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Communication, Consecration and the Catholic Novel

Glenn Statile – St. John’s University

1. A New Medium for an Old Message

Upon passing through Customs in New York at the beginning of his whirlwind cross-country lecture tour of America a little over a century ago the Irish playwright and later deathbed Catholic Oscar Wilde is reputed to have boasted that he had nothing to declare except his genius.  I too have something to declare, that is my debt of gratitude to Father Basilio Monteiro for asking me to participate in this ongoing scholarly venture into the relationship between communications and theology.   In Fides et Ratio Pope John Paul II tells us that “Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth.”
  Such a rising of course, which converges in the truth of the one true God -  if I may borrow the phrasing of Flannery O’Connor’s great compilation of short stories entitled All That Rises Must Converge, occurs by virtue of that airy medium which also transports the spoken and technologically transmitted word.  Or, to put it another and more familiar way: all roads lead to Rome.  Despite its early positivistic affiliation with the criticism of metaphysics and religion, the rise of the philosophy of language over the last century or so has led to penetrating discoveries in the logistics of syntax, semantics, and semiotics.  And while it has taken over two millennia for philosophers to procure the technical resources which enable  them to be able to systematically focus upon the meaning of meaning, it has taken equally as long for technology to enable communication signals to travel at the speed of that phenomenon which lends itself to the name of the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church – Lumen Gentium.
   While everyone who toils in the vineyards of a post-Gutenberg galaxy is overly familiar with the mantra informing us that the medium not only conveys but also in large part consists of - the message; what might pass unnoticed is that the roots of such a contextualization of meaning in relation to the media made possible by modern technology extends even to the very scientific theories which underlie technological applications.  One of the crises in meaning which eventually brought logical positivism to its knees was the realization that the so-called ‘facts’ of observation are themselves contextualized by the theoretical frameworks that we employ in our encounters with the world.  Thus those who endorse the empiricist slogan that “Seeing is believing,” or “nihil in intellectu quod non fuerit prius in sensu,” might need  to be reminded that in order to see we might first have to believe.  Or as the experimental physicist Carl Anderson illustrated in the 1930’s, the scientific community could not attest to the photographic evidence which revealed the existence of antimatter until it first committed itself to the plausibility of this new scientific phenomenon. Only then could scientists ‘see’ what they actually ‘saw’.  One might view this as a new variation or twist upon the theme of that very old patristic sentiment: fides quaerens intellectum.    This notion of the theory-ladenness of facts within science can be applied analogously to the realm of Catholic theology.    Hence, if the depositum fidei  is equated with the theological facts of Christian belief; then the variant doctrinally faithful formulations in which such beliefs can be expressed without alteration of a basic teaching -- thus allowing for contingencies of culture, time, place, and circumstance -- construct a contextualized yet still objectively true web of beliefs that can be of lasting value, at least in principle,  for both the work of evangelization and ecumenism.  A proper understanding of the faith provides us with the leeway to invite new believers into our fold and to overcome divisions with our Christian brethren without reneging upon irrevocable and indissoluble Catholic commitments.  In allowing for the spirit of the law we must not forsake its letter, and vice versa.  
What I am trying to impress upon the reader is that the overly simplistic and superficial lines of demarcation which sometimes erect a wall of silence, or even a Babel of incommensurability and confusion, between disciplines need to, in the memorable words of Ronald Reagan to Mikhail Gorbachev in regard to the issue of the Berlin Wall, be torn down.  We live in a world in which transdisciplinarity is no longer seen as a conceit of intellectual dilettantes, but as a necessity for achieving what Parmenides once so aptly, if poetically, referred to as the unshaken heart of well-rounded truth.  Pope Benedict XVI echoes this commitment in a quite Catholic way with his constant calls to put an end to the fragmentation of a knowledge that should always be anchored in the heart of the Church (ex corde ecclesiae).      My aim in this essay is to illustrate this claim in the case of the consecrational resources of the Catholic novel  for communicating both the letter and the spirit of what Catholics believe.  Catholic novels inform us of the facts of Catholic belief as well as tug at our heartstrings.  Just as great Christian art provides us with a worthy object for prayerful meditation,  and in its earliest form was also meant to pictorially instruct the faithful in the facts of Christian belief; it is equally true that great Christian fiction functions as both a contemplative and homiletic tool par excellence.
To carry out this aim I will first consider and try to counter Plato’s classic proposal that literature is not a proper vehicle for conveying the fullness of truth.   Next I will very briefly touch upon the so-called problem of identity with which the genre of the Catholic novel has been plagued for so long.  The label ‘Catholic novel’ means different things to different people and suffers from the customary definitional maladies of vagueness and ambiguity.  Finally, I will employ three of the most famous Catholic novels as case studies to illustrate what great literature can accomplish in support of the faith.  These novels are Kristin Lavransdatter by Sigrid Undset, Brideshead Revisited by Evelyn Waugh, and Cry, the Beloved Country by Alan Paton.
The genre of the Catholic novel is as old as the novel itself.  The Catholic mystic, poet and philosopher Fernando Rielo wrote a book in support of the thesis that the first modern novel, Don Quixote,  is best understood as a literary attempt by Cervantes to seduce readers by means of an Ignatian surrogate who, by tilting at windmills in fealty to a dying code of chivalrous conduct, might be able to strike a counter-reformational blow on behalf of the goal of helping Catholic Spain rekindle its spiritual and mystical roots.
