abides the One who is the creator and context of our existence.

In the preface to his Collected Poems, Robert Frost wrote that a poem “begins in delight and ends in wisdom, it inclines to the impulse, it assumes direction with the first line laid down, it runs a course of lucky events, and ends in a clarification of life—not necessarily a great clarification, such as sects and cults are founded on, but in a momentary stay against confusion.”

Clarification of life is not only what we have always sought in our reading and our religions, but is as well the primary motive for my writing the fourteen essays on faith and fiction included here.


Writing as Sacrament

In 1993, Gregory Wolfe, the publisher and editor of Image: A Journal of the Arts & Religion, invited me to speak at a conference in New Harmony, Indiana, that the journal was sponsoring. Ironically, though the conference would be addressing the concerns of writers and artists whose visions were shaped by religious belief, its theme of “Silence, Cunning, and Exile: Saying the Unsayable in the ’90s” was taken from James Joyce’s autobiographical novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Stephen Dedalus’s renunciation of his Catholic faith in favor of service to the god of Art. Speaking to his friend Cranly near the end of the novel, Stephen Dedalus says:

You have asked me what I would do and what I would not do. I will tell you what I will do and what I will not do. I will not serve that in which I no longer believe whether it call itself my home, my fatherland, or my church: and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and as wholly as I can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to use—silence, exile, and cunning.

The rebellion against nation, culture, and religion that seemed singular in the first years of the twentieth century would be taken up on a grand scale by others as modernism and postmodernism found predominance in the arts. And so the situation is now, to some, reversed: that in a society that seems increasingly secular and post-biblical it is now writers and artists of faith who may feel exiled or silenced, who may feel they can say the unsayable only through cunning. “Writing as Sacrament” records my own experiences of approaching the mystery of faith in my fiction.

WRITING AS SACRAMENT

When Saint Jerome translated the Bible into the Latin Vulgate, he chose the Latin sacramentum, sacrament, for the Greek mysterion, mystery. We understand those words to be quite different, but their difference is an efficient way of getting at my argument that good writing can be a religious act.

In the synoptic Gospels mysterion generally referred to the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, and, in Saint Paul’s Epistles, to Christ himself as the perfect revelation of God’s will. Tertullian introduced the term sacramentum as we know it when he talked about the rite of Christian initiation, understanding the word to mean a sacred action, object, or means. And Saint Augustine further clarified the term by defining sacraments as “signs pertaining to things divine, or visible forms of an invisible grace.” Eventually more and more events were seen as sacraments until the sixteenth century, when the Protestant Reformation confined the term to baptism and eucharist, the two Gospel sacraments, and the Roman Catholic Council of Trent decreed that signs become sacraments only if they become channels for grace. Twentieth-century theology has used the term in a far more inclusive way, however. The Oxford Companion to the Bible describes sacraments “as occasions of encounter between God and the believer, where the reality of God’s gracious actions needs to be accepted in faith.”

Writing, then, can be viewed as a sacrament insofar as it provides graced occasions of encounter between humanity and God. As Flannery O’Connor noted in Mystery and Manners, “the real novelist, the one with an instinct for what he is about, knows that he cannot approach the infinite directly, that he must penetrate the natural human world as it is. The more sacramental his theology, the more encouragement he will get from it to do just that.”

Even secular interpretations point to the fiction writer’s duty to express the Mystery at the heart of metaphysics. In the famous preface to his novel The Nigger of the “Narcissus,” Joseph Conrad defined a fictional work of art as

a single-minded attempt to render the highest kind of justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying its every aspect. It is an attempt to find in its forms, in its colours, in its light, in its shadows, in the aspects of matter, and in the facts of life what of each is fundamental, what is enduring and essential—their one illuminating and convincing quality—the very truth of their existence.

The highest kind of justice to the visible universe often leads to the highest kind of humility about ourselves. Writing about craft in The Art of Fiction, John Gardner held that “the value of great fiction ... is not just that it entertains us or distracts us from our troubles, not just that it broadens our knowledge of people and places, but also that it helps us to know what we believe, reinforces those qualities that are noblest in us, leads us to feel uneasy about our faults and limitations.”

