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Owing to its numerous printings and editions, references to Thomas Hardy’s The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy include the most specific date possible, along with the page number in the current scholarly edition.
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Introduction

This is a book about Hans Urs von Balthasar’s use of tragedy within his theology, and how his misconstrual of the tragic novel suggests particular problems within his theological vision. The argument is that some of the features of the tragic novel can be an asset to theological reflection, and four seminal novels by Thomas Hardy are explored as a foil to Balthasar.

Theology and novels are quite different things, obviously, with theology being a conceptual and analytical discipline, and the novel being a fictional and narratival one. This does not stop us, however, from a theological examination of the novel, much as Augustine did with Plato, and Clement of Alexandria did with Homer and Euripides. Christian theologians ought to plunder the Egyptians (i.e., borrow from pagan thought when it is useful), St Augustine argued, and my goal is similar: lessons can be learned from the novel to aid modern theological reflection, and this can be done without a facile elision between the two modes of thought. The argument here is that the tragic novel is a particularly important encounter for modern theology, since it addresses the problems of contingency, God, and suffering in such a profound way.

The novel is something dramatic, narratival, contingent, perspectival, and modern, and these are elements that can be useful to the theological imagination in the twenty-first century. Theology has a tendency toward the conceptual and epic—that is, grandiose statements that are completed, impartial, and distanced from the intricacies of existence, action, and history. This is ironic, since so much of Christian faith and belief, in the Bible and theology, is narratival and contingent. That the creeds and scriptures trace a particular history around specific peoples and persons, following a narratival shape, points to something highly particularized, despite theology’s conceptual necessities.

We cannot escape history, that is, the Kantian time and space in which persons experience reality and construe meaning. Contingency cannot be avoided, noted Donald MacKinnon, and “it has been very often (though not exclusively) in the medium of imaginative literature that the questions which refuse to be answered in terms of a facile teleology have persistently intruded themselves.”1 Christian theology has the unenviable task of working within an expository, argumentative discipline while holding to its narratival core of Heilsgeschichte. Yet the narratival is precisely how human existence moves as well. The 2009 Annual Meeting of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, for example, addressed the problem of internet passwords, and the reality is that humans simply cannot easily remember free-associating codes. We require passwords that mean something, that are related to an important word, story, or connotation. We live historically, which is say in meaning and in story, and not in data, principles, or epic distances.

Insofar as Christian theology is, and should be, related to the nature of Christian existence, the need for some sort of narratival, dramatic awareness becomes obvious. Human lives are more like a narration’s plot, with a beginning, middle, and end, along with a setting and conflict, than they are like conceptual exposition. All the world’s a stage, and we engage in word and act, action and reaction, and interaction with others; we live within certain contexts, places, and languages that form the backdrop for our performances. Theology, in its overly conceptualized moments and eras, has done Christianity a disservice by floating disconnected to lived human lives, as well as recent historical events and challenges. The Bible is a book largely descriptive and narrated with a sense of plot, epically charting creation’s beginning, middle, and end, as it progresses through a history that is self-referential and chronological. To look to literature is, in a sense, to rob the Egyptians of something that was Christian from the beginning: a sense of human action, emplotment, and mission that can easily slip past theology’s rationalistic constructions.

This book looks to the tragic novel as a particular literary form that offers a locus of theological issues: suffering, contingency, tragedy, sacrifice, drama, guilt, sin, perspectivism, punishment, loss, redemption, God, and human action, to name only some of the more obvious points of contact. Although the two disciplines of theology and the novel are wildly different, they can still be in conversation with one another and share common interests. Questions and answers can be posed. This is not to equate these two modes of thought, or to covertly declare novels as theology or vice-versa. Instead, it is more a process of recognition, of seeing in the modern tragic novel what is already present within theology, only overlooked or misunderstood. It is a Platonic remembering of what was forgotten or obscured by other conceptions, but true nonetheless. Herein lies the theological usefulness of the novel.

The novel, despite its many permutations into romance, fantasy, history, and so on, is something that can be tragic. For many, this is somewhat self-evident, but it is a debated point among certain scholars. Purists argue that tragedy can only take its ancient form of tragedy, or its Renaissance form of five acts. The novel, for them, is something too modern and prosaic (both in content and style) to express tragedy’s depths. This issue will be discussed in detail in Chapters 1 and 2, but at this point suffice it to say that this book assumes that novels can be tragic. In its tragic form, the novel offers something most peculiar and challenging to theology: a narratival form that is modern, yet still expressive of tragedy.

