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Editorial
Writers have long known that a journey makes a story, and that when the traveller 
has a destination narrative opportunities arise for suspense and discovery. Stories 
need to hold their hearers’ att ention, often doing so with development towards a 
dénouement, climax or destination within a defi ned period of time. To movement 
through the spatial and temporal dimensions, a third dimension is added when the 
traveller’s journey is to a place of spiritual signifi cance. In Europe and Russia pilgrims 
have not always bent their steps towards holy places, but the estimated six thousand 
shrines in the medieval period were all of them story nodes. Their tales of venerated 
heroes would have been repeated and transformed in the lives of visitant pilgrims.

In seventeenth century England when John Bunyan wrote The Pilgrim’s Progress 
pilgrimages had been proscribed along with papal indulgences and the veneration of 
images, yet his bold allegory, translated into numerous languages, guided a thousand 
thousand faithful readers towards a heavenly destination. The metaphor and the 
practice of pilgrimage endure, and we fi nd them in contemporary memoirs such as 
William Schmidt’s Walking with Stones, and novels including David Lodge’s Therapy 
and Rachel Joyce’s The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry. 

Narratives help us to get to know things, to understand. It is even possible to 
speak, as the American theologian Stanley Hauerwas does, of ‘narrative as a reality-
making claim’. The pilgrimage topic of the CLSG conference of 2013 leads (the 
metaphor is pervasive) to others. A future conference may consider exile, the crossing 
of borders, or Eden together with the Celestial City; but in the centenary year 2014 our 
topic is ‘The Lord of Hosts and the Pity of (the Great) War’. Our website has details.

Roger Kojecký
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Getting There, Getting Where? Bunyan’s 
Hazardous Pilgrim Way

Valentine Cunningham

For John Bunyan the Pilgrim/Christian Way is a Protestant and Calvinist Way, and so 
a matt er of reading. The Way of Salvation, gett ing to the New Jerusalem, is a matt er of 
Scripture – the Big Book – and how you get at the Book’s meanings. So John Bunyan’s 
Allegory, The Pilgrim’s Progress – this particular set of similitudes, or allegories, of the 
Christian journey – comprises an allegory, a case, a showcase of allegories no less, of 
reading. Here are allegories of practical Biblicist hermeneutic; with hints that here 
are also allegories of reading per se (as Stanley Fish and Wolfgang Iser have rather 
momentously suggested). In other words, The Pilgrim’s Progress is a book about the 
Way, with the Big Book about the Way, and what to do with that Biblical Book – how it 
might, indeed how it must, be read – as main matt ers. It’s Bunyan’s Reading Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Celestial City. To be read, of course, alongside that parallel story of reading, 
Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners.

Momentously, with the force of exemplum, parable, and of course allegory, the 
dream narration of The Pilgrim’s Progress opens with a man ‘in a certain place’, all on his 
own, holding a book which he opens and reads, weeping and trembling. A Protestant 
man, evidently, for the book is the Big Book of Reformed Europe, the Bible. A portable 
copy, obviously, though which English version is not specifi ed. (Geneva? The AV-
Geneva hybrid popular during and after the Civil War? Both of them portable Quartos. 
Prett y probably not one of the large and heavy Folio AVs meant for church lecterns.) 

 ‘What shall I do?’ the man cries, in words from his book, Acts 16:31. ‘What shall 
I do to be saved?’ we hear him crying again, soon afterwards, out in some fi elds with 
his book, still ‘greatly distressed in his mind’, completing now the Biblical cry of the 
Philippian Jailor in Acts 16: ‘What shall I do to be saved?’ Though, actually, not quite 
repeating, for in the AV as in the Geneva (the AV drawing on the Geneva, as it often 
does), the Jailor asks ‘What must I do to be saved?’ Shall for must: Bunyan’s Christian is 
personalizing the Biblical text, making it his own, translating it for himself, as Bunyan 
himself often does. Salvifi c reading, reading that saves you, is a necessarily internalized, 
personalized business. Must denotes grand textual imperative, the force of law which 
could remain unenacted. Shall, Christian’s (re)reading, has in it the futurity of action 
that will be undertaken. 

To do what the book says is the only way to get on, and stay on, the Way. To be 
a Pilgrim is to read and keep reading. ‘Read it so, if you will in my, Book’, Christian 
is straightaway advising Bible-refusenik Obstinate, who will have none of it. ‘Tush, 
said Obstinate, away with your Book’. Pliable is more enticed than his chum Obstinate 
by the ‘truth’ of ‘the words of your Book’ about the heavenly Kingdom up ahead, as 
‘Recorded’ ‘in this Book’. This Book, the one in Christian’s hand; the Book that is to 
hand. ‘If you believe not me, read here in this Book’. This Book, the deictically unique 
one.

Pliable is soon deterred by falling into ‘the bogg’, the ‘Miry Slow’ of Dispond, 
gett ing slowed down and fi lthied up by awareness of being ‘lost’ in sin. But not 
Christian: he has his important and apparently necessary supplementary reading 
matt er, the Parchment Roll given him by Evangelist, the Gospels-man, bearer of the 
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Bible’s burdening news, the text with the diffi  cult but saving advice for its reader, ‘Fly 
from the wrath to come’. The Roll is explained in the margin as ‘Conviction of the 
necessity of fl ying’. Conviction of sin, Christian’s burden, which Mr Worldly-Wiseman, 
gent from the town of Carnal-Policy, rightly blames on Bible reading: on Christian’s 
‘reading the Book in my hand’. ‘I thought so’, says the World-Wise gentleman. Heeding 
this Book will only depress Christian the more. Not reading at all, or frivolous reading, 
are bett er for you. ‘Worldly-Wiseman does not like that Men should be serious in 
reading the Bible’ (says the margin). But serious reading is the only way to burden-
lifting.

Real comfort comes by reading, and more reading. The original Roll is soon 
supplemented by the Roll with seals on it given Christian by one of the Shining Ones, 
who mark his forehead and clothe him in a new coat at the Cross where his burden 
of guilt rolls away. This particular Roll is an entry ticket, Christian’s ‘pass’ into the 
Celestial City. It will provide comforting reading on the Way. It’s ‘the assurance of his 
life and acceptance at the desired haven’. He stows it ‘in his bosom’, next to his heart, 
where ‘Conviction’ works – the ‘heart-work’ of Puritan religion (in George Herbert’s 
famous phrase). And this Roll metamorphoses into the Key ‘called Promise’, which 
gets Christian and Faithful out of Giant Despair’s dungeon. ‘A Key in Christian’s bosom 
called Promise’, says the margin, ‘opens any lock in Doubting Castle’. 

The fi rst Roll, we learn, is a bearer of the ‘Promises’ – the Bible’s words of hope, 
comfort, help. When Bunyan rhapsodizes in A Few Sighs from Hell (1658) about the 
excellence of the Scriptures for the Bible reader’s soul, in one of those intense personal 
statements which from time to time break into the sermons, it’s a eulogy of the Promises:

I tell thee friend there are some promises that the Lord hath helped to lay hold of 
Jesus Christ through, and by, that I would not have out of the Bible, for as much Gold 
and Silver as can lie between York and London piled up to the stars. And why so? O 
because through them Christ is pleased by his spirit to convey comfort to my soul! 
O I say, when the law curses, when the Devil tempts, when hell-fi re fl ames in my 
conscience, my sins with the guilt of them tearing of me, then is Christ revealed so 
sweetly to my poor soul through the promises: that all is forced to fl y and leave off  to 
accuse my soul. So also, when the world frown, when the enemies rage and threaten 
to knock me in the head, then also the precious, yea, the exceeding great and precious 
promises do weigh down all, and comfort the soul against all.1

In Part Two of the Progress, the good Mr Ready-to-halt (halting is limping) makes 
his way aided by some crutches – glossed in the margin as ‘Promises’.2 Those aids make 
their appearance again in The Holy War when the wounded Captain Experience calls 
for his ‘Crutches with hast’ to join in the batt le going hard for Emmanuel’s troops. ‘But 
when the enemy saw the man come with his Crutches they were daunted yet the more, 
for thought they, what spirit has possessed these Mansoulians that they fi ght me upon 
their crutches’.3 
1 A Few Sighs from Hell, or, the Groans of a damned Soul… By that Poor and Contemptible Servant of 
Jesus Christ John Bunyan (1658) [FS], in Some Gospel-Truths Opened, A Vindication of some Gospel-
Truths Opened, A Few Sighs from Hell, The Miscellaneous Works of John Bunyan [MW] I, ed. T.L. 
Underwood, assisted by Roger Sharrock, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1980, 360-1.
2 The Pilgrim’s Progress from this World to That which is to Come (First Part 1678, Second Part 1684), 
ed. James Blanton Wharey, 2nd edn. ed. Roger Sharrock, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1960, 271 [= 
Sharrock PP henceforth].
3 The Holy War made by Shaddai upon Diabolus. For the Regaining of the Metropolis of the World. Or, 
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Book, Rolls, Key, Promises, Promises: reading matt ers for all the Christian 
traveller’s needs – multi-purpose reading-matt er, a plenitudinous Scripturality and 
textuality.4 A rich store of meaning that does, though, and it might well be because of 
the multivalence, make for no easy reading. Take those Stepping-Stones across the Slow 
of Dispond, helpfully pointed out by Mr Help. They’re also ‘The Promises’, according 
to the marginal gloss: ‘good and substantial steps, placed even through the very midst 
of this Slow’ – further glossed as ‘The Promises of forgiveness and acceptance to life 
by Faith in Christ’. They’re remnants, we’re told, of the ‘Twenty-thousand Cart Loads; 
yea Millions of wholesome Instructions’ that the King’s Surveyors have poured into 
the Slough to make it passable. They’re widely unheeded reading materials: the too 
commonly unatt ended-to words and works of the good preachers, the ministers and 
Bible teachers (the lecturers, as the Puritans called them), the Bible expositors, whose 
handling of God’s Word, the words of Scripture, so animates Bunyan’s own many Bible 
expositions.

To his saving credit, of course, Christian is att ending, because as an eager Bible 
reader he needs to – needs stepping-stones across the despondency-inducing diffi  culties 
of the Biblical text. Christian’s Book is in his hand; it’s open to him the reader; it is in 
his native language (the reformed translators have done their job); he can voice and 
revoice its words. But what actually do they mean for him their reader? ‘What shall I 
do?’ What shall he do with this Book? What does it want him to do? He tells his wife 
and children that he is ‘for certain informed’, and by this Book we assume, that his City 
will be ruined, destroyed, but he can’t ‘see’ any ‘way of escape’ in his reading. The Roll 
reads ‘fl y from the wrath to come’, but this reader can’t tell from it ‘Whither’ he must 
fl y. His question is a careful one (‘very carefully utt ered’) – the question of a puzzled 
reader who is reading with att entive care, carefully in that sense, but with only care-full 
results, anxiety, concern, because of the text’s insuffi  ciency of instructive clarity, at least 
for the moment.