  The old and the good news of Christianity is still being disseminated by means of what one might call a neo-Catholic novel tradition dating back at least as far as the 1920’s.   For at a time when F. Scott Fitzgerald was serenading the world gone made with a tale that captured the climate of excessive dipsomania and debauchery so prevalent at the time, Leon Bloy in The Woman Who Was Poor stung us with the stirring realization that there is only one true tragedy – not to be a saint.  This is a lesson easily lost to the rigor of a syllogism,  or the amplification of a loudspeaker.  But it has been pounded home time and time again in both moving and ironic fashion in the Catholic novel – where the apparent saint is often a sinner and the apparent sinner is quite often a saint.     
2. Poles Apart:  Plato vs Saul Bellow
Once a prodigy in science and mathematics, Blaise Pascal proclaimed in his unfinished Pensées that the heart has reasons that are impenetrable to the traditional tools of rational discourse.  I hesitate to even invoke his name given that he was such a thorn in the side of the Society of Jesus, which has had quite a close relationship with this conference over the years.  A running epistolary debate between James Madison and Thomas Jefferson  would later parlay this Pascalian theme of the relative contributions of the head and the heart into the turbulent waters of political philosophy.  But the ongoing debate between the competing claims of the aesthetic and the rational for our patronage as to the best method for conveying and inculcating truth goes back even further, to Plato in the tenth book of The Republic.  The extreme position which Plato staked out was challenged, almost immediately, by Aristotle in the Poetics, and more recently by the Nobel prize winning novelist Saul Bellow in his novel Ravelstein.  What we now need to consider as a prelude to some case studies which I believe successfully reveal the efficacy of the Catholic novel as a means of communicating gospel values is the issue of whether emotion should be estranged from, or a collaborator with,  reason in the transmission of ideas of ultimate significance.       

In Book X of The Republic Plato indicates that he is of a mind to banish the mimetic arts from his ideal city-state on the basis that such artistic expression leads to a diminution of the truth.  Whereas the philosopher is in direct intuitive contact with the Forms, the artist, according to Plato,  depicts at best only an imperfect facsimile of these formal prototypes of our mundane reality.  Thus the artists pose a threat, that is a veridical threat, to the stability of the ideal regime which Plato had envisioned.  During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, for example, harp music was expressly forbidden in Ireland, and the offending harpists threatened with death on the basis that such music was often used to rouse emotions against mother England during political gatherings and demonstrations.   Of course the philosophically literate reader is always keenly aware that Plato has chosen the literary form of the dialogue to communicate his own philosophical ideas at the same time that he is denigrating the emotional excesses and veridical deficiencies that presumably accompany his own artistry.  Such an inconsistency presents us with a prima facie case of someone who would have us do as he says and not as he does.  Eric Havelock points out another interesting inconsistency in Plato along the same lines of thought.
     Havelock argues that the Platonic elevation of the philosophers over the poets, namely Homer, had to do with the relative superiority of a post-alphabetic culture, in which ideas could be expressed abstractly, over the older oral poetic culture most closely associated with the Homeric epics.  The inconsistency here is held to be that in his Seventh Letter and in the Phaedrus (274) Plato extols the value and the virtue of the spoken over the written word.  In the later development of the Latin language, especially during the Renaissance,  this oral vs written polemic will be preserved in the antagonism between  the exponents of Rhetoric and Dialectic.

Aristotle was the first thinker to seriously reject the Platonic solution to the so-called threat of an artistic devaluation of the truth.  In his analysis of tragedy in the Poetics Aristotle claimed that the emotions of pity and fear aroused by dramatic literature engender a catharsis that has therapeutic value for the life of the city-state and its inhabitants.  Yet we must not forget that, like a bottle blond, Aristotle could never completely shed his Platonic roots.  For Aristotle, however, the passions are always to remain subservient to reason.  That is why in the Nicomachean Ethics he will exclude the possibility that the good life can ever be led by a young man who is inevitably ruled by his passions.     More recently, in his novel Ravelstein, Saul Bellow depicts a homo-erotically oriented philosopher who contracts AIDS and dies, while the fictional counterpart  to Bellow himself, who is thus also a writer, recovers from serious illness due to the saving grace of a good woman.   Needless to say, while the Platonic reference is clear, Bellow in his satirical and ad hominem jab at philosophy in no way comes close to convincing anyone that Plato misdiagnosed the relevant proprieties necessary for the health of a political society.  As Bellow was presumably a close friend of philosopher Allan Bloom, upon whom the morally deviant character of Ravelstein is based, one is easily reminded of an old adage. With friends like this who needs enemies.

A comparison between the religious content of a Catholic novel and Plato’s conception of truth may seem at first blush not to be on point.  Catholic novels deal with the content of Catholic belief in relation to God and the magisterium of the Church, while Plato’s focus was fixed directly upon those eternal abstractions which constitute the idealized ground of his conception of ultimate reality.  Such a criticism is fair enough.  On the other hand it is also true that Plato’s philosophical project, or vision of reality, provides a metaphysical justification for epistemological analysis, an approach we encounter for the very first time in any systematic way in the theory of recollection described in the Meno.  Plato’s realm of the Forms is a transcendent, if depersonalized locale, in which the Form of the Good is given a privileged place.  It was not by chance then that the Fathers of the Church would resort to Platonic philosophical resources for apologetic purposes, as well as in their attempts to more deeply plumb the depths that conceal the mystery of God.  Therefore, what Plato says about the dangers of literary artistry in regard to the communication and dissemination of ultimate truth is by no means entirely disanalogous to our contemplation of whether a literary artifact such as the Catholic novel is an acceptable addition to the catechetical, philosophical, and theological transmission of the Word.  