Conversation partners

This book is about many things (as most books are), yet they all cohere in the work and writings of Hans Urs von Balthasar. In a sense, these topics are his, for they reflect his diverse interests and readings, which ranged from literature to philosophy and theology, from Hegel to Thornton Wilder. Philosophical theology, studies of saints, systematic theology, and brief works on Christian topics for laypersons all came from his wide-ranging knowledge and interests. It is his breadth of scholarship itself that invites a willing exploration and application of his ideas, especially in the area of the tragic novel, of which he was rarely appreciative. His judgments and misjudgments regarding tragic literature and theology are the purview of this book.

Balthasar is an unusual mixture of orthodoxies and heterodoxies, of the classical and the modern. Scholars from various disciplines have noticed this tendency; Oliver Davies, for example, examines his philosophical theology and notes his “paradoxical combination of the traditional and the postmodern.”2 He can elide between the two quite nimbly, so that the reader (no matter how astute) is left, in the midst of Balthasar’s larger vision and thoughts, rather unaware how far one has strayed. This is the concern of Alyssa Lyra Pitstick’s critique of Balthasar found in her 2007 book Light in Darkness, and it is doubtless a partial reason for his fervent reverence by such a diverse group of theologians and Christians, including Popes, evangelical Protestants, conservative Catholics, and Eastern Orthodox. His traditional beliefs regarding the Cross, the Church, and the Resurrection are accompanied by his unusual thoughts on gender (expanded to even within the Trinity), Christ’s own experience of his mission, and Holy Saturday. Pitstick critiques Balthasar’s unusual idea of Christ’s descent, and she notes that there have been few critical examinations of his particular approach to this doctrine.3 Similarly, a critical examination of Balthasar’s literary aesthetics is rare (although there have been many appreciative expositions of Balthasar’s aesthetics).

Pitstick’s book also evinces the recent interest in engaging with Balthasar on a more critical level, and Ben Quash’s Theology and the Drama of History, along with Karen Kilby’s Von Balthasar: A (Very) Critical Introduction, has joined in an engaged critique of Balthasar that was mostly missing from previous Balthasarian studies. It is important to engage his work with the serious debate that it deserves. His creativity, marked by his marriage of orthodoxy to traditional Catholic beliefs with unconventional theological explorations, deserves a rigorous exploration and consideration.

My method for examining Balthasar is by way of pairing him with someone quite his opposite. Can Balthasar account for and accommodate someone quite different, a writer who represents a challenge to his assumptions? Thomas Hardy, although he preceded Balthasar by three generations, offers just such a complex confrontation; Hardy was modern in orientation, agnostic in belief, and primarily a tragic novelist by trade.4 Hardy’s use of classical and Shakespearean tragedy also provides a bridge between Balthasar’s dramatic interests and the novel. This conversation is enabled, in part, by Balthasar’s strong literary orientation; Balthasar himself, as a Germanist, often defined his own starting place as literature and Goethe.5

The connections Balthasar himself makes between theology and literature, and especially theology and tragedy, invite this widened discussion. Tragedy is a vital element in his thought, as Chapter 1 will argue; yet despite his interests in tragic literature, he consistently overlooks the tragic novel. There is an agenda in Balthasar’s theology that resists modern, prosaic tragedy, especially in the form of the novel, and this is exactly what Hardy wrote. “So Hardy is that rare figure, a tragic author of the Victorian age,” Terry Eagleton succinctly states.6 His bourgeois novels and nonaristocratic characters operate from a perspectivism and protomodernism, as Chapter 4 argues; his work is precisely the kind of tragic literature resisted by Balthasar, and thus demands an encounter. How does Balthasar’s exclusion of the tragic novel reverberate within his theological aesthetics? In many ways, Hardy stands as a test case for a Balthasarian approach to theology and literature.