The care-full reading Christian: mirror of the pains-taking John Bunyan of Grace 
Abounding: haunted by the paining Biblical story of the terribly care-full Esau. Grace 
Abounding keeps telling how Bunyan couldn’t get away from Hebrews 12 and its very 
discouraging words about Esau: one of those who ‘fail of the grace of God’ (AV, v.15, 
whose margin glosses ‘fail of’ as ‘fall away’, which the Geneva text prefers: ‘fall away 
from’); Esau who regrett ed too late selling his birthright for ‘a morsel of meat’. ‘For ye 
know how that afterward, when he would have inherited the blessing, he was rejected: 
for he found no place of repentance, though he sought it carefully with tears’ (v17). 
Carefully, but in vain: the Biblical text, the Word of God, which engenders continual 
care, anxiety indeed, in its continually returning reader John Bunyan. The good book, 
the salvifi c text, provoking Bunyan to the point of neurosis: a neurotic apprehension 
that he too might be an outcast from grace.5 
the Losing and Taking Again of the Town of Mansoul, By John Bunyan, the Author of the Pilgrims 
[sic] Progress (1682), ed. Roger Sharrock & James F Forrest, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1980, 242-3 
[HW henceforth].
4 Gordon Campbell dwells on the multi-meanings of the Shining One’s Roll, but only to illustrate 
the way that in PP desirable theological consistency is made to give way to the story-teller’s 
imaginative or narrative requirements: ‘the narrative function of the roll has superseded its 
allegorical function’. Which misses the point of Bunyan’s interest in demonstrating Scriptural 
and textual multivalence. ‘The Theology of The Pilgrim’s Progress’ in Vincent Newey, ed., The 
Pilgrim’s Progress: Critical and Historical Views, Liverpool UP, 1980, 259.
5 The psychoanalyst critic Vera Camden is particularly good on that neurosis in ‘That of Esau: 
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Typically, the words about Esau hurt. They have the Bible’s usual constraining 
physical force and painful aggressivity. They ‘did seize upon my soul’. They ‘were to 
my soul like fett ers of brass to my legs’. ‘They would hold me down, so that I could by no 
means lift up myself’.6 Metaphors, allegories, of the Word’s hostile performativity, these 
personifi cations come with big muscles, and also with loud, even ear-splitt ing voices. 
The hurtfully audible word. 

A hurtful audibility especially in the matt er of that sentence about Esau in Hebrews 
12: ‘still that sentence would be sounding in me, “For ye know, how that afterward, 
when he would have inherited the blessing … he found no place of repentance though 
he sought it carefully with tears”’ (GA paragraph 145). That sentence: the haunting 
deictic power of the Scripture’s repeated aural horror: ‘in the continual sound of which I 
went for several months together’ (143). Months of it; years even (142). ‘Sell him, sell him, 
sell him, sell him, sell him’ – the voice in Bunyan’s mind of Satan (in a malign iambic 
pentameter) urges him to do an Esau. Repeated on and on; like Jesus’s words (Luke 
22:31), ‘Simon, Simon, behold Satan hath desired to have you’. ‘[S]o often and so loud 
… sounding and ratt ling in my ears’. Sounding ‘so loud within me’, calling ‘so strongly 
after me’ that Bunyan thinks there’s a shouting man behind him. He hears this ‘loud 
voice’ sounding in his ears still, as he writes (94). 

Happily, sentences of the Esau type are not the only ones. Good consoling words 
‘justle’ him too (203). Like the repeated words ‘My love’ from a sermon on Canticles 4.1, 
‘Behold thou art fair my love; behold thou art fair’ – ‘“Thou art my love, thou art my 
love”, twenty times together; and still as they ran thus in my mind, they waxed stronger 
and warmer, and began to make me look up’ (89-90). ‘Then I began to give place to the 
word, which, with power, did over and over make this joyful sound within my soul. 
Thou art my love, thou art my love; and nothing shall separate thee from my love; and 
with that Rom. viii.39, came into my mind’ (92).7 But utt erly characteristic is Bunyan’s 
incapacity to stay consoled for long. For ‘within less than forty days’ after thinking the 
Canticles’ assurances of God’s love so telling that he’ll recall them ‘forty years hence’, 
they’ve lost much of their ‘life and savour’. And he’s hearing again that ‘Simon, Simon’ 
warning. And ‘whole fl oods of blasphemies, both against God, Christ, and the Scriptures, 
were poured upon my spirit’ (96). And he’s doubting the power of ‘the sentences of 
blessed Paul’ against Satan’s urge to think the faith, Christ, the Scriptures a mere ‘think-
so’. And he fears that his condition mimics that of Saul in 1 Samuel 16:14, possessed by 

Hebrews xii. 16, 17 in Grace Abounding’, in N.H. Keeble, ed, John Bunyan: Reading Dissenting Writing: 
Religion and Discourse 12, Peter Lang, Bern, 2002, 131-163.
6 Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners; or, a Brief Relation of the Exceeding Mercy of God in Christ, to 
His Poor Servant, John Bunyan (originally 1666), paragraphs 141, 143, 145 [known hereafter as GA]. 
Quoted from Grace Abounding & The Life and Death of Mr Badman, Intro G.B. Harrison, Everyman’s 
Library, Dent, London and NY, 1928; 1969 reprint; the handiest edition of these two texts, with all 
the material added by Bunyan in the 3rd and 5th editions. Roger Sharrock’s Oxford edition (1962) 
includes that material and so deploys the paragraph numbers which have become standard in 
referring to GA. The Oxford World’s Classics Grace Abounding With Other Spiritual Autobiographies 
(1998), edited by John Stachniewski (and completed after his untimely death by Anita Pacheco) 
– whose Introduction and Notes are superior, not least because Stachniewski is second to none 
in intimacy with the religious and social detail of Bunyan’s Nonconformity – prefers as base text 
the shorter fi rst edition with later material folded in, but with the result that the standard para. 
numbers appear only in square brackets, on fi rst encounter a bit confusingly.
7 ‘For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any creature, shall be able to separate us from the 
love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord’. Romans 8:38-9 (AV and Geneva, word for word).
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an evil spirit ‘from the Lord’ (102). And he’s tempted to blaspheme the Holy Ghost – 
the ‘unforgivable sin’ (103). And ‘that scripture did also tear and rend my soul in the 
midst of these distractions … “There is no peace, saith my God, to the wicked” (Is, lvii. 
20, 21)’ (104).

Discomfi ting sentences these, in every sense of sentences: strings of words, but also 
criminal convictions. A fraught psychomachia of Scriptural words. Admitt edly, there 
are some sweet hints, glances, touches and supports; but they make only ‘short visits’: ‘very 
sweet when present; only they lasted not’ (113). Bunyan hopes he ‘shall not forget’ the 
good day when Colossians 1:20 (about peace through the blood of Christ) came into his 
mind; but we know he does, and will, forget. Of course this terrible contest of Scriptural 
sentences ends rather well for Bunyan, as Grace Abounding climaxes with him ‘listening 
to this heavenly sentence’ from Romans 3:24 about being ‘justifi ed freely by his grace’ 
(257-8), and then feeling ‘this word to sound in my heart I must go to Jesus’; and 
remembering the relevant Scriptural ‘place’, Hebrews 12:22-4, about our having come to 
Jesus the mediator of the new covenant, fulfi ller of all the sacrifi cial types and shadows 
by his ‘sprinkled’ blood, and through him to Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, 
to God and the angels and the whole ‘assembly and church’ of God’s ‘fi rstborn’; and 
being led by the Lord through every word of this ‘blessed sentence’, ‘over and over, 
fi rst to this word and then to that’, being shown ‘wonderful glory in every one of them’. 
And it’s no accident that this ‘blessed sentence’ about access to Christ and God is the 
immediate encouraging follow-up to the distressing sentence earlier in Hebrews about 
Esau fi nding no place of repentance. Bunyan relishes the Bible’s opening of a way out 
Esau’s tearful impasse.

But such resolution is only temporary; typically it’s vividly threatened by 
Bunyan’s sense of being on a kind of Esau seesaw. He’s ‘greatly pinched’, he says (257) 
– painfully squeezed and compressed (OED) – between the Bible’s contradictory stories 
of grace all available and grace limited, and, in Esau’s case, refused. Esau-Bunyan is on 
the horns of the Calvinistic TULIP dilemma, stuck between the theologies of Irresistible 
Grace and of Limited Atonement.8 And ‘this was not only now and then … for this 
about suffi  ciency of grace and that of Esau’s parting with his birthright, would be 
like a pair of scales within my mind, sometimes one end would be uppermost, and 
sometimes again the other; according to which would be my peace or trouble’ (205). 
‘[A]ccording to the nature of the several scriptures that came in upon my mind; if this 
of grace, then I was quiet; but if that of Esau , then tormented’ (212). Bunyan wonders 
which of these opposed Scriptures ‘would get the bett er of me’ (212). And indeed ‘that 
about Esau’s birthright began to wax weak , and withdraw, and vanish; and this about 
the suffi  ciency of grace prevailed with peace and joy’ (213). 

Which is the necessary triumph in Bunyan’s Calvinist theology of liberating 
New Testament grace over condemnatory Old Testament law: ‘the word of the law 
and wrath must give place to the word of life and salvation’ (214). Old Testament 
8 Irresistible Grace and Limited Atonement, the I and the L of the wondrously handy mnemonic 
TULIP for the fi ve main Calvinist Points in contention against Arminius, hammered out at 
the 1618 Council of Dort (Dordrecht in Holland, where tulips fl ourish): Total Depravity, 
Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, Perseverance of the Saints. It 
comes in useful when trying to log the particulars of Bunyan’s Calvinist theology, which still 
causes stutt erings and slippings among Bunyan students. The Dutch American satirist (and 
Calvin College graduate) Peter de Vries’s short story ‘TULIP’ (in No, but I Saw the Movie [1952]) 
about the precocious small-boy Christian who can recite all the Five Points but is a litt le monster, 
certainly makes TULIP unforgett able.
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Law knocked out by New Testament Grace. The Lett er killeth, but the Spirit giveth 
life. Potent Protestant and Calvinist principle. But what haunts Bunyan is the terrible 
possibility that the killing power of Scripture is not just an Old Testament aff air. ‘Now 
that which is called the lett er in Cor. is called the Law in Rom.7, which by its power and 
operation, as it is wielded by the Spirit of God, doth in the fi rst place kill and slay all 
those that are enabled to believe the Scriptures. I kill saith God’ (FS 353). Seemingly 
here, as elsewhere in Bunyan, the whole Book is granted the mortal force of its fi rst part, 
with all of its sentences textured as condemnatory death sentences. Especially hurtful 
to Bunyan is that the daunting Esau sentence is in the New Testament and in a text all 
about the survival, not the abolition, of the Old Testament’s meaning, its still potent 
types and shadows. Hebrews 12:17, that writt en New Testament sentence, has shocking 
legal force. It pronounces in eff ect a death sentence. The sentence of the sentence. That 
frightful pun; hauntingly enacted by Kafk a’s 1919 story In der Strafk olonie (In the Penal 
Sett lement), where the sentence of the court is that the guilty man be strapped into a 
ghastly writing machine which inscribes the words of his sentence on his body, its great 
writing needle cutt ing deeper and deeper until the inscribed words kill him. It’s Kafk a’s 
parable, of course, of the performative deadliness of writing per se, but a performativity 
exemplifi ed, as it is founded, for him as for Derrida, in the deadly force of Biblical 
writing. Momentously for midrashic Kafk a, Schrift, writing in general, is also Schrift, 
Scripture. A Bunyanesque scripturality, strapped as he is into the deadly sentencing 
mechanics of Hebrews 12: ‘[T]at in the twelfth of Hebrews, about Esau selling his 
birthright … was that which killed me, and stood like a spear against me’ (225). 