As in the case of all analogies, whether strong or weak, there always exists a degree of conceptual incongruity between any two analogates.  If this were not the case then a perfect analogy would be isomorphic to or identical with that to which it is being compared.  For example, when Machiavelli extols the princely virtues of the lion and the fox in chapter XVIII of The Prince, he does not literally mean that a beast should come forth to reunify the Italian peninsula, Cesare Borgia notwithstanding, but only that whoever does so should possess both leonine strength and volpine cunning.    In addition to any of the numerous and obvious differences between Plato’s vision of reality and that of Catholicism,  Plato is guilty of overemphasizing the negative impact of artistic expression upon the human apprehension of reality.  In so doing he does not take into proper account how art can both enhance and enlighten the way we understand and grapple with the human condition.  

To say that I disagree with Plato in regard to the separation of art and reason is not to throw my support to the other extreme.  I do not hold with David Hume, for example, that reason ought to be the slave of the passions; or with John Keats, who in Lamia suggests that “all charms fly/At the mere touch of philosophy.”  Nor do I agree with the great novelist Leo Tolstoy whose simplistic aesthetic theory is predicated upon the notion that meaning in art amounts to nothing more than the mere expression of sentiment.  And I would certainly distance myself from the proclamation of Friedrich Nietzsche who in his Genealogy of Morals maintained that rational systems of morality such as that of Kant and Christianity are little more than rationalizations for unacceptable passions such as envy and resentment.  Lacking an incarnational view of creation it is little wonder that Plato would devalue those passional manifestations of reality which are not “really real.”  A proper Christian or Catholic view of reality needs to be incarnational, which means that it needs to walk that fine line between the two erroneous views of man as machine or beast versus man as an essentially disembodied being who, as Shakespeare says in Hamlet (2,2), acts like an angel and apprehends like a god.  Good Catholic novels successfully accomplish this delicate balancing act.
Students of the history of philosophy may recall that Hegel regarded art as the lowest of the three distinct manifestations of Absolute Spirit.  He placed religion at a higher level than art, while both religion and art were thought by him to be inferior to philosophy in the attempt to embody the full rational content of truth.  One might easily conclude that this coincides nicely with Plato’s own view of the relationship between art and philosophy, while also, additionally, making a place for the role of religion in the ultimate mediation of the sensible into the rational.  Within the domain of art, which is categorized by him in terms of an increasing rational movement from Symbolic, to Classical, to Romantic forms of expression, Hegel situated poetry as that which most closely emulates the realm of the pure conceptualization of truth.  If we construe poetry as liberally as possible to mean literary, then, for Hegel,  the novel form comes much closer to religious meaning and the fullness of truth captured by philosophy than other art forms such as architecture, sculpture, painting, and music.
Let us bring to mind the fact that Descartes did not always see fit to choose a pedagogical form which coincided with his own means of discovery, for what was discovered by means of analysis might be best taught or communicated in a synthetic manner.       Likewise, the Hegelian devaluation of art in relation to religion and philosophy is intended to chart its role in the dialectical ascent toward Absolute Spirit.  But this in no way detracts from using a lower, or different, manifestation and adumbration of objective spirit to explain or better communicate what is meant at a higher level.  The superiority of the New Testament to the Old, for example, in no way detracts from its prophetic value in foreshadowing He who was yet to come.   Hegel’s analysis of the relationship of art to truth is superior to that of Plato from the Christian perspective to the extent that, unlike the latter, his insights into the formal and material essence of artistic expression is always intrinsically incarnational.  In dismissing the artists from the Republic Plato is literally throwing the baby out with the bath water, losing all the assets of art in the process of  stripping society of its liabilities.  With all the lessons he would have them learn, Plato forgot to teach his philosopher kings how to balance their philosophical checkbooks.            
Many of us have heard of or experienced occasions in which the Bible has been taught as literature.  There is nothing wrong with such a treatment of sacred scripture to the extent that the Bible is indeed  a literary document.  Nobody can deny this.  Where people disagree is whether it belongs primarily in the fiction or the non-fiction section of the library.  But let us never forget that God chose both prophetic and literary forms of revelation.  A modern day Plato might counter that a steady diet of Catholic novels cannot help to inculcate Catholic truth properly since some presumably Catholic novels are good while some are bad.  But should novels that are hostile to the Catholic cause be counted as Catholic simply upon the basis that they deal with Catholic content?  Surely not.  While such novels surely pose a threat to the goal of properly forming people in the faith, they do not in fact create a new type of problem that is not endemic to all modern democratic societies.  Freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of religion, or in other words freedom to express oneself to a degree that may or not trespass over some invisible line of moral responsibility are all hallmarks of the contemporary political and constitutional scene.  In their day Plato and Socrates rejected the fledgling Athenian democracy on the basis that the hoi polloi were philosophically unprepared to grapple with the intellectual burdens of government.  They were quite right about that then and would still be so if they were around to make the same claim today.  Yet contemporary democracy, with its enlightenment version of a stripped down Judeo-Christian tradition, elevates, in principle and for the most part, the dignity of the individual human person above any intellectual qualifications or lack thereof.   The goods of democracy outweigh its evils.  Analogously, that there are novels that may challenge or criticize the faith is not a valid democratic basis for banishment.  We can and should, where possible, continue to be guided by some familiar checkpoints such as the nihil obstat, the imprimatur, and the good old book review.  The main point here is that a wholesale rejection of a literary presentation of truth risks losing its assets in an effort to sidestep any and all of its potential liabilities.   Plato’s analysis of the dangers of art to a philosophically governed society stems from a different anthropological, political, ethical and theological understanding of humankind than modern democratically enlightened Catholics possess.  Therefore it should come as no surprise that his conclusions may not square with those of our own.