Additionally, Hardy is significant because he raises pertinent religious questions for the modern era, as Nathan Scott comments:

. . . [T]he testimony that is formed by the writings of Thomas Hardy . . . is a profoundly religious testimony, even if it does not offer a conventional and “orthodox” solution to the religious problem. Indeed, one suspects that none of the “solutions” to that problem which may be fashioned in our own day will be relevant to the dislocations of the age, if they are uninformed by a deep knowledge of what the world appeared to be like to the author of The Return of the Native and Jude the Obscure.7

Beyond these concerns, there are notable, if circumstantial, connections between these two figures. Balthasar cites Hardy once with approval, though it is an oblique reference from another source; in a footnote Balthasar makes reference to comedy and tragedy’s strange transmutability and quotes Hardy: “If you look beneath the surface of any farce you see the tragedy; and, on the contrary, if you blind yourself to the deeper issues of a tragedy you see the farce.”8 Their socio-economic backgrounds are quite dissimilar, as the Anglican, English Hardy preceded the Catholic, Swiss Balthasar by 65 years and came from a low bourgeois background, while Balthasar himself comes from an “old patrician family in Lucerne.”9 Yet there are some odd, shared similarities: both were the sons of builders; each has been characterized as idiosyncratic in his literary style;10 both were outside the mainstream, with Balthasar never holding an academic post and Hardy always perceived as from a backwater part of England (“Good little Thomas Hardy,” Henry James infamously sneered); they both loved the theater;11 and they both sought to control their literary estates, even after their deaths.12

Why choose Hardy over another novelist? Truthfully, there are others besides Hardy who would have sufficed, who are prosaic, perspectival, and modern in precisely Hardy’s way. Yet none of them would have raised the questions quite as powerfully as Hardy does. Standing as he does within the English tradition, he offers a form of the novel that is realistic, but also tragic and modern. George Eliot, for example, is simply not as pointedly tragic; her moral humanism is not as challenging as Hardy’s bleaker and more agnostic vision. He is the prime conversation partner for Balthasar, for he reflects that peculiar genre of the English realistic novel (despite the problems such a sweeping generalization incurs), the many strengths of the genre of the novel, and the modernistic tendencies that so troubled Balthasar.

In order to pair Hardy’s novels with Balthasar’s theology, we must first begin by seeing how tragedy was a significant part of Balthasar’s thought (Chapter 1), and yet how he operated from a self-limiting definition of tragedy (Chapter 2). This limited understanding of tragedy is seen in his low regard for the novel, though his objections prove unsound when read against Hardy’s The Return of the Native (Chapter 3). Balthasar’s restrictive approach to tragedy and the novel reveals other problems in his thought, specifically his understanding of common reality (Chapter 4, in an examination of The Mayor of Casterbridge), perspectivism (Chapter 5 and Tess of the d’Urbervilles), and ignoble suffering (Chapter 6 and Jude the Obscure). This is not to reduce each of these novels to a peculiar principle or lesson—in reality, each chapter’s reading can be applied to the other novels under discussion, as these are themes in Hardy (and other tragedians as well). Rather, each novel best exemplified certain key issues under examination, and that is why I have paired them as I have. All these areas are particular strengths of the tragic novel, and they significantly benefit Balthasar’s theology. These novels suggest the problems within Balthasar’s narrow understanding of both tragedy and the novel, and within his larger theology.

To read Hardy and Balthasar together is to grapple with Balthasar’s interests by way of contrast, to understand him precisely through what failed to motivate and interest him. This kind of theological conversation was commended by Karl Barth:

For me it would be a canon of all research in theological history, and perhaps all history, that one should try to present what has engaged another person, whether in a good way or a less good, as something living, as something that moved him in some way and that can and indeed does move oneself too; to unfold it in such a way that even if one finally takes some other route, the path of this other has an enticing, or, if you like, tempting attraction for oneself. Disregard of this canon, I think, can only avenge itself by rendering the attempted historical research unprofitable and tedious.13

It is the goal of this book to explore profitably, and hopefully without tedium, why tragedy moved Balthasar, and to critically examine his chosen route by way of the other path of the tragic novel.


  1 Donald MacKinnon, Explorations in Theology 5 (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1979), 193–4.

  2 Oliver Davies, “Von Balthasar and the Problem of Being,” New Blackfriars 79, no. 923 (1998): 15.

  3 Alyssa Lyra Pitstick, Light in Darkness: Hans Urs Von Balthasar and the Catholic Doctrine of Christ’s Descent Into Hell (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2007), 4.

  4 Hardy was, of course, an accomplished poet as well, and I will reference his poems where such citations are illuminating. His novels, however, form the stronger challenge for Balthasar, so they will remain
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