Bunyan tries unstrapping himself by some sharp practice interpretative fi ddling 
with the meaning of Esau’s ‘birthright’, to distinguish it from his ‘blessing’, but this 
being a patent Malvolio job (he who, in Twelfth Night II.v, ‘crushed’ the text of the lett er 
the japesters sent him to make it ‘bow’ to his desired meaning), it lacks conviction. The 
painful straps of the Biblical sentence are eased, but not much.

The Bible’s killing sentences; they’re key promoters of the very hard going of 
an interpretative rebarbativeness that’s acutely modelled, allegorized in fact, by the 
variously labelled ‘very strait and narrow’ gap, or passage, or doorway, through which 
Bunyan squeezes in Grace Abounding (54-5) in order to join the enviably happy band of 
poor but redeemed Bedford women. This narrow gap of course represents the Bible’s 
‘strait gate’ and ‘narrow way’ of faith. It’s a version of the ‘litt le wicket gate’ in The 
Pilgrim’s Progress which is the only true way into the Way. Bunyan only gets through 
Grace Abounding’s narrow gap or passage after prolonged eff ort: ‘I made many eff orts 
to get in, but all in vain, even until I was well-nigh quite beat out, by striving to get in; 
at last, with great striving, methought I at fi rst did get in my head, and after that, by a 
sidling striving, my shoulders, and my whole body.’ Bunyan interprets the gap as Jesus 
Christ, the way to God, and the ‘wondrous narrow’ passage as ‘the Word’. The Word 
in particular of Matt hew 7.14: ‘strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth 
unto life, and few there be that fi nd it’. The ‘passage was wonderful narrow, even so 
narrow, that I could not, but with great diffi  culty, enter in thereat’. And this diffi  cult 
passage is in fact a passage of Scripture (OED: ‘A section of a … text considered by itself 
and usually of small extent’: common meaning in Bunyan’s time), a piece of text whose 
point, about the exclusion of the many (limited atonement, the L of TULIP, and thus 
the many’s predestination to hell, of classic Calvinism) is a consternating and stymying 
one. These are sharp, wounding, disquieting words according to Bunyan’s address ‘To the 
Reader’ in his text The Strait Gate, Or, Great Diffi  culty of Going to Heaven; Plainly Proving 
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by the Scriptures, that not only the rude and profane; but many great professors will come short 
of that Kingdom (1676). That hard-mouthed litt le book has Matt hew 7:13-14 emblazoned 
on its title page.9

All of which gets keenly illustrated in the Progress by the pilgrims’ troubles in 
mounting the Hill Diffi  culty (Sharrock PP 41ff ). The ‘narrow way lay right up the Hill, 
(and the name of the going up the side of the Hill is called Diffi  culty)’. The Hill leads 
‘into a very narrow passage’, guarded by two lions, which drive Mistrust and Timorous 
back. Watchful, the porter of the Rest House at the end of this passage, tells Christian 
that the (chained) lions are a ‘trial of faith’. In practice this is a trial for Christian the 
reader. His Roll drops from his hand on the Hill when he falls asleep reading it. He 
searches for it sighing, weeping, chiding himself for foolishly sleeping. It’s patently easy 
to loosen your grip on your Roll; and in particular to lose the consolations it contains. 
To be ironically discomfi ted by a text so full of the promise of comfort. The awkward 
promise of the Promises.

Those ubiquitous Promises of Scripture: they’re instrinsically contrarious by 
Bunyan’s account. ‘For you must know, that to him that believes the Scriptures aright, 
the promises, or threatenings are of more power to comfort or cast down than all the 
promises or threatenings of all the men in the world’ (FS MW, I, 358). To comfort or cast 
down, promises or threatenings: these paradoxes comprise what Derrida would call a 
textual or scriptural aporia, i.e. meaning at an impasse. Scripture as indeed an aporetic 
text. And Bunyan’s (exemplary) meditation in The Strait Gate (MW, V, 73-5) on the ‘strait 
gate’ of his text from Luke 13:24, ‘Strive to enter in at the strait gate’, reads like a piece of 
ur-Derrida. Gate gets the full Bunyanite squeeze. The ‘description of the entrance into’ 
the kingdom of heaven is, as Bunyan puts it, ‘by a double similitude’ – the similitude of 
a two-way aporetic doorway:

A gate, you know, is of double use, it is to open and shut, so consequently, to let in, or 
to keep out; and to do both these at the season…

So then, the entrance into heaven, is called a gate, to shew, there is a time when there 
may be entrance, and there will come a time when there shall be none; and indeed this is 
a chief truth contained in the text: strive to enter in at the strait gate; for many I say unto 
will seek to enter in and shall not be able.

This text is about, and is, a large aporia: featuring the gate’s capacity to swing 
both open and closed. Metaphorically here’s both articulation and disarticulation, 
hinging (so to say) on the way a gate’s hinge articulates, opening and closing in the 
same hinging movement. So here’s a text articulate about textual (dis)articulation; as it 
were speaking out and not speaking out simultaneously. Proleptic indeed of Derrida’s 
textually illustrative embrace in the Grammatology of the brisure, the hinge or folding 
point of a shutt er, which signifi es presence and absence, fullness and emptiness of 
meaning, all at once.10

9 MW V, The Barren Fig-Tree, The Strait Gate, The Heavenly Foot-Man, ed. Graham Midgley 
Clarendon P, Oxford, 1986, 69.
10 De la grammatologie, Editions de Minuit, Paris, 1967, Ch 2. A lett er to Roger Laporte: ‘You have, I 
guess, dreamt of fi nding a single word to designate diff erence and articulation. By chance I have 
perhaps found it in The Robert dictionary, as a matt er of word-play, or rather of indicating its 
double meaning. This word is brisure: “broken, smashed bit. Cf. gap, break, fracture, fl aw, slit, 
fragment. Articulation by a hinge of two worked pieces of wood or metal. The fold in a shutt er. 
Cf. a joint (join, seam)”.’ (My translation: much clearer than Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Johns Hopkins UP, Baltimore, 1976, 65.)
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And the doubling, the double meanings, of this similitude of the gate are, of 
course, as Bunyan well knew, intrinsic to all similitude: which is by ‘one thing to set 
forth another’, in the words of the ‘Author’s Apology’ prefi xed to The Pilgrim’s Progress, 
defending his book’s methodology. Similitude is Bunyan’s favourite fi ctional and 
apologetic method. Delivered under the Similitude of a Dream declared the Progress’s 
title-page. ‘I have used similitudes’, announced the title-page of The Holy War. And the 
Progress’s Apology glosses similitude as metaphor, fi gure, allegory. All double talk, and 
so a business of riddles and dark sayings (‘dark fi gures’), for whose meaning you have 
to ‘dig’. Objected to by readers who want plain speaking –‘metaphors make us blind’ – 
but justifi ed because Holy Writ is ‘everywhere so full of all these things’. Jesus and the 
apostles and the Old Testament prophets all go in for speaking double. The Holy War 
title page pointedly points out that ‘I have used similitudes’ are the words of Hosea 
12:10.

Similitude: Allegory – Bunyan’s method and methodology; sanctioned, of course, 
by Galatians 4:24, in that favourite Protestant and Puritan interpretative moment, 
where St Paul rather overdeterminedly explicates the relationship between Abraham’s 
two sons Ishmael and Isaac and their respective mothers, the ‘bond-woman and the 
‘free’, as an allegory of the opposition between the legalistic Old testament and the New 
Testament of grace, between the bondage of Mount Sinai and of earthly Jerusalem and 
their children, and the free heavenly Jerusalem, Mother of all Pauline Christians. ‘Which 
things are an allegory’, as the AV has Galatians 4:24; closely following the Vulgate’s 
Latin, ‘Quae sunt per allegoriam dicta’. Opening up hermeneutic and narrative 
possibilities too good to be overlooked by Bunyan the hermeneute and fabulist. He 
takes up Paul in the Progress where Evangelist derides the Gentleman Legality whom 
Christian has ill-advisedly consulted. Legality ‘is the son of the Bond woman which 
now is, and is in bondage with her children, and is … this Mount Sinai, which thou 
hast feared will fall on thy head’. Bunyan’s marginal note refers ‘Bond woman’ to 
Galatians 4:21-27 and annotates ‘Mount Sinai’ as ‘The Bond-Woman’ (Sharrock PP 23). So 
Paul’s allegory is absorbed into Bunyan’s own as the Bible’s Ishmael becomes Bunyan’s 
character Legality – which is a particularizing and beefi ng up of Ishmael’s role for Paul. 
Allegory upon allegory, then, with Bunyan sitt ing a bit loose, or maybe utt erly tight, to 
his Biblical materials. With allegory, or similitudes (what heavy-handed text-crusher 
Malvolio calls simulations), perhaps implicated in Mr Badman’s famous sneery charge 
that ‘the Scriptures … were as a nose of wax, and a man may turn them whithersoever 
he lists’ (Dent text, 262). 

Strikingly, the Progress eschews using the Latinate allegory at this point, preferring 
instead mystery: the Bond woman ‘is in a mystery this Mount Sinai’. Mystery is Tyndale’s 
more English preference in his translation (1526) of Galatians 4:24: ‘Which things betoken 
mistery’.11 And, plainly, mystery recognises the provoking essential unreliability, the 
interpretative malleability, the waxen nose even, of the allegorizable text; in short the 
trickiness of its potential for double talk. What Deborah L Marsden rightly hails, in ur-
deconstructionist terms, as ‘the powerful indeterminacy of allegory’.12 Manifest in the 

11 Mystery is the Calvinist poet Edward Young’s word for the allegorical meaning of his Galatians 
text, in his poem ‘Meditation. Galatians 4.24. Which things are an Allegorie’: ‘Nay, Abrams Shine 
to thee’s an Allegory,/ Or fl eeting sparke in th’smoke, to typify/ Thee, and thy Glorious Selfe in 
mystery’. Poems, ed. Donald E Stanford, Yale UP, 1977, 87-8.
12 E.g. Allegory in America: From Puritanism to Postmodernism, Macmillan, 1996, 12. Chapter 4 
of Marsden’s Rereading Allegory: A Narrative Approach to Genre, Macmillan, 1995, ‘Christian 
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Geneva Bible’s bluntly spelling-out translation of Galatians 4:24: ‘By the which things 
another thing is meant’ (surely one source of Bunyan’s defi nition of similitude as ‘by 
one thing to set forth another’).