Plato’s vision of mankind living in a just society grounded in eternal philosophical truths required an uncompromising retreat from the emotions.    Thus, if he were around today,  Plato might very well accuse me of begging the question when  making a distinction between so-called ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ Catholic novels.   As all, or at least most, novels are a composite of characterization as well as plot, they are therefore by Platonic definition besotted with the kind of emotional apparatus that make them unworthy vehicles for communicating ultimate truth.   My position is that the emotional component of great Catholic novels is an asset that facilitates learning about as well as being attracted to the faith,  despite any Platonic drawbacks that might militate against this.  After all, could a novel critical of the Catholic faith be any more scandalous than the clerical scandals of recent memory?  And yet we do not as a result desire that the existence of a flawed priesthood should lead to its dissolution, although today there are many who would tinker with the credentials of what it means and what it takes to be a priest.
In works such as Either/Or and Fear and Trembling Soren Kierkegaard describes a series of stages (aesthetic, ethical, religious) which culminate in an infinitely passionate and unreservedly trusting flinging of the personality into the arms of a God who waits for us at the end of our leap.  For Kierkegaard the truth amounts precisely to an adventure of the spirit in which an objective uncertainty is sought with limitless passion.  The salient psychological factor here is that emotion is not to be abandoned in the pursuit of personal salvation.  The attitude of la dolce vita, in which emotion at the aesthetic level aims at unbridled and dissolute carnal pleasure,  needs to be channeled into our god-given capacity for faith directed activity, which is supra-rational, and coupled with that twin cornerstone of our human nature – reason.  It is the selfishness of aesthetic passion that must be transcended in order for us to achieve a relationship with God, not passion itself.   Great Catholic novels, such as those by Graham Greene, Walker Percy, and Francois Mauriac, for example, forge a powerful fusion of the rational and the emotional  that enables the reader to both experience an individual prayer-like encounter of the human spirit with the beyond as well as to more deeply understand the tenets of the faith.  Great Catholic novels provide us with food for thought and reasons to believe, while at the same time engaging the entire human person.   A dramatization of a crisis, such as that experienced by Abraham with Isaac, can be much more palpable and powerful than even the tightest of abstract reasoning.
And just as Kierkegaard enjoyed an historically superior psychological perspective into the mystery of the human condition than did Plato, psychological science has not stood still in the intervening century and a half between our time and that of the melancholy Dane.  A great deal of research into the empathic wellsprings of our being, such as when we identify with characters in a novel or a drama, as well as a deeper appreciation of how a novelistic simulation of reality can create a more  effective and lasting learning experience than other more traditional pedagogical techniques, illustrates that  the emotions constitute an important component of our overall receptiveness to the assimilation of knowledge.
  At a recent lecture on the Middle Ages delivered at Fordham University Thomas Cahill, the historian who taught us how the Irish saved civilization, said that it was an Italian named Francis, from Assisi, who deserves the credit for inaugurating, or at least inspiring, the tradition of pictorial realism whose banner would be taken up so brilliantly by his disciple Giotto.  The saint’s introduction of the ritual of the annual Christmas manger scene (presepe), with real animals atop a bed of real hay, was a way of enabling people to come into real contact with the utter humanity of the Incarnation by a simulated reenactment of the Gospel story.  This scene was intended to strike immediate emotional paydirt, allowing the impoverished and disenfranchised to experience with their senses that the Messiah of the world was truly a poor man’s God.       While politics may make strange bedfellows, I prefer the sentiment of Saint Josémaría Escrivà:  reading has made many a saint.

3. The Catholic Novel: What’s in a Name?
Attempting to define the Catholic novel to everyone’s satisfaction has proven to be a siren’s call that few who concern themselves with the genre have been able to resist.  I will not push the limits of your patience to extremis by attempting to do so in any detail.  But it is important, not to mention imperative,  that anyone who should sing the praises of the Catholic novel should at least be able to throw his or her hat into the definitional ring.  Father Robert E. Lauder, a philosopher from St. John’s University in New York who knows more about the Catholic novel than even Peter Canisius, the great Jesuit hammer of the heretics, ever knew about fighting heresy, defines the Catholic novel in the following way.  A Catholic novel is one whose main theme(s) is based upon some Catholic dogma, moral teaching or sacramental principle, and in which Catholicism on the whole is treated affirmatively.
  For my money this is an excellent definition, although it by no means succeeds in shutting down all possible criticism.  It does allow for the writing of Catholic novels by non-Catholics, as in the case of Cry, The Beloved Country by Alan Paton.  It does not, nor could it ever be expected to in any generally satisfactory way, explain what is meant by such terms as ‘on the whole’.  On the other hand words like ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ do not precisely convey just how much, or how little for that matter, one might have in mind in the way of financial resources.  Yet most people who have not taken a vow of poverty would opt for the former over the latter condition.   In the scholarship which considers the development of the Catholic novel during the twentieth century however it is sometimes argued that the Second Vatican Council represented a pivot point for a shifting tide which led to the ascendancy of secular themes over those of a more traditionally sacred nature.  Such complications make the task of determining whether Catholicism is being affirmed ‘on the whole’ in Catholic novels even more cumbersome.  As with all applications of the art of interpretation, when trying to determine whether a given work meets the criteria for a Catholic novel it often pays to recall the following variation upon a very old adage:  one man’s poison is another man’s poisson.
