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Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized

into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?

ROMANS 6:3

Hesse’s people almost always end in water.

Baptism is also a rite of dying in water.

One difference. The baptized come back up.
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THE QUESTION

What was the boy running from — the gospel, or something wearing its clothes?


March 7, 1892

On a March afternoon a fourteen-year-old boy walked out of a seminary and did not look back. He spent the night in an open field. They found him the next morning near a neighboring village, half-frozen, and brought him in. His punishment was eight hours in the detention cell.

The place he ran from was not an ordinary school. Maulbronn is a Cistercian monastery built in the twelfth century. For hundreds of years monks rose before dawn in those cloisters to sing the Psalms. On that stone floor the government of Württemberg installed a seminary — a system for raising the state’s pastors free of charge to their families. To get in, a boy had to pass an examination held for the whole province. The boy passed it. Seven months later he ran.

That summer he was sent to Bad Boll, to a pastor named Christoph Blumhardt — a man known for prayer and for healing, one of the warmest figures German Pietism ever produced. His parents were placing a last hope. Instead the boy fell for an older woman and bought a revolver. Blumhardt sent him on to an institution at Stetten.

From there he wrote his father a letter. It opens: Dear Mr. Hesse.

He addressed his father by surname.

The boy’s name was Hermann Hesse. Fifty-four years later he won the Nobel Prize in Literature.

A Missionary’s Son, a Missionary’s Grandson

It is worth drawing the house he grew up in accurately.

His father, Johannes Hesse, was a missionary invalided home from India. His mother, Marie, was born there. His grandfather, Hermann Gundert, spent almost thirty years in South India and produced a Malayalam dictionary and grammar; the study the boy wandered through as a child was that grandfather’s, and the shelves held books and type and objects that had come back from the subcontinent.

The mother tongue of that house was prayer, Scripture, and sending. Sin and repentance. Decision and consecration. Calling and obedience. The child breathed this vocabulary before he could define a word of it.

Most accounts of Hesse stop the prologue here. Repressive Pietist household, escape, the birth of an artist. Tidy. And half true.

What He Left, and What He Could Not

This book begins somewhere else. He left the house. He never left its language.

Lay the novels side by side and pull out the words that keep recurring, and the list is startlingly familiar. Rebirth. Conversion. Calling. Guilt. Pilgrimage. Master and disciple. The narrow road. And above all, the way inward — a phrase that belongs to Hesse and equally to the Pietism he fled, with its old conviction that God is met not in the institution outside but in the experience within. Hesse inherited that road’s direction intact. He erased only the one who was supposed to be waiting at the end of it.

Look at the shapes. Demian is a conversion narrative: a boy is torn out of an old world and made new. Siddhartha is a pilgrimage. Steppenwolf is a sinner’s self-accusation. The Journey to the East turns on a leader who travels in the form of a servant. The hero of The Glass Bead Game is named Knecht, which is German for servant.

Hesse spent his life writing sentences

in the grammar of salvation.

One name had been erased

from the object of every sentence.

The argument of this book fits in a line. Hesse did not throw the gospel away. He kept its grammar and changed its object. The sense that one must be saved, that the self as it stands will not do, that the real life is elsewhere — he never let go of any of it. He changed exactly one thing: who sits in the redeemer’s chair. He sat down in it himself.

Which Is Why He Is Our Contemporary

That is precisely why a writer a century old reads as the most current voice in the room.

Be yourself. Follow the voice inside. There is a road no one can walk for you. These are no longer a novel’s provocations. They are the common sense of the age — in self-help, in advertising, in the therapist’s office, and, if we are honest, in preaching.

Hesse wrote the religion of our moment a hundred years early, and wrote it more beautifully than anyone has managed since. Reading him turns out to be a way of reading ourselves.

So this is not a book against Hesse. He diagnosed the modern condition earlier and more precisely than most of his critics. The diagnosis is largely right. What we will question is the prescription. Where did the bird go after it broke the shell? Could the man who crossed the river hand that river to his son? What makes a self shattered into a thousand pieces one again?

Water

One image runs the length of this book. Water.

Hans Giebenrath is found in a river. In Peter Camenzind the hero’s dearest friend drowns swimming in a southern river. Klein lets himself fall from a boat into a lake. Joseph Knecht walks into a mountain lake at sunrise and does not come out. Siddhartha stops at the water’s edge meaning to end himself, and spends the rest of his life on that bank.

It repeats too often to be accident. Hesse’s people end in water. Almost without exception.

But Christianity also has a rite in which a person is put under water. Baptism. Paul explains it as a burial — going under is a funeral, the interment of an old self. It is unnervingly close to the dissolution Hesse’s characters feel beneath the surface.

One difference. The baptized come back up.