The double-talking text: an embarrassing notion for Protestant and Puritan 
exegetes. Bunyan might have read, or he might not, the great two-volume text-book of 
Biblical rhetoricity and lexicon of OT typology by that indomitable pair of Strict Baptists, 
Benjamin Keach and Thomas Delaune, known as the Tropologia: a Key to Open Scriptural 
Metaphors (1682).13 If he had he would have come across their recognizings of the 
(traditional) diffi  culties of allegorical re-readings of Scripture: the danger of excessive 
‘Hardnesse’ and ‘Boldnesse’ in interpretation – interpretative perils utt erly intrinsic 
to those closely related members of Allegory’s rhetorical family, namely Catachresis 
and Hyperbole. Catachresis: interpretative abuse (‘called in Latin Abusio, an abuse …’); 
hyperbole: a kind of lying (‘that Aff ection of a Trope, by which with greater enlargement 
for to amplifi e or extenuate things, a word is carried, or used, very far from its proper 
and native signifi cation’. Keach and Delaune are at pains to exempt Biblical catachreses 
and hyperboles from the (classical) abuses and untruths endemic to these rhetorics, on 
the ground that ‘The stile of Scripture is most Holy’, and God, the Author of Scripture, is 
Truth. But still the strong misleadings and mis-readings of which allegory is capable by 
its very nature have been allowed to cluster around the theory and practice of what they 
call their Philologia Sacra: their interest in what their title-page embraces as Tropes and 
Figures; or a Treatise of the Metaphors, Allegories, and express Similitudes &c. contained in the 
Bible of the Old and New Testament.14 A title-page of course emblazoned with Hosea 12:1, 
‘I have used similitudes by the Ministry of the Prophets’, and Galatians 4:24, ‘Which 
things are an Allegory, &c’.

Whether or not the Tropologia was on Bunyan’s shelf, Luther’s Protestant classic, 
the Commentary on Galatians certainly was: the tatt ered old book (presumably in John 
[Book of Martyrs] Foxe’s 1575 translation) providentially provided, Bunyan claims in 
Grace Abounding, which spoke to his condition so ‘largely and profoundly’ that ‘I do 
prefer this book of Martin Luther upon the Galatians, excepting the Holy Bible before 
all the books that ever I have seen, as most fi t for a wounded conscience’ (129-30). And 
Bunyan can’t have missed Luther’s notably grudging approval of Pauline allegorisation 
in his comment on Galatians 4:24, ‘The things which are spoken by allegories’. Luther’s 
margin explains allegory in the familiar Puritan terms of which it might well be the 
origin: ‘An allegorie is that whereby one thing is spoken, and another thing is meant’. 
And so

Allegories doe not strongly prove and perswade in divinitie, but as certain pictures 
they beutifi e and sett e out the matt er. For if Paul had not proved the righteousness of 
faith against the righteousness of works by strong and pithie arguments, he should 
have litt le prevailed by this allegorie. But because he had fortifi ed his cause before with 
invincible arguments taken of experience, of the example of Abraham, the testimonies 
of Scripture, and similitudes: now, in the ende of his disputation he added an allegorie, 

Transformations: the Bible and Patristic Allegorism’, 57ff , begins, as it should, with Paul in 
Galatians 4:24.
13 Christopher Hill thought that The Holy War showed the infl uence of Keach’s poetic War with the 
Devil; or, the Young Man’s confl ict with the powers of darkness: in a dialogue (1683). Hill, A Turbulent, 
Seditious, and Factious People: John Bunyan and his Church, 1628-1688, Clarendon P, Oxford, 1988, 
142.
14 See Keach and Delaune, Bk I, Ch.XVII, ‘Of A Catachresis’ and Ch.XX, ‘Of An Allegory’.
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to geve a beautie to all the rest. For it is a seemely thing sometime to adde an allegorie 
when the foundation is well laide and the matt er thorowly proved, for as painting is an 
ornament to set forth and garnish an house already builded: so is an allegorie the light 
of a matt er which is already otherwise proved and confi rmed.15

Thus Luther overcomes his literalist aversion to allegorical readings of the Bible 
(Aff enspiel, he called them, a game for apes) because he has to, St Paul being an 
allegoriser; but only up to a point, conceding only a decorative function, the pleasing 
ornament to a theological case proved otherwise by ‘strong and pithie arguments’. 
Low pleasures, of course: Schmuck und schöne Spangen Luther elsewhere labelled 
allegory: showy baubles. A concession , though, to please Bunyan for it makes a kind 
of justifi cation for his fi ctions: by means of the picturings of allegory to beautify the 
theological matt er, casting light (illuminating the theology, but also lightening the 
theological load). Allegory, Bunyan’s kind of story, gives pleasure. It pleases the 
‘imagination’ as well as the ‘understanding’, as the Progress’s Apology claims. They’re 
the legitimate, godly plaisirs of the good Bible reader’s reading. But, forever troublingly, 
at the cost of the morally edgy, and tricky double talking of metaphor and fi gure: the 
allegory eff ect. The occasion of great Lutheran anxiety; and an anxiety foundational, 
I’d say, to all the readerly interpretative anxieties that the Hard Going of the Progress 
and Grace Abounding promotes.

The Author’s Commission of the Second Part of the Progress says his young female 
readers (and so all of us) must ‘Turn up my Metaphors’ to perceive ‘the substance of 
my matt er’ – the spiritually helpful truths that are discoverable through the prett iness 
(as allowed by Luther) of the Pilgrim story: the ‘prett y riddles’ of ‘My pilgrim’. And 
turning up metaphors, gett ing to grips with fi gure and similitude, remains, as the whole 
historic discussion of troping, both secular and religious, allows, and for all its fetching 
imaginative prett iness, the aesthetic allure of the picturing (to use Luther’s word), 
remains a matt er of endemic diffi  culty, even pain, for readers. Mystery is never not 
mysterious; riddles are intrinsically riddling. The young women of the Second Part’s 
commission may well feel kindly disposed because of the ‘double’ aesthetic and moral-
spiritual ‘profi t’ to be got from reading Bunyan’s ‘prett y riddles’ , but this will be at the 
cost of ‘their paines/ Of reading’. Which is, in eff ect, the multi-metaphoricized aporetic 
plight of the reader of Bunyan, and more importantly of his great inspiration the Bible: 
the reader sentenced by the sentences of these texts, trying to negotiate their terribly 
strait gates, awfully high hills and very narrow passages; the text, the Bible’s and 
Bunyan’s echoing of it, which keeps speaking double, saying one thing and meaning 
another.

According to The Heavenly Foot-Man you have to watch your step as you run or 
walk on the Pilgrim way:

Because the way is long … and there is many a dirty step, many a high Hill, much work 
to be done, a wicked Heart, World and Devil to overcome. I say, there are many steps 

15 A Commentarie of M. Doctor Martin Luther Upon the Epistle of S. Paul to the Galatians, fi rst collected 
and gathered word by word out of his preaching, and now out of Latine faithfully translated into English 
for the unlearned (Thomas Vautrouillier, the Blacke Friars, by Ludgate, 1575), Fol.207. First English 
edition of the translation of Luther’s 1535 Lectures on Galatians. Text (and marginal gloss) repeated 
in all the many subsequent edition I’ve seen, down to 1644. According to Jaroslav Pelikan’s 
Introduction to Luther’s Works, Vol 26, Lectures on Galatians, 1535, Chapters 1-4, trans. Pelikan,  
Concordia , Saint Louis, 1963, p. x, this is the text reprinted, more or less, in the many editions as 
late as 1953.
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to be taken by those that intend to be Saved.

An obvious anticipation of the Progress’s Slough of Despond and Hill Diffi  culty. And 
especially telling is Bunyan’s parenthesis after way is long: ‘(I speak Metaphorically)’. 
Which allows in the notion that metaphorical speak is per se a dirty step and high hill 
for wayfaring readers to negotiate.16 

So: the Reading Way as an extremely eff ortful taking. And, it would appear, on the 
Christian pilgrim’s reading road, that mis-taking, misinterpreting, are as customary 
as, if not more customary than, helpful interpretative taking. The Conclusion to the 
Progress Part One challenges the reader to see if ‘thou canst Interpret it to me; / Or to 
thy self, or Neighbour’, and warns against ‘mis-interpreting’. Mis-interpreting does no 
‘good’; its results are ‘evil’. It’s ‘self abuse’. Mental masturbation. 

Of course help was at hand. Bunyan envisages numerous Helpers for his pilgrims: 
Mr Help who gives Christian a helping hand out of the Slough of Despond; Mr Interpreter 
explaining the allegorical scenarios in his House; innkeeper Gaius of the Progress 
Part Two cracking hard textual nuts for Christiana and her children; the Subordinate 
Preachers of the Holy War. Bunyan’s texts are amply seeded with the helping hands he 
himself has received: the Puritan preachments, commentaries, histories, cautionary tales, 
all the popular and less popular Protestant stuff , that he keeps mentioning or implying, 
and which clearly stocked what was by any standards a rather substantial Reformed 
library. It contained, of course, the heavily edited and annotated Geneva Bible, that 
scholarly and hermeneutic masterpiece; and the Cromwellian Welsh Baptist Vavasor 
Powell’s Useful Concordance to the Holy Bible;17 Presbyterian sympathiser Arthur Dent’s 
Plaine Man’s Path-way to Heaven and The Practise of Pietie by the Calvinist Welsh Bishop 
Lewis Bayly;18 Luther on Galatians; John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (the famous Book of 
Martyrs by ‘England’s fi rst literary celebrity’);19 the Calvinistic Treatise or Exposition upon 
the Ten Commandments by John Dod and Robert Cleaver;20 Presbyterian Samuel Clarke’s 
16 The Heavenly Footman, MW V, 150, 190 (n. p150 line 16).
17 An Useful Concordance to the Holy Bible, posthumously published (1673). Powell was imprisoned 
for seven years after the Restoration. Bunyan’s signed copy exists.
18 The two books Bunyan’s wife inherited from her father, that ‘did beget within me some desires 
to religion’ (GA 10). The Plain Man’s Pathway to Heaven (fi rst of many editions, 1601), hugely 
popular dialogue about the way to heaven. No accident that Dent is the name of the hero of 
Douglas Adams’s post-Bunyanesque Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979). The Practice of Piety 
(circa 1610) was world-widely translated. In his book on popular reading, J. Paul Hunter, the 
expert on the Puritan inheritance of Defoe, can’t help being overwhelmed by the huge sales of 
Dent and Bayly: religious classics that far outsold the canonical secular ones. Before Novels:The 
Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth Century English Fiction, WW Norton & Co, NY & London, 1990, 235.
19 Bunyan took his copy into prison with him. GA 270 reports how Foxe’s histories encouraged 
him in his ministry. Signs of detailed acquaintance with the book are all over. Foxe provided e.g. 
the reference to Wicliff  not abandoning preaching that Bunyan throws at inquisitor Cobb in ‘A 
Relation of the Imprisonment’, and the several uses of (martyr) Hugh Latimer’s ‘play the man’ 
in The Holy War. Liveliest recall is of martyr John Philpot dismissing his inquisitor as more like a 
bare-arsed perfomer dancing in a net than a reasonable DD. ‘I remember that Philpot used to tell 
the Papists that they danced BARE-ARSED in a Net, because of the evil of their ways’: A Holy Life, 
The Beauty of Christianity: Or, An Exhortation to Christians to Be Holy (1684); A Treatise of the Fear of 
God. The Greatness of the Soul. A Holy Life, MW IX, ed. Richard L Greaves, Clarendon P, Oxford, 
1981, 308-9, note p. 364.
20 ‘If thou wouldest have a more full discourse hereof, read Dod upon the Commandments’: 
Bunyan’s marginal note upon saying that it would be ‘very tedious’ to write and read an 
‘inlargement’ on ‘the several Commands in particular’, in The Doctrine of the Law and Grace 
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Mirrour or Looking-Glass both for Saints and Sinners;21 The Theatre of God’s Judgements by 
Oliver Cromwell’s Calvinist schoolmaster Thomas Beard;22 Puritan Exeter merchant 
John Reynolds’ multi-volume The Triumphs of God’s Revenge against the Crying and Most 
Execrable Sinne of Murther;23 Puritan vicar Richard Bernard’s allegorical fi ction The Isle 
of Man: Or, The Legall Proceedings in Manshire against Sinne;24 A Relation of the Fear-fulle 
Estate of Francis Spira in the yeare 1548 by the Calvinist and Presbyterian Parliamentarian 
Nathaniel Bacon;25 perhaps also, as we’ve seen, the Tropologia of Benjamin Keach and 
Thomas Delaune, and Keach’s War With the Devil. And, too, Milton’s Paradise Lost? It’s 
hard to think the Devils’ debate in The Holy War is not built on the one in Book Two of 
Paradise Lost. And Bunyan can’t have got the many classical names in The Holy War – 
Cerberus the Porter of Hell-gate; Diabolus’s Ovidian Lord Python; the three Furies of 
Hell Alecto, Megaera and Tisiphone – from nowhere.26