In debates between science and religion it is often pointed out that the initial growth of science was a phenomenon that took place under the auspices of a Christian religious mindset.  For example, while science searches for truth, it is religious belief which beforehand certifies that truth is genuine and within human reach.  Likewise, in any debate concerning the merits of one definition of the Catholic novel over another it is often forgotten that it was, and remains, the essence of Christianity  which nurtures and gives sustenance to the novel form itself.  If I may paraphrase the great Catholic novelist Walker Percy, many of the core properties of the novel form, including that of the mystery of human life itself, are hand-me-downs from a longstanding Christian sensibility and overall outlook upon the human condition.    And while it may be true that the Holy Roman Empire was neither ‘Holy’, nor ‘Roman’, nor an ‘Empire’, it is – practically speaking, safe to say that the Catholic novel not only exists but is alive and well.      
4. Tolle lege!  Three Great Catholic Novels
Let us now consider the merits and the magnetic power of three great Catholic novels to both instruct and inspire us in the faith:  1) Kristin Lavransdatter, by Sigrid Undset;  2)  Brideshead Revisited, by Evelyn Waugh; and finally 3) Cry, The Beloved Country, by Alan Paton.  It goes almost without saying that their ability to properly stimulate our spiritual sensitivity requires that we read them, and not be content to merely read about them.
1)  Kristin Lavransdatter

Kristin Lavransdatter is the name of a trilogy of novels published by Sigrid Undset, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1928, between the years 1920 and 1922.  The first volume entitled The Wreath (Kransen – Norwegian) was published in 1920, and was soon followed by The Wife (Husfrue) in 1921 and The Cross (Korset) in 1922.  A magnificent feature length film of the Kristin saga directed by Liv Ullmann, which deals predominantly with the first of the three novels,  was released in 1995 and is available on DVD.  Just as Thomas Merton’s accidental discovery and subsequent reading of Etienne Gilson’s The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy was a grace-filled catalyst that somehow mysteriously drew him into the bosom of the Church, Kristin Lavransdatter had a profound effect upon and played a pivotal role in the moral reorientation of Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic Worker movement.
  My friend Valerie Sayers, a well known Catholic novelist and a former director of the Creative Writing Program at Notre Dame, is very close to publishing a novel in which Dorothy Day, perhaps a future American saint, is one of the two leading protagonists.  The other leading character, Joe Dimaggio, is alas not destined for sainthood.  But then again what does Cooperstown have to do with Jerusalem?  While the reading of most Catholic novels does not lead to any kind of immediate conversion or Damascus Road experience, a steady diet of such literature can play a gradual yet vital role in the process of both intellectual and spiritual conversion.  Recall that St. Augustine was first converted intellectually to Christianity by his study of NeoPlatonic works.  This prepared him well for his eventual spiritual awakening to the words of St. Paul while in his garden.  My former professor Deal Hudson, a former Baptist minister and philosophy professor at Fordham - as well as the one time editor of Crisis magazine, details the instrumental role played by Catholic novels in his own conversion experience in his autobiographical memoir entitled An American Conversion.  For Hudson it was a novel entitled The Other One by Julian Green which had the biggest impact.  

Kristin Lavransdatter tells the story of a young maiden growing up in fourteenth century Christian and feudal Norway, but also has obvious affinities with the crisis of contemporary civilization in which Christianity tries to stem the tide of a surging secularism.  Among the reasons often cited for the revival of interest in this great work in recent years is the rise of the feminist movement. While not an ardent feminist in the sense of denying the Christian understanding of the relevant individual differences between the sexes, Undset’s entire literary universe revolved around the plight of a woman torn between her traditional obligations as a wife and mother versus her desire for professional fulfillment.  Undset was interested in the emancipation of women and the promotion of their rights, but always within the conservative limits already set by her Christian attitude in regard to the complementarity of the sexes.  The character of Kristin is likewise torn as to how to negotiate her way through a gauntlet of multiple obligations:  to her father Lavrans, to God, to the customs of medieval Norway, to her children, and finally to her husband, the reckless Erlend Nikulausson  who is a throwback to pagan times.
In the Kristin trilogy Sigrid Undset is artistically successful in depicting two forces at war: pagan passion and Christian piety.   Norway’s ancestral inhabitants were the indigenous Norse people who espoused a form of native German paganism known as Norse polytheism.  By the end of the tenth century, after Norway had been Christianized, this pagan creed and its practices were strictly prohibited.   Pagan passion and Christian piety are respectively embodied in the Kristin trilogy by the clash between Norse tradition and the emergence of a thriving Christian feudalistic economy and set of social arrangements in which remnants of knighthood co-exist with feudalistic values and customs.  Lavrans Bjorgulfson, Kristin’s father, is Undset’s noble representative of an older and simpler patriarchal feudalism.  He is the quiet center, the Father, about whom the moral and religious content of the unfolding story revolves.  He is firmly attached to home, family, and his Christian religion, and thereby is held in great esteem by his community.  His strength suggests the granite qualities of the old Norse knights, which in his case has undergone the softening of Christianity.  He is a man in complete balance, fully worthy of being the spiritual center of the novel.  In the concrete example of Lavrans we the readers learn how the spiritual tradition of Christianity has settled as a living force within an individual soul, from whom it is disseminated to all who come into contact with him.  His sainthood is never more pronounced than in the way he dies.