Writers seeking to express a religious vision often help their readers by simply providing, as Gardner put it,

trustworthy but inexpressible models. We ingest metaphors of good, wordlessly learning to behave more like Levin than like Anna (in Anna Karenina), more like the transformed Emma (in Jane Austen’s novel) than like the Emma we first meet in the book. This subtle, for the most part wordless knowledge is the “truth” great fiction seeks out.

But I have identified in my own experience and that of many other Christian and Jewish writers that there comes a time when we find the need and the confidence to face the great issues of God and faith and right conduct more directly.

My first published book was Desperadoes, a historical novel about the Dalton gang from their hardscrabble beginnings, through their horse-rustling and outlawry in Oklahoma, to the fatal day in 1892 when all but one of the gang were killed in bank robberies in their hometown of Coffeyville, Kansas. “Crime does not pay” is a biblical theme, as is the book’s focus on honor, loyalty, integrity, selfishness, and reckless ambition—the highest calling Bob Dalton seems to have felt was to be as important as Jesse James. But my own religious experience does not figure greatly in Desperadoes; most people read the book as a highfalutin Western, a boys-will-be-boys adventure full of hijinks and humor and bloodshed.

I fell into my second book because of the first. The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford is another historical novel, but is far darker than Desperadoes because I was far more insistent on a Christian perspective on sin and redemption and forgiveness. These were bad guys I was writing about, guys who were sons of preachers but did the wrong thing so blithely and persistently it was like they’d got their instructions all bollixed up. If Jesse James was a false messiah for those Southerners still in civil war with the finance companies and the railroads, then Bob Ford was both his Judas and his Barabbas, a self-important quisling who hoped to be famous and who got off scot-free for the killing of his famous friend, but who was hounded out of more than one town afterward until he ended up as a saloonkeeper in Creede, Colorado. There he himself was killed at the hands of a man who claimed he was evening the score.

It’s a form of bad sportsmanship for fiction writers to complain that too few reviewers pick up their subtexts, but in fact I was disappointed that the general reading of the book on Jesse James was pretty much as it was for Desperadoes. Hidden beneath the praise were the questions: Why is this guy writing Westerns? When oh when is he going to give his talent to a subject that matters?

In his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T. S. Eliot asserted that great writing requires a perpetual surrender of the writer as he or she is in the present in order to pay homage and service to a tradition of literature in the past. “The progress of an artist,” he wrote, “is continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality.” I was following Eliot’s precepts in the wholesale subtraction of my own personality and the submersion of my familial and religious experiences in my retelling of history in my first two novels, and yet I was frustrated that my fiction did not more fully communicate a belief in Jesus as Lord that was so important, indeed central, to my life.

The English novelist and critic G. K. Chesterton wrote in his conclusion to Heretics: “A [writer] cannot be wise enough to be a great artist without being wise enough to be a philosopher. A [writer] cannot have the energy to produce good art without having the energy to wish to pass beyond it. A small artist is content with art; a great artist is content with nothing except everything.” Everything for me, and for Chesterton, was the mystery of the Holy Being as it was, and is, incarnated in human life. Everything for me, to go even further, was the feeling that Christianity is difficult, but that Christianity is worth it. I finally got around to a fuller expression of that in my third novel.

Mariette in Ecstasy concerns a seventeen-year-old woman, Mariette Baptiste, who joins the Convent of Our Lady of Sorrows in upstate New York as a postulant in 1906. Her older sister, Annie, or Mother Céline, is the prioress there and on Christmas Eve, 1906, Mother Céline dies of cancer and is buried. On the next day, Christmas, Mariette is given the stigmata—those wounds in the hands, feet, and side resembling those that Christ suffered on the cross. Whether Mariette is a sexual hysteric full of religious wishful thinking or whether her physical wounds are indeed supernaturally caused is the subject of the novel.

I first thought about writing Mariette in Ecstasy after finishing Saint Thérèse de Lisieux’s Story of a Soul. She was the third of her sisters to enter the Carmelite convent of Lisieux where her oldest sister was prioress and, like Mariette, she soon became a favorite there. You may know that Thérèse was just fifteen at the time she entered religious life and she did so little that was outwardly wonderful during her nine years as a nun that when she died of tuberculosis at twenty-four one of the sisters in the convent with her feared there would be nothing to say about Thérèse at the funeral. She did perform the ordinary duties of religious life extraordinarily well, emphasizing simplicity, obedience, and self-forgetfulness over the harsh physical mortifications that were common in France at that time, and she impressed some with her childlike faith in God the Father and with her passionate love of Jesus. She can seem sentimental at times, and there are psychologists who’d diagnose Thérèse as neurotic, but then there are people like me who have a profound respect and awe for her in spite of her perceived excessiveness. When you have a tension like that you’re halfway to having a plot.