Ill-read Bunyan clearly was not. He’s certainly nothing like the sola scriptura 
Protestant of tradition and myth (was, in practice, any serious Protestant pastor ever 

Unfolded (1659), The Doctrine of the Law and Grace Unfolded and I Will Pray With the Spirit, MW II, ed. 
Richard L. Greaves, Clarendon P, Oxford, 1976, 35.
21 A Mirrour or Looking-Glass both for Saints and Sinners: held forth in some thousands of examples: 
wherein is presented as God’s wonderful mercies to the one, so his severe judgements against the other, 
(4th enlarged edn., 1671), from which Bunyan lifted several exemplary dire fates in Mr Badman,  
Dent, 191, 268.
22 1597 & 1612. An enhanced version of a French Reformed Pastor’s collection, itself lifted from a 
Lutheran tome; abridged in 1618 with the title The Thunderbolt of God’s Wrath Against Hardhearted 
and Stiff e-necked Sinners. One of the ‘judgement books’ suggested as parallel resources for Mr 
Badman by James F. Forrest and Roger Sharrock in their edn. of Mr Badman, Clarendon P, Oxford, 
1988.
23 The Triumphs of Gods Revenge Against the Crying and Execrable Sinne of (Willfull and Premeditated) 
Murther. With His Miraculous Discoveries, and Severe Punishment thereof. In Thirtie severall Tragical 
Histories (Digested into Sixe Books) committ ed in divers Countries beyond the Seas, Never Published or 
Imprinted in any other Language. Histories which contaien great Variety of mournfull and Memorable 
Accidents, Historicall, Morall and Divine, very necessary to restraine and deterr us from the bloodie Sinne 
which in these our days makes so ample and large a Progression. With a Table of all the severall Lett ers and 
Challenges, contained in the whole fi ve Bookes (1635).
24 THE ISLE OF MAN: or, The Legall Proceeding in Man-Shire against SINNE. Wherein, by way of a 
continued Allegorie, the chiefe Malefactors disturbing both Church and Common-Wealth, are detected and 
att ached, with their Arraignment, and Iudiciall trial, according to the Lawes of England. The spirituall use 
thereof, with an Apologie for the manner of handling, most necessary to be fi rst read, for direction in the 
right use of the Allegory thorowout, is added at the end. Fourth Edition much enlarged (1627).
25 The famous haunting case of a classic Calvinist melancholic, The Reformed Roman Catholic 
backslider, an Esau type according to Bunyan, who, having fallen away, thinks he’s committ ed 
the sin against the Holy Ghost, would like to repent, but cannot. Dwelt on in The Heavenly Foot-
man, The Barren Fig-Tree, The Greatness of the Soul, and especially in Grace Abounding (163). Calvin 
wrote a Preface to one account of Spira’s life. Graham Midgely thought he was the original 
of the ‘Man of Despair’ in the ‘Iron Cage’ in PP – Barren Fig-Tree, Clarendon edn., MW V, 182. 
Stachniewski cannily noted Bunyan’s spiritual twineing (GA 166) as a Spira word, GA, ed., Oxford 
World’s Classics, notes to p. 45, pp. 241-2. GA 163 has Bunyan haunted by a despairing sentence, 
a supplement to the Bible’s sentencing, from ‘that dreadful story of that miserable mortal Francis 
Spira’, att ributed to Spira but actually from his biographer Nathaniel Bacon. See David Renaker, 
‘John Bunyan’s Misatt ribution to Francesco Spira of a Remark by Nathaniel Bacon’, N&Q, 25 
(1978), 25.
26 Sharrock and Forrest suggest Bunyan might have got his classical information from members of 
his Bedford congregation; though don’t dwell on how that might have happened. The Holy War, 
edn. cit., 272 (fn. for p. 188).
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that?). His tendency to self-deprecation in the matt er of book learning – ‘my Bible and 
Concordance are my only library in my writings’;27 ‘I did soon lose that litt le I learned’ 
(GA 3); relishing at his inquisition being one of God’s ‘babes and sucklings’, knowing 
things hidden ‘ “from the wise and prudent”, that is from the learned of the world’ – is 
quite misleading, and has misled. Bunyan certainly didn’t, as his accusers sneered, know 
any Greek, but he certainly, as the phrase goes, knew a man, many men, in fact, who 
did. All those Cambridge educated Puritans, for instance, responsible for the Geneva 
Bible and for the commentaries, and so forth, which he perused and that fi red up his 
wide and deep Biblical, theological knowledge and his patent hermeneutic wisdom. 
Putt ing him in his traditional place – which still goes on – as the Bedford tinker who 
was literate only by poor-boy village standards, skilled in ballads and proverbs and 
other oral and pictorial stuff  alright but not in books, hardly pulling himself up by his 
threadbare boot-laces, making only amateurish do with the Bible, is as underestimating 
as the similarly obtuse Arnoldian tradition which looked down on provincial Hardy as 
a mere autodidact, and on midlands Congregationalist D.H. Lawrence as (in T.S. Eliot’s 
silly dismissals in After Strange Gods) brought up with simplistic ‘hymn-singing’ piety 
and deplorably uneducated as a graduate of Nott ingham University College. 

Bunyan keeps doing the hermeneutic business – the interpretative tasks which he 
is obviously so well up in. As he implies in that wonderfully revealing moment in the 
Progress when Christian and Hopeful are confronted by the Monument of Lot’s Wife, a 
pillar in the shape of a woman with writing on it. Hopeful is puzzled by 

a Writing in an unusual hand; but he being no Scholar, called Christian (for he was 
learned) to see if he could pick out the meaning: so he came and after a litt le laying of 
Lett ers together, he found the same to be this, Remember Lot’s Wife. So he read it to his 
fellow; after which, they both concluded, that that was the Pillar of Salt into which Lot’s 
Wife was turned for her looking back with a covetous heart, when she was going from 
Sodom for safety’ (Sharrock PP, 108-9). 

Christian the scholar, the learned one; skilful picker-out of the meaning of a writing; 
which enables, as it parallels, the picking-out of the Biblical meanings (the margin 
references Genesis 19:26). It’s a parable of Bunyan the skilled explicator of the Bible, 
because he can in eff ect parse any text – ‘after a litt le laying of Lett ers together’. It’s 
an assertive parable, allegory even, of the skilful Bunyan reading case, to be read in 
parallel with Bunyan’s knockdown interpretative sparring with the professional clergy 
and university men in the ‘Relation of the Imprisonment’, and to be taken as putt ing 
the tin lid (nicely soldered by the preaching tinker) on all the (mock?) self-denigrating.

The Lot’s Wife monument encounter is a scene of reading which illustrates how 
successful reading is possible for all members of the Congregationalist fellowship: with 
Christian the educated, schooled reader, in the role of pastor and teacher; and Hopeful 
as member, so to say, of the congregation who needs the guidance of the explicating 
pastor/teacher. The helped reader – preacher, teacher, writer: a Bunyan in fact – helping 
on readers and reading in his turn.

This is, to be sure, a triumphant scene of reading. But it has to be said that it is rather 
outnumbered by the Sloughs of Despond which most of Bunyan’s reading moments, 
his reading parables, end up in: all those aporetic clambers up Hill Diffi  culty, the 
negotiations of obscured stepping stones, strait gates, narrow passages, dirty steps and 
stumbling-block thresholds; all that butt ing up against Scripture’s dark sayings, hard 
27 Solomon’s Temple Spiritualized, MW, III, 464.
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nuts, veiled metaphors, riddles and allegorical multivalences, the painful sentences of 
the Kafk a-esque Schrift. All very daunting, and of course framed by the appallingly large 
theatre of utt er reading failure which is constantly invoked. Where all the Quakers and 
Ranters of Bunyan’s repetitious hostility are, people who’ve got the Bible all wrong. The 
Nearly, but not Nearly Enough, Christians, like the mis-guided Professors of Bunyan’s 
kept-up grieved att ention, the backsliders, ‘those Fall-a-waise’ (Barren Fig-Tree, 58), 
contemporary versions of Lot’s Wife and Saul and Esau. Talkative’s sort, the notionist 
or Mouth-professor, who talks the talk which has no impact on his actions (Sharrock, PP 
79ff ). Or Ignorance’s kind, who gets all the way to the Gate of the Heavenly City, with 
the help of ferry-man Vain-hope, only to be cast into Hell because, fumble for it in his 
bosom though he might, he lacks the right textual stuff , the authentic reading matt er 
of a Certifi cate, his entrance ticket. ‘Then I saw that there was a way to Hell, even from 
the Gates of Heaven….’ These are almost the very last words of the Progress: a Calvinist 
nightmare: the fi nal failure of your religious hope, a serious will to salvation proving in 
the end useless because it does not coincide with God’s will for you.