Kristin must struggle throughout her life to maintain the hold on holiness that seemed so natural to Lavrans.  Her husband Erlend on the other hand is a knight-errant from the North.  He possesses all the heroic recklessness of the ancient Germanic chieftains.  He thus represents a late remnant of the dying Viking paganism, yet in his overpowering sense of individualism he also presages the coming of the Protestant Reformation.  When in The Wreath Kristin asserts her own individuality in choosing Erlend, her emancipation becomes a temporary victory of passion over piety.  Yet the defeated Lavrans and Simon, Kristin’s once betrothed and rejected suitor, score a spiritual victory in their earthly defeat.  They conquer with kindness by forgiving Kristin despite the fact that both men are deeply, almost mortally, wounded by her rejection.  Kristin on the other hand forgets nothing and forgives even less.  In the Kristin trilogy Sigrid Undset  presents us with a moving and pathos-filled literary meditation upon the virtue of forgiveness.

Now in charge of Erlend’s household at his ancestral home in Husaby Kristin begins to revel in the full expression of her own newfound sense of individuality.  But soon the spiritual pendulum begins to swing back and the past begins to reassert itself.  She longs to fall at her father’s feet and beg for his forgiveness.  With the birth of her illegitimately conceived son Naakkve – who was the fruit of sin, the beautiful and tender relationship between Kristin and Erlend begins to deteriorate.  She comes to realize that the very essence of Erlend represents the rejection of her own past.  By the time Erlend is killed by the hand of a simple farmer, the religious and moral values inculcated in Kristin by her now dead father are fully restored in her heart and mind.  She now understands that her father had been right all along.  The wages of sin in the form of willfulness are sorrow and death.  Finally, in The Cross Kristin’s world begins to lose its materiality.  When she makes her final pilgrimage so as to live out her final days in a convent her actions are now motivated by purely spiritual intentions.  With the yielding of Erlend’s ring upon her deathbed, where she lies as both a victim and a heroine of the plague, she bears the mark of the Virgin.  This is fitting for one whose first major estrangement from the faith was the loss of her virginity.  In Kristin Lavransdatter Sigrid Undset beautifully portrays how the religious yearning for salvation through self-surrender can lead, in the end, to a happy death.
2) Brideshead Revisited
Brideshead Revisited (1945), Evelyn Waugh’s ravishingly beautiful and romantic portrait of a waning British aristocracy between the two World wars, represented a radical departure from the ironic and satirical style that had characterized his work up until that time.  Brideshead consists of a Prologue and Epilogue which frame two much longer and substantial  sections.  The story is narrated by its hero, Charles Ryder, a brooding young agnostic who invokes the Proustian theme of memory in order to rekindle the dying embers of his lost loves, both sacred and profane. 
The novel traces the relationship of Charles to one of the oldest Catholic families in England, the Flytes.  Central to Brideshead is the theme of divine grace. Three members of the Flyte family, Sebastian, his sister Julia, and their fled to Venice father, Lord Marchmain, all succumb to the worldly call of apostasy.  But all three are eventually reeled back into the Catholic fold despite their spiritual distance, as Chesterton’s Father Brown would say, with but a twitch upon the thread.  Lady Marchmain, the eldest son – whose actual name is Brideshead, and the youngest sister Cordelia, complete the immediate family.
At Oxford Charles is at once enchanted by Sebastian, who combines in one person a mixture of both Raphaelite beauty and Schillerian naiveté.  Despite his upper class rigidity and sense of propriety Charles simply cannot resist Sebastian’s overwhelming charm.  He thus begins a whirlwind friendship with Sebastian that amounts to nothing less than a first love.  From the very beginning however Waugh deftly foreshadows the dissolution of this real but ambiguous love.  Ryder’s love for Sebastian presages his later love for Julia, in many ways Sebastian’s spiritual twin.  This love will also be doomed, by the constraints of Catholic dogma against divorce.  These profane or unchaste loves nonetheless function as earthly gradations on the ascent towards a more sacred and enduring love.  By the end of the novel Charles too will undergo a spiritual metamorphosis which results in his own conversion to Catholicism.
In the novel Waugh superbly casts proverbial English charm as a vice that wards off the healing powers of God’s grace.  Like Sebastian, Charles also exudes his share of this very English vice which somehow manages to masquerade as a virtue.  As characterized by Waugh, the superficiality of charm is but the outer garment of an inner desiccation of spirit.  This shrouding of interiority is enhanced by Ryder’s own  profession.  As a painter of stately English homes he records the dying embers of a bygone era for posterity.  For Ryder, architecture is an infatuation that he finds more interesting, and certainly more admirable, than mankind.  Waugh’s literary upbraiding of charm is a master brushstroke on the larger canvas of his intense scrutiny of nostalgia.  He views charm as a moral flaw or stillborn dimension of personality that aborts the process of spiritual maturation  and receptivity to grace.
Waugh constructs a literary correlation between charm and nostalgia on the one hand and the concept of an extended childhood on the other.  He does so by centering his critique on charm upon the seemingly forever childlike character of Sebastian, whose intoxicating brand of charm at the outset of the story is made to seem like an admirable trait.  Sebastian’s charm functions as both a paean to his memories of childhood as well as a psychological screen or defense mechanism for the problems connected to his as yet unattained  manhood.  These are mainly family problems exacerbated by his mother’s apostolic fervor and perseverance in the rituals and beliefs of the Catholic faith.  Oxford for Sebastian is no Eden.  As depicted by Waugh, Sebastian’s charm is a most curious and ultimately disturbing distillation of holy innocence.  Fixated in childhood, Sebastian is shown to be a most curious man-child, whose pet bear Aloysius, and boarding school attachment to his nanny, comprise his only credentials from paradise.  The mockery of Charles by the dandified aesthete, Anthony Blanche, acts as Waugh’s appeal to transcend the sybaritic complacency that is the logical consequence of Sebastian’s fatal charm.  Concerning charm, Blanche says to Charles:  “It spots and kills everything it touches.  It kills love; it kills art;  I greatly fear, my dear Charles, it has killed you.”