About then, too, I happened upon Lettres Portugaises, a collection of letters falsely presumed to have been written by Sister Mariana Alcoforado about her frantic love affair with a French courtier in the eighteenth century. At one point she supposedly wrote the Chevalier de C—: “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for the desperation you cause me, and I detest the tranquility in which I lived before I knew you.”

I was stunned and excited by that line. Emotions like that, I knew, would be at the heart of the novel. I hatched a tale influenced by both those books in which I pretended that the nun I’d modeled on Saint Thérèse de Lisieux would have a kind of love affair with Jesus, with all of a romance’s grand exaltations and disappointments, and its physical manifestation would be Christ’s wounds from the crucifixion. Further reading about religious women and the phenomenon of the stigmata acquainted me with Anne Catherine Emmerich, Louise Lateau, Theresa Neumann, and, in particular, Gemma Galgani—all of them stigmatics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Some parts of the letters that Mariette writes in the novel are paraphrased from confessions written by Saint Gemma Galgani in 1900 and included in a hard-to-find book called Letters and Ecstasies. Quotidian life in my fictional religious order, the Sisters of the Crucifixion, is based on Thomas Merton’s account of Cistercian life in The Waters of Siloe. The mass hysteria hinted at in my book was a product of my looking into Aldous Huxley’s fascinating history, The Devils of Loudun. Simple scenes of the sisters at work and recreation were inspired by a book of photographs taken at the Carmelite convent in Lisieux by Thérèse’s sister Celine. The first investigation of Mariette’s stigmata is taken from the medical diagnosis of Padre Pio’s stigmata in the 1920s. Cribbing and stealing from hundreds of sources, I finally allowed my factual sources to be distorted and transmuted by figurative language, forgetfulness, or by the personalities of the fictional characters.

I hoped to present in Mariette’s life a faith that gives an intellectual assent to Catholic orthodoxy, but doesn’t forget that the origin of religious feeling is the graced revelation of the Holy Being to us in nature, in the flesh, and in all our faculties. If I may be permitted the immodesty of quoting a review, I was trying to stake claim, as Pico Iyer put it, to “a world as close and equivocal as Emily Dickinson’s, alive with the age-old American concerns of community and wildness, of sexual and spiritual immensities, of transcendence and its discontents.”

Saying the unsayable it possibly was—I felt free to try it because I knew the book would get published somewhere, even if it were a small press, and I knew the books I liked best were not those that seemed tailored to contemporary tastes but those that were unfashionable, refractory, insubordinate, that seem the products not of a market analysis but of a writer’s private obsession.

But in my rebellion against what Yale law professor Stephen L. Carter has termed “the culture of disbelief,” I did not feel obligated, as Catholic fiction writers in the forties and fifties often did, to be conformist, high-minded, and pure, as if I were seeking a nihil obstat from the chancery. As Robert Stone pointed out in “The Reason for Stories,” his essay on moral fiction:

It must be emphasized that the moral imperative of fiction provides no excuse for smug moralizing, religiosity, or propaganda. On the contrary, it forbids them. Nor does it require that every writer equip his work with some edifying message advertising progress, brotherhood, and light. It does not require a writer to be a good man, only a good wizard.

In fact there may be no obligation for a Christian writer or artist to overtly treat Christian themes. Writing about “Catholic Novelists and Their Readers,” Flannery O’Connor affirmed fiction writers whose only objective was being “hotly in pursuit of the real.” She elaborates by noting that

St. Thomas Aquinas says that art does not require rectitude of the appetite, that it is wholly concerned with the good of that which is made. He says that a work of art is good in itself, and this is a truth that the modern world has largely forgotten. We are not content to stay within our limitations and make something that is simply a good in and by itself. Now we want to make something that will have some utilitarian value. Yet what is good in itself glorifies God because it reflects God. The artist has his hands full and does his duty if he attends to his art. He can safely leave evangelizing to the evangelists.