All such are caught in the remorseless theological bind of Calvinism that the 
Atonement, and so Saving Grace, are Limited to a chosen few. The Progress’s marginal 
note on Simple, Sloth and Presumption is terrifyingly blunt: ‘There is no perswasion will 
do, if God openeth not the eyes’.28 And God doesn’t, in so many cases. ‘[A]s God would have 
it’ is a repeated tag for good outcomes in the Progress – as in the narrative of Christian’s 
victory over Apollyon against the apparent odds (Sharrock PP 59): wonderful if God has 
willed your salvation and perseverance; but tough if God hasn’t – and he mainly hasn’t. 
So the preaching eff ort is condemned to much frustration; which Bunyan the Calvinist 
preacher is horribly aware of. ‘[L]et the Scriptures be shewed to them daily, let the 
messengers of Christ preach till their hearts ake, till they fall down dead with preaching’, 
but still many hearers will not be awakened because they are not chosen. As clearly 
revealed in A Few Sighs from Hell when Bunyan recalls his own early unbeliever deafness:

’Tis true, many a good sermon did I hear, many a time was I admonished, desired, 
intreated, beseeched, threatened, forewarned … but alas, I was ignorant, self-conceited, 
surly, obstinate and rebellious. ’Tis true, many a time the preacher told me, hell would 
be my portion, the devil would wreck his malice on me, God would pour on me his sore 
displeasure, but he had as good as preached to the stock, to the post, to the stones I trod 
on. ’Tis true, his words rang in my ears, but I kept them from my heart. I remember he 
alledged many a Scripture, but those I valued not; the Scriptures, thought I, what are 
they? A dead lett er, a litt le ink and paper, of three or four shillings price. (MW I, 332-3)

Such is the harsh aporetic of Calvinist theology – the diffi  cult (bad-good) smell of 
TULIP. What rightly att racts and excites the att ention of Wolfgang Iser and Stanley 
Fish, the two most provocative modern commentators on Bunyan, who not only 
seize on it as the core aspect of Bunyan’s textual proceedings, but, more, off er the 
manifest problematics of the pilgrim-reader’s Way as allegorical of all reading, all text-
encountering.29 The Pilgrim’s Progress is for them a major case in their (complementary) 
theory of all textuality as an aporetic, self-deconstructing, self-consuming, stymied 
28 Stuart Sim, Negotiations with Paradox: Narrative Practice and Narrative Form in Bunyan and Defoe, 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, NY & London, 1990, 55. Sharrock PP, 55.
29 Stanley Fish, Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature, Univ 
of California P, Berkley & London, 1972. Wolfgang Iser, Der Akt des Lesens. Theorie Ästhetischer 
Wirkung (1976): The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London 
& Henley, 1978.
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aff air. What Iser called (with innovative force) the Implizierter Leser – the implicit, 
or implied, reader, who presents strategies of reading, a repertoire of local reading 
possibilities, in a text – is perennially in trouble (and Bunyan’s Progress is for Iser a keen 
example). And it’s implied that these abundant local troubles stand for all reading, 
all textual engagement, are a model of all reading, all of it a diffi  cult business. Fish 
is very explicit: the stuck pilgrim, on a progress hailed as utt erly ‘anti-progressive’, 
is off ered with extraordinary aplomb as exemplary of all hermeneutic eff ort, of the 
very troubled hermeneutic transactions enforced, it is claimed, by all texts. And these 
acrobatic critical and theoretical jumps, from the Bunyan local to the textual general, 
have their att ractions, and are not to be brushed aside simply because they travel 
under the sign of a pre-determined post-modernist Theorizing whose claims of bases 
in critical necessity are contentious, contestable, and frequently contested. But they 
are moot jumps, obviously. And as for the reading diffi  culties implicit and explicit in 
Bunyan, it is, of course, simply not true that Christian’s progress is utt erly static and 
circular, going absolutely nowhere. Christian does, at long last, get to the Heavenly 
City. Admitt edly his way is a stutt ering, start-stop aff air, but whenever he’s stopped he 
does start off  again, until he fi nally reaches his desired end. His progress is paradoxical 
– what Beckett  called a ‘headlong tardigrade’ (in Watt ), the paradoxical ‘exprogressive’ 
progress of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (a fi ction obviously on Iser’s mind,30 but not, 
perhaps revealingly, on Stanley Fish’s). 

 Contentiously, the basic reading unit for Fish is the sentence, the line – which 
always, for him, undercuts in its cumulative linear advance the expectations of the 
‘temporal-spatial’ progress in meaning and understanding which Fish believes are 
(delusively) endemic to it. Sentences don’t, they won’t, go. And for Fish, the sentence 
is thus the local instance and instantiater of the frustrated temporal-spatial way and 
Way of the pilgrim-reader Christian, and, allegedly, of all Bunyan’s readers, and of 
all readers as such as they engage with all texts whatsoever. But though, as we have 
seen, the sentence and sentences of the Bible, and of Bunyan’s own bibliolatrous text(s), 
are indeed paining and painful, they are not painful in Fish’s particular theoretically 
exacting (and allegorical) way. For there is indeed ultimate ‘temporal-spatial’ success 
for Christian the reader. He progresses. He comes up fi nally smelling nicely, as it were, 
of tulips. Sounding the fi nal P of TULIP: entering into the reward of the Perseverance of 
the Progressing Pilgrim. (The Ps sounded for him on the other side.) And if we accept, 
as Iser and Fish believe we should, that our reading, of Bunyan and of all else, is implied 
in Bunyan’s implicit and implicated readers and readings, then so, of course, might we 
enter into that reward for readers. 

Or, as we might say, end up with Christian who ends up starring in Bunyan’s 
Reading Hitchkhiker’s Guide to the Celestial City. Christian is an Arthur Dent who 
not only fi nds the answer to The Meaning of Life, but knowingly endures the question. 
Unlike the Arthur Dent of Douglas Adams’s farcing-up of the Progress in The Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy as a Stanley Fish-like story of failure. Adams’s Arthur Dent, named, 
as mentioned earlier, and with knowing irony I’d say, for the author of The Plaine Man’s 
Pathway to Heaven, the Puritan classic we know Bunyan owned.31

30 Subject of Iser’s further discussion in Laurence Sterne: Tristram Shandy, trans David Henry 
Wilson, Landmarks of World Literature, Cambridge UP, Cambridge, 1988.
31 None of Douglas Adams’s many denials of any knowledge of Dent’s book holds water. 
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Remembering, Forgetting, and Converting in 
Guillaume de Deguileville’s Pèlerinage de vie 
humaine

Lynn Muldrew

Guillaume de Deguileville was a fourteenth century Cistercian monk from Chaalis 
who seems to have mostly escaped the att ention of literary critics. Yet his pilgrimage 
trilogy, comprising Le Pèlerinage de vie humaine, Le Pèlerinage de l’ame and le Pèlerinage 
de Jesus Christ, found great popularity in its day. Deguileville’s texts were widely 
read by both the aristocracy and the literate laity, and we fi nd echoes not only in 
Chaucer’s ABC prayer, but in Langland, Lydgate, Hoccleve and even John Bunyan. In 
particular, Le Pelerinage de vie humaine, an allegorical dream vision, writt en in 1330-31 
and rewritt en in 1355, survives today in more manuscripts than the Canterbury Tales.1 
Of the three texts, only Le Pelerinage de vie humaine was rewritt en, and this article will 
look at possible reasons why he revisited it. 

Deguileville’s central ideas are encapsulated in the opening scene where the 
pilgrim dreams he sees the Heavenly Jerusalem in a mirror. The mirror suggests that 
his pilgrimage is an epistemological journey into the self as a means of accessing 
knowledge of God. The presence of St Augustine on the walls of Jerusalem, where 
he distributes breadcrumbs to the people below, indicates what the later narrative 
confi rms: that Deguileville’s epistemology relies upon Augustinian ontology. It is 
founded upon the concept of man as an imago dei, an image of God, and consists of 
the interplay between the duality of man in body and soul on the one hand, and the 
reform of man through the trinity of the mind on the other. In order to understand 
these concepts, Deguileville’s pilgrim is granted two central guides, Raison and the 
Grace Dieu. 

Grace Dieu’s centrality is obvious from her fi rst appearance in the narrative, where 
she claims entrance into heaven is impossible without her: ‘De Jherusalem n’enterras 
/ Sans moi’ (v. 356)2, (‘into Jerusalem you won’t enter / without me’). Indeed, Grace 
Dieu promises to be a continual source of support and strength wherever the pilgrim 
fi nd himself – she is ‘une fontaine commune’ (v. 1037), (‘a common fountain’) where 
everyone can ‘puisier eauë a son talent / Et avoir en son aisement’ (vv. 1039-40), (take 
water as they wish, and have as much as they want’). Grace Dieu is open to all, never 
unavailable and all-suffi  cient – in the texts, she says that ‘oncques enclose ne me tien’, 
(v. 1048), (‘I never close myself’) and ‘qui m’a o lui, riens ne li faut’, (v. 327), (‘he who 
has me lacks nothing’). In this article, I’m going to examine whether Grace Dieu holds 
true to these promises to the pilgrim, and suggest that Deguileville’s depiction of 
Augustinian ontology causes narrative tension which is indicative of wider problems 
in his theology of grace.

 
1 See S. Kamath, ‘Naming the Pilgrim: Authorship and Allegory in Guillaume de 
Deguileville’s Pèlerinage de la vie humaine’, Studies in the Age of Chaucer 32, 2010.
2 Guillaume de Deguileville, Le Pèlerinage de Vie Humaine, ed. Johann Jacob Stürzinger, 
London, Roxburghe Club, 1893. All quotations are from this edition.
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Augustine and Raison: Man’s Duality
Augustine’s theory of the trinity of the mind, which in his view is composed of 
memory, knowledge and love, and will, is built upon the premise that knowledge of 
God is accessed through man. At no point does man not remember, know and love 
himself; therefore, in remembering, knowing and loving himself, man remembers, 
knows and loves God.3 Yet, because of man’s duality, the split between the inner and 
outer man, or body and spirit, man’s knowledge of God is necessarily limited. Man’s 
will, therefore, is the pivotal point of the trinity of the mind, because it is here that 
man decides whether to live in memory, knowledge and love of self, or to live in 
forgetfulness of self. The intersection between man’s duality and his reform through 
the trinity of the mind therefore lies in Augustine’s interpretation of the Delphic 
Oracle’s mandate ‘Cognosce te ipsum’, (‘Know thyself’). 

The fi rst tension between Augustine’s ideas and Deguileville’s text appears in a 
scene where Raison tries to explain this to the pilgrim. Raison explains to the pilgrim 
that he was created as an imago dei: ‘(Tu) ez de Dieu la pourtraiture / Et l’ymage et la 
faiture’ (vv.5947-8), (‘You are the portrait of God / And the image and of his making’) 
and therefore he was created as spirit, but that he is now a locus of cosmological 
struggle between two competing notions of self (‘ains toi et ton cors estes II’, v. 5936), 
(‘in this way you and your body are two’). The best thing he can do in life is to pursue 
self-knowledge: ‘Miex vaut assez connoistre soy / Que toutes sciences savoir’ (vv. 5937- 
39), (‘It is bett er to know oneself / Than to know everything’). And it is self-knowledge 
that proves diffi  cult for the pilgrim at this stage – Raison tells him that he feeds, in fact, 
his own enemy as though it were himself (‘Tu doiz savoir que tu nourris / Cil qui est 
tes grans anemis’, vv. 5747-8), (‘You must know that you feed / he who is your great 
enemy’) but the body is not the self as the body alone is impotent, deformed, deaf, and 
blind (‘Quar impotent est et contrait / sourt, aveugle et contrefait’, vv. 5817-20). The 
pilgrim is therefore complicit in his own self-deception as he not only physically feeds 
a lifeless form which works against him, but he is also completely unaware of this. The 
depth of the pilgrim’s self-deception is evident when Raison explains that the pilgrim 
nourishes his enemy, and he is enraged and demands to know his name, what he 
looks like and where he was born so that he can take revenge on him and murder him. 