Sebastian’s days in paradise are numbered.  The prohibition on unchaste desire imposed on Sebastian by the strictures of the Catholic Church drives him from endearing eccentricity to a life of drink and moral decay.  For Sebastian, there is no exit from the hell that is Catholicism while he remains in England.  He thus feels existentially compelled to flee hearth and home, and in so doing to follow the precedent previously set by his own father, Lord Marchmain, who had also fled the constraints of Catholic life for the canals of Venice and the caresses of an Italian mistress.  While the emotionally charged friendship forged between Charles and Sebastian may rank high in the catalogue of grave sins, Waugh nevertheless uses this insufficient human relationship in order to demonstrate an estrangement and alienation from God that can only be rectified with his healing grace.  In Charles resides the capacity to reckon with the consequences of choice, while Sebastian is enslaved by the narcissism of an unending childhood.  Only when Sebastian pledges himself to the innate call to charity, a repressed maternal remnant from his beloved infancy, can he both accept and then pursue a religious vocation.  Waugh expertly chooses the scene of Sebastian’s repatriation to the soil of the Church.  In self-imposed disgrace and exile in distant North Africa, close by the sacred sands of Hippos, Sebastian in a very personal way rediscovers the city of God. 
Charles meanwhile remains obdurate, firmly entrenched in the apodictic assurance of human knowledge as the ultimate recourse for solving all human problems.  As a consequence of the schism that develops between himself and Sebastian, Charles declares that from now on he will only live in the world of three dimensions, aided solely by the use of his five senses.  Eventually, the grace of God is too powerful for even the hardened skepticism of Charles Ryder.  Lord Marchmain returns home to England to die.  While keeping vigil with Julia at her father’s bedside, Lord Marchmain’s unexpected request to receive Last Rites is a sudden psychological blow that completely overcomes even the callous resistance of the inveterate agnostic, Charles Ryder.  Waugh thus succeeds in turning the deathbed vigil of a dying Lord into a double ceremony of spiritual birth and physical death.  Charles comes to realize that his love for Sebastian and subsequent love for Julia were only steppingstones on the road that leads to God.  Stephen Dedalus, in Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, forsakes religion in order to pursue the life of an artist.  Charles Ryder finds however that he must embrace God if art and life are to have any meaning at all.  Waugh’s treatment of the conversion of Charles is reminiscent of the literary conversion that is revealed in the poetry of T.S. Eliot during the same time period covered by the novel.  During this same span of time Eliot moved from the abyss of The Wasteland, to the repentance of Ash Wednesday, and ultimately to the soaring spiritual harmonies of the Four Quartets.  Amidst the surging tide of pagandom, and the madcap misapprehensions of modernity, Evelyn Waugh’s fictional chronicle of a formation in faith recalls those eloquent words of Augustine about the beauty which is ever ancient and ever new.
3) Cry, The Beloved Country
Like the biblical Moses, whose destiny did not include setting foot upon the Promised Land, Alan Paton (1903 – 1988) would not live to witness South Africa’s transition from apartheid to a modern multi-racial democracy.  And just as Moses led the Israelites on an exodus from bondage to freedom which would extend over forty years, likewise the period of time between the publication of Cry, The Beloved Country on February 2, 1948 and the death of Paton from complications due to pneumonia in his home near Durban, Natal on April 12, 1988 seems, at least from the perspective of poetic justice, to be biblically significant.  In Cry, The Beloved Country, which dramatizes the agony of an entire nation, Alan Paton provides us with a literary portrait of life in South Africa during the period immediately following the second World War.  Despite such a strong sense of place and time the setting of the novel is nonetheless endowed with universal significance, as the themes of social disintegration and moral restoration are staples of human culture in all places at all times.  Cry, The Beloved Country tells a tale, not of two cities, but of two parallel journeys:  the Zulu Anglican minister Stephen Kumalo’s physical journey from the tribal village of Ndotsheni to the big city of Johannesburg in search of his sister Gertrude, his son Absalom, and his brother John; and the psychological journey of the bigoted white farmer, James Jarvis, who seeks to empathize with the moral essence of his son, Arthur, an advocate of racial justice whose own life has been cut short by none other than Absalom Kumalo.  While the quest to locate his kin is literally successful, thanks to the Virgilian guidance and assistance of the reverend Theophilus Msimangu, each member of Stephen Kumalo’s estranged family is enmeshed in a web of moral degeneration.  His ultimate hope to reunite them as a close-knit tribal family however is defeated.  Symbolically this conveys the message that South Africa cannot hope to recover its past and must therefore strive for a better future.
Each of the two despairing fathers must come to understand the apostasy of his own son in relation to a coveted system of values and beliefs.  The man of God, Kumalo, must better learn the ways of the world, while the white master of all he surveys, Jarvis, must come to experience the spirit of humility and forgiveness that leads to racial blindness and ultimately to charity.  When the paths of both bereft fathers eventually cross these two men from different sides of the moral landscape come together on the shared plain of paternal grief.  The equality of their grief is symbolic of their more important equality in the eyes of God, while the recognition of mutual suffering engenders a sense of shared humanity.  Only then does the drought which has plagued the region come to an end, allowing the healing rain to soak the soil with tears of living hope.  The story comes to a close on the morning of Absalom’s execution, as the solitary figure of Stephen Kumalo looks down upon the promised land of the beloved  country and the renewal which arrives with each new dawn.