How to Read This Book

Ten works, ten chapters. None of them opens with a plot summary. Each opens with a question, preferably one nobody has thought to ask. Then we follow what Hesse actually saw — and he saw a great deal. Then we lay the gospel over the same ground. Timothy Keller, C. S. Lewis, John Stott, and John Piper come in as conversation partners.

You can follow every chapter without having read the novels. Though reading this book first and the novels afterward is more enjoyable than the reverse, since the only pleasure this book can offer is the pleasure of seeing a familiar story from an angle that makes it strange again.

One last thing. This book is an attempt to pay a debt. If you were fifteen when you first read Hesse and first admitted there was a wolf living somewhere inside you, then you owe him something. There are two ways to pay. Keep praising him, or take his questions all the way down.

The boy who climbed the wall never arrived anywhere. But the map he drew was accurate. We are going to take that map and walk one direction he never walked.

···

PART ONE

After Eden

Those Who Know Something Was Lost

Early Hesse. These characters do not yet rebel. They only ache. They know something is missing and cannot name it.

Peter Camenzind  ·  Beneath the Wheel  ·  Knulp

Interlude: A Little Theology

1

PETER CAMENZIND · 1904

How the Boy Who Loved Clouds Learned to Love a Man


THE QUESTION

Does loving creation get you to the Creator?


A Novel That Begins in the Mountains

Hesse’s first novel begins in the mountains. Nimikon, an invented village in central Switzerland. Peter Camenzind is born there to a farmer and grows up watching clouds. Early in the book Hesse spends several pages on clouds — their kinds, their temperaments, the speed at which they pass. This is why seventeen-year-olds fall into this novel. The world turns out to be beautiful in more detail than anyone told them.

In 1904 an unknown twenty-seven-year-old became famous overnight on the strength of it. German youth exhausted by cities and industry took the book and went to the mountains. A reader in Seoul or Seattle a century later is not in a very different position.

The One Saint Hesse Loved

There is an unexpected figure in this novel: Francis of Assisi.

Peter travels through Italy and stays a while in Assisi. Hesse’s affection for Francis was genuine; he later wrote a short life of him. A man who fled a Pietist household wrote hagiography.

Why Francis? The guess is not hard. Francis did not reach God through doctrine. He called the sun his brother and the moon his sister. His most famous composition is not an argument but a song. The faith of the house Hesse grew up in was a faith of sin, repentance, and decision. Francis’s faith was singing. To a runaway, that meant the religion he had left contained at least one man like this.

So Peter Camenzind gets summarized easily enough. Return to nature. Recover what the modern world has sanded off you. The summary is not wrong. But close the book there and you miss what Hesse quietly set down at the end.

The Novel Does Not End in the Mountains

Late in the book a man named Boppi appears — paralyzed, unable to do anything for himself. Peter brings him home and cares for him. Washing, lifting, feeding. There is nothing romantic in any of it. And Hesse renders those months as the brightest stretch of Peter Camenzind’s life.

Notice the sequence. Peter was moved before the Alps many times. He was not changed. What changed him was one man who could not get out of bed.

Whether Hesse noticed this sequence himself, I cannot say. But he was an honest writer, and an honest writer records where his own logic snags even when he does not mean to.

The Letter and the Sender

C. S. Lewis gave the feeling that runs through the first half of this novel a name. He called it Joy, and he liked the German word Sehnsucht — longing that does not resolve. The catch in the chest at light along a ridgeline, at a certain bar of old music, for no reason you can produce.

What Lewis noticed was the peculiar behavior of that longing. We assume it came from some object, and we acquire the object, and the longing is not in it. Not at the summit. Not when the music ends. Not, in the end, even in a love returned. So Lewis draws his conclusion: if I have in me a desire that no experience in this world will satisfy, the likeliest explanation is that I was made for another world.

In The Weight of Glory he presses further. We do not merely want to look at beauty, he says. We want to get into it. But the landscape will not let us in. Beauty issues the invitation and cannot open the door.

Creation is a letter. A very fine letter.

But you can read a letter for a lifetime

and it will never become a person.

Paul stood on this same ground. At the opening of Romans he grants that the created order testifies to God. And in the very same sentence he says the result of that testimony is not salvation but that we are without excuse. General revelation stands a man in front of God. It does not reconcile him. The letter proves there is a sender. It does not produce the sender.

Nature Asks Nothing of You

Why did the Alps not change Peter? The answer is simpler than it looks. Nature asks nothing of us.

The mountain does not get angry. It does not disappoint us and is not disappointed by us. It does not ask what we did yesterday or what we intend to become. Loving nature is therefore safe. And safe love changes almost no one.

Boppi asked. He required Peter’s hours, his arms, his patience, and he noticed when Peter was short with him. Love becomes love when its object makes claims. Affection for something that asks nothing is closer to taste.
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The Theology Hesse Wrote Himself
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The Man Who Could Not Be a Father
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How Will You Die Without a Mother?
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Chronology, Further Reading, and Questions
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