Yet the pilgrim is not the only one who runs into diffi  culties trying to understand 
his own identity as an imago dei; Raison herself becomes entangled in her own 
explanations and describes the relationship between body and soul as ‘une lanterne 
enfumee’ (v. 6060), (a smoky lantern), an image which leaves the reader with litt le hope 
that clarity is possible. In spite of this gloomy metaphor, Raison does try to help the 
pilgrim understand how he can transcend this smoky view of self. When the pilgrim 
does not comprehend how ‘l’ame ainsi porte le cors / Qui est dedens et il dehors?’ (vv. 
6116-8), (‘in this way, the soul carries the body which is within itself and it is without’), 
how the true self can inhabit the false self, Raison responds with another metaphor in 
an att empt to clarify: ‘Ton vestement et ton habit, / Il te contient et es dedens’ (vv. 6126-
7), (‘your clothing and what you wear holds you and you are inside’). Paradoxically, 
this second metaphor only serves to obscure the relationship between body and soul 
even more: Reason uses clothes to symbolise the body and the body to symbolise the 
soul, which is quite confusing, as the pilgrim already has diffi  culties understanding 
how he can be dual in nature, and Reason only adds another layer of interpretation 
3 De Trinitate, XIV. All quotations from Augustine are according to the version at htt p://www.
thelatinlibrary.com/august.html
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to be negotiated or stripped away by the pilgrim. Having explored all her linguistic 
options, Raison then decides to demonstrate to the pilgrim how cumbersome the body 
is by taking him out of his body, thus liberating him from the smoky view of self. 

The knowledge gained by the pilgrim in his out-of-body experience transcends 
the limitations of language with which Raison was confronted, and endows the pilgrim 
temporarily with a new sense of understanding. However, it also raises questions of 
a theological nature as when the pilgrim returns to his body, he claims: ‘Je vëoie et 
entendoie’ (v. 6305), (‘I saw and understood’), but he also specifi cally states that he 
did not gain this understanding from Grace Dieu (‘rien n’en entendoye lors’, v. 6389), 
(‘I didn’t understand anything then’). It appears, strangely, that through such an out-
of-body experience human reason is able to accomplish what God’s Grace cannot. 
Though it must be said that the pilgrim’s confi dence in his ability to ‘vëoir’ (‘see’) and 
‘entendre’ (‘understand’) is also questionable, given that upon re-entry into the body 
he loses the will to negate his bodily identity (‘mon vueil outreement perdu’, v. 6313), 
(‘I lost my will completely’). Here, therefore, two ideas of Augustine’s trinity of the 
mind, the knowledge of self and man’s will, prove to be diffi  cult, even for Reason, 
who Deguileville has granted the responsibility of explaining man’s ontological state. 

The Two Paths: the pilgrim’s experience of the forgotten self
That man’s will is an obstacle to knowing God is further emphasised when, 
immediately following this out-of-body experience, the pilgrim comes to a crossroads, 
where he must choose between two diverging paths, putt ing what he claims to have 
understood into practice: the left path is the pathway of sin, represented by Huiseuse; 
the right path is the pathway of salvation and conversion, and represented by Labour, 
a weaver. When faced with this choice, the pilgrim almost immediately chooses to 
follow Huiseuse (‘Idleness’), who represents the bodily model of self based upon the 
principles of fi ction rather than truth – she creates ‘roumans (et), choses mancongables’ 
(v. 6856), (‘romances and untruthful things’). In pursuing her path, the pilgrim chooses 
to have a fi ctional identity created for himself, based upon ‘mensonge’ (‘lies’) and 
illusion. In doing so, he buries the memory of God within – he has, in fact, forgott en 
all about the existence of the other path: ‘L’autre (chemin) [mis] en negligence / (Mis) 
du tout et en oubliance’ (vv. 6893-4), (‘I neglected the other path / And I completely 
forgot about it’). In short, despite understanding faith through reason, despite having 
experiential knowledge of his divided self, and in spite of grace and reason’s att empts 
to grant man the will to choose the good, the pilgrim falls at the fi rst hurdle and aligns 
himself with the forgott en or bodily model of self. 

The depiction of man’s ability to choose the good is thus, up to this point in 
Deguileville’s text, extremely pessimistic. On the left path, the pilgrim falls into the 
hands of the Deadly Sins, and the fi gure of Orgueil (Pride), serving to highlight the 
depth of the pilgrim’s self-deception in spite of the divine help granted to him. The 
fi gure of Orgueil embodies this self-deception as her defi ning features are emptiness 
and smoke: ‘En moi n’a que vent, (et) fumée’ (v. 7623), (‘In me there is only wind and 
smoke’). In the same way that the body as a smoky lantern prevents the self from 
seeing the true state of the soul, so too does here smoke mingled with wind inhibit 
the self from perceiving its own emptiness. Orgueil’s activities are an extension of 
her blurred and confused nature: when she att acks, she projects and transfers her 
emptiness to her victims, destabilising their sense of identity and robbing them of 
their ability to see themselves clearly. She has, for example, destabilised both Satan’s 
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and Adam’s sense of divine identity by distorting their self-perception: ‘Si (le) soufl ai 
en sa pensee / Et (si) li [Satan] fi s sa pance enfl ee’ (vv. 7471-2), (‘I breathed into his 
thought / And (Satan) infl ated his thoughts’). This distortion consists of modifying 
the understanding of the self; Orgueil att acks man’s faculty of understanding, his 
thoughts, and causes it to be disproportionate to its original state. The pilgrim’s 
journey along this path of forgetfulness of self is therefore in part characterised by a 
self empty of memory of God. The question, therefore, lingering in the mind of the 
reader is, if Deguileville’s narrative reinforces the obstacles man faces in turning to 
God, what does this suggest about man’s ability to be converted?

Remembering and Converting
And it is this process of conversion and the point of turning to grace that Deguileville 
seems to struggle to depict, raising wider questions in his theology. In theory, however, 
the true, remembered self is depicted as a restorer of what has been lost, ‘un refaiseur’ 
(v. 6533), (‘a remaker’). Labour on the right-hand path is working in direct contrast to 
Huiseuse (‘Idleness’)  on the left-hand path: 

‘[…] je depiece et je refas, 
A fi n que je ne soie pas
 Huiseuse,’ (vv. 6595-7).

(‘I take [things] apart and remake [them]
So that I am not
Huiseuse’)

Labour fully engages in the process of correcting the false interpretations of fi ctional 
texts and selves by incessantly dismantling and stripping away the layers of false 
interpretations, and repairing them with her own version of a true self. But Labour 
does not work alone; she is identifi ed as a porte-parole of Grace Dieu, and receives direct 
instructions from her in the form of whispers in her ear. Grace Dieu herself is thus 
the author of the narratives and revisions of those who travel along this right-hand 
path. And yet, when the pilgrim is faced with the choice between these two models 
of identity and narratives, the pilgrim does not hesitate much to choose the wrong 
path. Moreover, he does not even recognise Labour as Grace Dieu’s representative – 
instead, he discards Labour’s activities immediately as senseless (‘de sens petit,’ (vv. 
6566)) and devoid of meaning. And even though for a fl eeting moment, the pilgrim 
considers taking this path, this is soon eclipsed by his body’s persuasion to leave this 
path and follow her: ‘Ne le crois pas, ains t’en depart!’ (vv. 6698-99), (‘Don’t believe 
him, just go!’) so after a poor att empt at resisting, the pilgrim chooses the left-hand 
path after all.

The pilgrim’s reaction at this point is of paramount importance to the interaction 
between the two concepts of identity and grace in the text – in the att empt to underline 
man’s responsibility in choosing God, Deguileville is here actually at risk of devaluing 
grace. If the pilgrim does not even recognise grace and doesn’t hesitate to choose 
the wrong way even though he claims to have understood his duality, we are left 
to wonder to what extent man is even capable of choosing to follow God, even if he 
were to desire it. Furthermore, while the pilgrim fails to recognise Grace Dieu in the 
fi gure of Labour, he he does recognise Raison immediately upon seeing her (‘bien la 
connue au visage,’ v. 6999), (‘I recognised her face well’). And in the end, the pilgrim 
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criticises Raison, and not Grace Dieu, for abandoning him to the fi gures of the left path. 
What, we may ask, does this say about the power of grace over the pilgrim? There are 
potentially dangerous implications in this depiction of man’s depravity and the fact 
that here the onus to choose God for himself is placed on man himself. Deguileville 
seems to att empt to rectify this in his revised 1355 version of the text – here  the pilgrim 
fi rst begins on the right path and only afterwards digresses to the left, thus presenting 
a more optimistic view of human nature. 

In this fi rst, unrevised version, however, the doubts concerning grace linger in 
the reader’s mind, and grow stronger the more the pilgrim att empts to return to God. 
When the pilgrim repents of having taken the wrong path and lived in forgetfulness 
of his true identity and emptiness of memory of God, Grace Dieu brings him to a 
weeping rock where he is to be baptised for a second time, but this time it is in a pool 
of his own tears. The rock represents the pilgrim’s openness towards God, and grants 
him a new understanding of his own condition which can only be expressed through 
tears. Still, the sincerity of the pilgrim’s repentance is continually undermined by the 
course of events within the narrative. Even though the pilgrim has just expressed his 
surrender to God in a prayer, this surrender appears to be temporary – the pilgrim is 
unable to remain within the baptismal pool of tears for long:

‘Adonc sans delai ens entrai
Tout m’eust, si com je croi, sane […]
Mes tost m’en issi.’ (vv. 11,333-37)

(‘Therefore without delay I entered
And I was, as I believe, all clean […]

But soon I got out’)

There is clear tension between the pilgrim’s ardent desire to enter without delay 
into the bath of repentance and his rapid exit. The short spell of time he is able to 
remain in the bath implies that his tears are not, after all, suffi  cient to liberate the 
new remembered self entirely from the old forgott en self, a self which constantly 
threatens the pilgrim’s sense of security. There is even a latent expression of doubt (‘as 
I believe’) as to whether, after he emerges, he is fully clean or not. Combined with the 
time references (that he got in without hesitation and exited soon), the pilgrim’s own 
narration of this event is pervaded with uncertainty. And this uncertainty is criticised 
by Grace Dieu who fi rst chastises the pilgrim: ‘un pou de temps ne pues souff rir?’ 
(v. 11,352), (‘can you not suff er for a short period of time?’) and then runs away in 
annoyance at the pilgrim’s inability to get something right: ‘Or va et fai si com tu veus!’ 
(v. 11,359), (‘Go and do whatever you want!’). In this way, Grace Dieu’s behaviour in 
this scene raises many questions concerning the nature of grace as described above. 