Cry, The Beloved Country is divided into three books.  Book one consists of chapters (1 -17), Book two of chapters (18 – 29), and Book three of chapters (30 – 36).  Book one is the book of Kumalo – in which Stephen Kumalo is guided through the infernal regions of Johannesburg by the Virgilian figure of Msimangu.  Book two is the book of James Jarvis, whose own Virgil consists of the inner voice of his dead son as presented in the form of an essay written by the latter entitled “A Private Essay on the Evolution of a South African.”  The metaphorical guidance of this Virgil however gives way to another virtual encounter with one even more worthy of leading lost souls back to the true path, namely that of the author of the Gettysburg address, Abraham Lincoln, the great champion of emancipation.  Book three is the book of restoration.  It is here that the physical and psychological quests of Kumalo and Jarvis converge upon the spiritual path of redemption.  The Eucharistic symbols of Kumalo’s meal upon the mountain at the end of the novel signify that South Africa must stretch beyond even the idealism of Lincoln and embrace the reality of what it truly means to be a nation under God.
Cry, The Beloved Country is a book of many voices and a variety of stylistic elements.  The din of voices incessantly chattering about the problems of race throughout the novel is as ubiquitous as the presence of the sea in Riders to the Sea by J.M. Synge.  It is also quite reminiscent of the chorus in the tragedies of Greek antiquity, the polyphonic Prologue to Chaucer’s Cantebury Tales in the Middle Ages, and the medley of babbling tongues encountered in James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake of more recent memory.  It is in the dramatic choral chapters of Cry, The Beloved Country that the sequence of the story is fractured on behalf of social commentary, as well as on behalf of a universalization of social themes like fear, hate, and justice.  In chapter nine Paton interjects a chorus of African voices which resonate with the escalation of the agony of Stephen Kumalo.   In chapter twelve he insinuates a chorus of white voices which echo the intensification of fear throughout the land, while in chapter twenty three the chorus for social justice makes it emphatically clear that the chief character of the novel is not really Stephen Kumalo, but the beloved country of South Africa itself.  Paton’s handling of the chorus in chapter twelve, which highlights the sense of fear pervading all of South Africa as a consequence of the rabid racial tensions, might also bring to mind the dramatic technique employed by T. S. Eliot in The Waste Land.  In this great poem of the travails of a waning western civilization Eliot relied upon short, contrasting, emotionally charged dramatic fragments featuring a variety of different voices, thus creating a cumulative effect more powerful than that of any single sustained narrative voice.  Without these choral interludes it is doubtful that Alan Paton could have fully achieved his main artistic goal in writing the novel, which was to make quite sure of stabbing South Africa in the conscience.
Cry, The Beloved Country is permeated by a strong lyrical element as well, with its employment of a single omniscient narrative voice for the main story which transcends the action of the novel.  The most memorable example of this occurs with the narrator’s recurring reference to the title.  Paton’s technique of utilizing variations of the same passage pays homage to Hebrew poetry, most notably the Psalms, as well as to the disputational device of strophe and antistrophe which characterized the Greek ode.  The language of Cry, The Beloved Country is often Biblical and prophetic.  Msimangu, for example, reads a passage from Isaia 42: 6-7 during the course of a religious service at Enzenzeleni, an institution established for the rehabilitation of the blind.  In this passage the Israelites are called upon to act as a light for the Gentiles, so that their blindness might be overcome.  
Alan Paton offers no blueprint for how to heal South Africa in Cry, The Beloved Country.  There is no utopian solution, either in terms of state action or intervention.  Restoration is possible only when good people do not capitulate to the injustices to which they have been subjected.  Paton mocks the futility of a reliance upon social theory alone, and satirizes the impracticality of such theoretical schemes.  It is against this background of high sounding schemes and strategies that the simple act of James Jarvis in providing milk for the sick children of the region paves the way for the restoration of the national soul of South Africa, a restoration that is to be based upon the recognition of one’s own personal responsibility to make restitution for the nation’s original sin of racial inequity.  In this spirited literary defense of the social principle of subsidiarity, which maintains that social problems should be approached from the bottom-up rather than the top-down,  Paton wants to convey to us the extent to which only personal courage can be a proper antidote to moral paralysis on a societal level.   What Pope John Paul II puts into philosophical terms in Veritatis Splendor Alan Paton has expressed in the form of art. We must all strive to move beyond  even the worthy moral paradigm of the Ten Commandments in an effort to ascend to that moral summit that is the Sermon on the Mount.
5. Concluding Remarks
The communication of Catholic beliefs and ideals need not be an academic exercise limited to the straitjacket of valid reasoning in which conclusions always follow necessarily from strictly formulated theological premises.  In his Letter to Artists Pope John Paul II reminds us that our ultimate artistic goal as children of the divine Artist is to craft our own lives, each and every one of us, into masterpieces of holiness, to make of our own lives works of genuine art pleasing to God.  As artistic artifacts great Catholic novels, with their capacity to engage our emotions as well as our minds, can both ennoble and inspire us in our own artistic endeavors to realize our divine destiny as living works of art.  Just as man and woman in holy matrimony, reason and emotion are literally joined at the hip.  Once intertwined they cannot and should not be separated.  As the Good Book says (Matthew 19:6):  “what therefore God has joined together, let no man put asunder.”     
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