Evangelization for Jesus was generally by means of parables that were often so bewilderingly allusive that his disciples would ask for further explanations of his meaning. Mark has it that “he did not speak to [the crowds] without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything.” (Mk 4:33–34.) Christ’s parables are metaphors that do not contract into simple denotation but broaden continually to take on fresh nuances and connotations. Parables invite the hearer’s interest with familiar settings and situations but finally veer off into the unfamiliar, shattering their homey realism and insisting on further reflection and inquiry. We have the uneasy feeling that we are being interpreted even as we interpret them. Early, pre-Gospel versions seem to have resembled Zen koans in which hearers are left hanging until they find illumination through profound meditation. A kind of koan occurs in the Gospel of Luke when Jesus compares the kingdom of God to “leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, till it was all leavened.” (Lk 13:21.)

We are challenged, in Jesus’ parables, to figure out how we are like wheat sown in a field, or lost sheep, or mustard seed, or the evil tenants of a householder’s vineyard, and in the hard exercise of interpretation we imitate and make present again the graced interaction between the human and the divine.

My fourth novel, Atticus, was a retelling of what’s often called the parable of the prodigal son, though it’s the father who’s most truly excessive, having far more love and forgiveness than his son feels he deserves. Without giving away too much of the plot of what is, after all, a mystery, I can offer this: Atticus is the story of a Colorado rancher named Atticus Cody who, when he hears that his wild and wayward son Scott has committed suicide, journeys to a town full of expatriated Americans on the Mexican Caribbean in order to recover the body. While there, Atticus happens upon enough factual oversights and inconsistencies to infer that his son was murdered, and he tries to find out who the murderer is.

Mariette in Ecstasy is a parable of a young woman’s quest for God; Atticus is a parable of God’s continuing quest for an intimate relationship with us. Each focuses on seekers, for religion and fiction have in common the unquenchable yearning to achieve the impossible, fathom the unfathomable, hold on to what is fleeting and evanescent and seen, in Saint Paul’s words, “as through a glass, darkly.” (1 Cor 13:12.)

I hesitate to say more for fiction is far better experienced than interpreted. And so it is with sacraments. To fully understand a symbol is to kill it. So the Holy Being continually finds new ways to proclaim itself to us, first and best of all in the symbols of Christ’s life, then in Scripture, and finally in created things, whether they be the glories of nature or art or other human beings. And those symbols will not be objects but actions. As theologian Nathan Mitchell puts it, “Symbols are not things people invent and interpret, but realities that ‘make’ and interpret a people. ... Symbols are places to live, breathing spaces that help us discover what possibilities life offers.”

The job of fiction writers is to fashion those symbols and give their readers the feeling that life has great significance, that something is going on here that matters. Writing will be a sacrament when it offers in its own way the formula for happiness of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Which is: First, be. Second, love. Finally, worship. We may find it’s possible that if we do just one of those things completely we may have done all three.


Faith and Fiction

In “Religion and Literature” John Updike noted that the English Victorians generally wrote with the presumption of a religious sensibility on the part of their readers, but that the modernists, responding to the wreckage of conviction wrought by Darwin, Freud, and Marx, sought to make art itself their religion. And so the twentieth century became, for many, an age of disbelief. “Yet it remains curiously true,” Updike wrote, “that the literary artist, to achieve full effectiveness, must assume a religious state of mind—a state that looks beyond worldly standards of success and failure. A mood of exaltation should possess the language, a vatic tension and rapture. Even a grimly tragic view, like that of King Lear, Samuel Beckett, Céline, and Herman Melville, must be expounded with a certain rapt celebrative air. The work of literary art springs from the world and adheres to it but is distinctly different in substance. We enter it, as readers, expecting an intensity and shapeliness absent in our lives. A realm above nature is posed—a supernatural, in short. Aesthetic pleasure, like religious ecstasy, is a matter of inwardness, elevation, and escape.”

In the fall of 1996 I was asked to give the Bannan Lecture at Santa Clara University by Denise Carmody, who chaired the Religious Studies Department. She proposed as my topic “Faith and Fiction.” Mr. Updike’s essay was unavailable to me then, but I think of it as fraternal to some of the thoughts expressed below.

FAITH AND FICTION

Kindergarten. Omaha. 1952. After morning recess, our Dominican teacher, Sister Martha, assembled the kindergartners in our dank basement classroom in Holy Angels Grade School and told us we’d be putting on a Christmas pageant for our parents. She then scanned our faces while reading from a sheet of paper that named whom we’d portray. Cynthia Bash, the prettiest girl, got to play Mary, and John Kocarnik, the tallest boy, got to play Joseph, choices I probably would have made if asked. But then three boys I found, at best, annoying were assigned the roles of Magi, whom I knew got to wear the fanciest costumes, and a handful of girls were joined into choirs of angels, and finally my twin brother, Rob, and some troublemakers and oafs were handed the no-line jobs of shepherds. And that was it. My name had not been mentioned. Of all the kindergartners at Holy Angels Grade School—and there were plenty in that age of baby boom—I was the only one without a role in the Christmas play. I felt ashamed that I’d offended God in such a way that he was forbidding me a part. And I was afraid that I’d flunked kindergarten as I’d seen some whiny and incontinent children do. Wanting to know for sure just how bad my situation was, I got the gumption to walk up to Sister Martha at playtime and while fighting off tears told her she’d left me out. To my astonishment, she was not irritated at me. She seemed, instead, embarrassed that she’d given a role to one of the Hansen twins and not the other. She probably had intended to be the one to recite the story of the nativity from the Gospel according to Luke, but on seeing my worried face she was inspired by pity to say, “Well, we’ll need a narrator. You can be Saint Luke.”

The last shall be first indeed. Classmates looked at me with jealousy when I confided to them about it, and even my folks seemed impressed and surprised that Sister had honored me with such a hallowed role. My kindergarten friends were each given little scraps of paper on which their lines had been printed out in order to practice them aloud with an older child or parent, but I handed over to my mother a full page of an Indian-head tablet that was filled with handwriting I couldn’t yet read.

We’d sit at the dining room table at night and she’d read a sentence from chapter two of Luke until I could repeat it, and then she’d go on to another sentence. I have a sense of the great language acquisition gifts of children when I recall how little we actually practiced those lines before I had them fast in my head. Meanwhile my father was proudly predicting that I’d perhaps be a great public speaker or politician one day. Dwight Eisenhower had just been elected president and one of his speeches was featured on television. My father pointed to Ike and said, “Maybe that’ll be Ronnie when he grows up.” All I could think of was that he meant I’d someday be horribly dull and bald.

On the night of the Christmas pageant, as a hundred people found their seats on folding chairs, I stood off to the side in a turban made from one of my sister’s pink towels and in my own striped bathrobe from home, but unfortunately without the filthy charcoal mustache and beard that my friends who were shepherds wore, so my pleasure was incomplete. While the kindergarten girls sang “O Little Star of Bethlehem,” I saw my folks grinning hopefully at their twin sons while my eleven-year-old sister Gini frowned at me in her Don’t screw this up, I have friends here way. And then with the song finished, and Sister nodding me forward, I walked to the front of the audience and in the high scream of a four-year-old projecting his voice, I announced, “At that time, there went forth a decree from Caesar Augustus that a census of the whole world should be taken!” On and on I went, reciting sentences I didn’t fully understand. “And it came to pass while they were there, that the days for her to be delivered were fulfilled. And she brought forth her firstborn Son, and wrapped Him in swaddling clothes, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.” When I finished I felt Sister Martha’s sigh of relief that I hadn’t forgotten anything, and I watched as my friends completed their histrionic pantomime of stargazing, childbirth, and adoration. The Magi sang, “We Three Kings” and we all joined together on “Hark the Herald Angels Sing,” and then it was over and the families applauded their own.

I frequently have been asked when it was that I first had the impulse to be a fiction writer, and I find myself often thinking of that kindergarten play and of those hundred grown-ups and older children whom I knew weren’t listening to me but to those fascinating and archaic words, “betrothed,” “swaddling,” “manger.” I felt the power that majestic language had for an audience, that they’d been held rapt not just because of what Luke and I reported but because of the way we said it.

Luke is the most writerly of the Evangelists. Embellishing, adapting, and harmonizing, he does what fiction writers do to hook and hold his audience and get his message across. Even his impatience with other accounts of Christ’s life is the sign of a genius whose own faith has found too little affirmation in the accounts of varying worth being offered at the time, for the first paragraph of Luke’s Gospel makes it clear that it is a fusion of faith and historical narrative handed down to him by the followers
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