Surely her abandonment of the pilgrim undermines her free off er of open access; 
this decision to leave the pilgrim seems to be more in the line of chastisement for 
previous failure than the promised unconditional acceptance in spite of faults – 
Deguileville here obviously struggles to represent the free off er of God’s grace 
because man’s inconstancy towards God gets in the way. Deguileville’s struggle is 
further obvious when, after the pilgrim’s weeping rock experience, Grace Dieu places 
conditions on access to her common fountain: ‘S’ainsi le fais, liee en serai / Et plu 
volentiers t’aiderai’ (vv. 11, 367-8), (‘If you do this, you will be bound as such / And 
I will help you more willingly’). Grace Dieu will only return to the pilgrim when he 
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decides for himself that he wants to be submitt ed to her. Again this condition (‘if you 
do this’) contradicts her earlier off er of open access as well as her previous statement 
that she never closes her well of grace. It seems paradoxical that in these scenes in 
Deguileville’s text Grace Dieu should assume the role of testing man – a role which, 
arguably, is not the role of grace.

Therefore, Deguileville’s desire to depict man’s identity as a soteriological-
epistemological quest for God through self and aided by Grace seems to pose more 
questions than suggest how this can be achieved because man is depicted as being 
hindered constantly by his will. As the weeping rock scene suggests, even when man 
tries to turn back to God, this is only for a brief moment – the condition of his heart 
is such that he oscillates continually between the remembered and the forgott en self. 
The extent to which the pilgrim oscillates in his constancy towards God raises wider 
questions of whether Deguileville actually believed that man was capable of living in 
a state of grace, and also whether grace is indeed a free gift to man or whether man 
must prove his worth by being consistent towards her. Grace Dieu seems to tire of the 
pilgrim’s inconstancy and criticises him for it. In this way, Grace Dieu is essentially 
depicted as emulating the heart of man in its inconstancy – she leaves him in anger, 
she tests him, and she places conditions upon her off er of grace. 

And yet, the narrative Deguileville constructs clearly necessitates this behaviour 
of Grace Dieu, because for man’s depravity to be emphasised, grace almost needs to 
be in a position of despair at man’s condition. Since Deguileville decided that man 
should choose the wrong path, and not to recognise her voice, how could grace react 
but be distressed, feel powerless to aff ect man’s choices? Man must choose her, and 
yet the reader is left with the impression that somehow Deguileville’s narrative has 
overcome his theology. Deguileville himself seems to be aware of this issue as he 
rewrites this fi rst version twenty-fi ve years later, making it into a much longer version 
with many more allegorical fi gures, where the pilgrim chooses the good fi rst, and 
relapses into sin much later. Why Deguileville felt the need to rewrite his text implies 
that something needed to be clarifi ed and perhaps fi gured out for himself. In this way, 
the tensions within the text refl ect the journey of pilgrimage itself; a journey fraught 
with contradictions and paradoxes which each man must grapple with and hopefully, 
as Deguileville hopes, achieve clarity in the end. 
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Salinger’s Way: Franny and the Russian Pilgrim

Adrian Grafe

‘Hold still.’ As Franny Glass recounts her discovery of the Russian pilgrim over lunch 
with her boyfriend Lane, Lane orders the frogs’ legs he is dissecting to ‘hold still’.1 

Lane’s command to his frogs’ legs, in mid-conversation with Franny, means that in a 
sense they stand in metonymically for her: it is her he wants to hold still. Yet she can’t 
and won’t hold still. For she is on a journey.

In Franny and Zooey, J. D. Salinger (1919-2010) brought texts of Russian and 
Greek Orthodox spirituality into the force fi eld of literature. A deeply intertextual 
writer, Salinger gave no other work in all his published output as much att ention as 
he did The Way of a Pilgrim. This anonymous work was writt en in the mid-nineteenth 
century and fi rst printed in 1884. The Way of a Pilgrim fi rst appeared in English in 
1930 in the translation by R. M. French, still in print. The fi rst-person narrative relates 
how the pilgrim, a Russian peasant, sets out to learn how to ‘pray without ceasing’ (I 
Thessalonians 5:17).2 He discovers the so-called ‘Jesus Prayer’ or ‘Prayer of the Heart’, 
the words of which are ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me a poor sinner’ or variants 
on them. He learns the prayer, to be repeated over and over until it becomes automatic, 
fi rst of all from a starets, a Russian monk of outstanding holiness, and then through 
private study of the Philokalia, an anthology of ascetic and mystical writings by fathers 
of the Eastern Orthodox Church. The eponymous heroine of Salinger’s story mentions 
all these phenomena to Lane: the Pauline injunction to pray without ceasing, the Jesus 
Prayer, starets and Philokalia. With Franny Salinger Salingerises the Russian pilgrim. 
Franny is a mid-twentieth-century sophisticated urban upper middle-class American 
rewriting of The Way of a Pilgrim.

The story’s spatiality is restricted. The narrative is set almost entirely indoors, in a 
single place. Hence even the tiniest movement or gesture – such as Lane and his frogs’ 
legs – takes on heightened importance. Nevertheless, so that we get the idea right from 
the start, Salinger begins the story on a station platform and Franny, arriving by train 
from her college town to see Lane in Boston, is the traveller. We later learn she was 
already in motion before taking the train. She had begun to change.

Salinger divides the story into fi ve sections with a single blank line between each 
section. The Way of a Pilgrim stands as a unifying force, and the major dramatic element 
in each section. Salinger times the appearances of The Way of the Pilgrim for maximum 
impact. When Lane meets Franny off  her train and they walk down the platform 
together, Franny is carrying the book in her left hand, and consciously or otherwise 
may be intending to arouse Lane’s curiosity. The book doesn’t appear directly in the 
second section, but the rest of the story shows that even here the book and Jesus Prayer 
are on her mind: here the pilgrim stands ‘as a silent but compassionate witness’ to ‘all 

1 J.D. Salinger, Franny and Zooey, Penguin Books, 1964, p. 31. Hereafter Franny is abbreviated to F, 
Zooey to Z, referenced as such within the body of the essay in brackets. Thanks are due to Glass 
editor Dr Roger Kojecký; Dr Jessica Stephens (Paris 3 University); and Jonathan Dickinson (Paris 
4 University). Grateful acknowledgement is made to Dr David Parry (Cambridge University) for 
kindly suggesting improvements to this essay.
2 The Way of a Pilgrim may be the work of a Russian peasant, or a spiritual autofi ction by a Russian 
monk designed to disseminate knowledge of the Jesus Prayer and the Philokalia.
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that has been said’. 3

 In the third section she leaves the table and goes to the ladies’ room  ‘without any 
apparent regard to the suchness of her environment’ (F 23). Here Franny breaks down 
and cries for fi ve minutes, takes out the book, places it on her lap and presses it to her 
forehead. This leaves her peaceful and collected. Franny’s two exits from the restaurant 
table parallel the Russian pilgrim’s occasional desire to get away from people: 

I felt ... hungry for prayer, an urgent need to pour out my soul in prayer, and I had not 
been in quiet nor alone for forty-eight hours. I felt as though there were in my heart 
a sort of fl ood struggling to burst out and fl ow through all my limbs. To hold it back 
caused me severe, if comforting, pain in the heart, a pain which needed to be calmed 
and satisfi ed in the silence of prayer. And now I saw why those who really practise 
interior self-acting prayer have fl ed from the company of men and hidden themselves 
in unknown places.4 

To this also corresponds what the narrative superbly calls Franny’s ‘outburst-inburst’ 
(F 23) of emotion, which calms her down. Franny’s leaving the table fi gures her, too, 
as pilgrim, keeping moving. At the end of the third section, refusing Lane’s off er of 
a handkerchief to dab her fevered brow, she starts rummaging in her handbag and 
among other things empties out the book onto their table. Again Lane asks, ‘What’s the 
book?’ Franny answers at the beginning of the fourth section: ‘What book?’ And then: 
‘This, you mean?’ (F 30) She puts it back in her handbag. It seems as though the book is 
a mysterious part of her. ‘Just something I brought to look at on the train.’  ‘Let’s have 
a look. What is it?’ pesters Lane. ‘What was the book, anyway? Or is it a goddam secret 
or something?’ Franny again replies with a question: ‘The litt le book in my bag?’ She 
follows it up with ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ and then answers the question directly by telling 
Lane the title. ‘What’s it about?’ asks Lane. Again Franny fi rst replies, ‘I don’t know’ 
before going on to answer (F 31). This is Franny’s ‘cloud of unknowing’.

The technique of the Jesus Prayer is genetically related to Sufi sm,5 and that may 
be one reason why it appealed to Salinger, given that his fi ction indicates his interest 
in the relations between diff erent religious beliefs and practices, and tends to be 
syncretistic. In The Way of a Pilgrim one person the pilgrim meets doubts the value 
of the Philokalia because he has heard its praying methods are like those practised by 
‘those fanatics in India and Bokhara who sit down and blow themselves out trying to 
get a sort of tickling in their hearts’.6 The pilgrim defends the Prayer by arguing that 
such monks ‘took over’ this method of prayer and ‘quite spoilt’ it.7 One reason why 
Franny is so intrigued by the Prayer is precisely its similarity to spiritual techniques 
she has encountered in other texts or contexts: the Cloud of Unknowing, the anonymous 
devotional classic writt en in the latt er half of the fourteenth century,8 with its repetition 
of the word ‘God’, to which the Christian perspective can assent; the ‘Om’, or the 
3 George A. Panichas, ‘J. D. Salinger and the Russian Pilgrim’, in The Reverent Discipline: Essays in 
Literary Criticism and Culture, Knoxville, University of Tennessee Press, 1974, pp. 292-305 (p. 296). 
The current essay is indebted to Panichas’s.
4 R. M. French (trans.), The Way of a Pilgrim and The Pilgrim Continues His Way, SPCK, 2012 (1943), 
p. 110.
5 Cf. Jean Gouillard (trans.), Petite Philokalie de la prière du coeur, Paris: Points/Seuil, 1979 (1953).
6 R. M. French (trans.), op. cit., p. 73. 
7 Ibid., p. 74. 
8 Cf. The Cloud of Unknowing and other works, Clifton Wolders (trans.), Penguin, 1978 (1961).
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mantras of some Buddhist sects. Franny’s practice of the prayer is brought on by 
fascination with its eff ects – synchronisation of the prayer with the heartbeat, and so 
on – and the desire to ‘purify’ her ‘whole outlook’ (F 34). The risk is also Franny’s 
‘cultifi cation’ of the prayer for itself, rather than its being an act of divine worship. 

The same interlocutor of the pilgrim’s also objects that ‘to ceaselessly repeat the 
same words can drive one mad’. The crisis which Franny goes through in Franny is 
possibly engendered or brought to a head by her practice of the Jesus Prayer: she 
says at lunch with Lane, ‘I feel so funny ... I think I’m going crazy’ (F 26). In fact, her 
conversation comes to run along two quite diff erent tracks: on the one hand she cavils 
at college teachers and students, and at the theatre world; on the other she feels she’s 
going mad. About the leading actor in a production of Playboy of the Western World9 

in which she took part, she says: ‘“He was terrifi c for somebody that just has talent. 
If you’re going to play the Playboy right, you have to be a genius,” Franny said.… 
“I feel so woozy and funny. I don’t know what’s the matt er with me.”’ Rather than 
sympathising with Franny, Lane decides to respond to her critique of the actor:

‘You think you’re a genius?’
 ...
‘All I know is, I’m losing my mind,’ Franny said, ‘I’m just sick of ego, ego, ego’ (F 28).

Lane accuses Franny of talking like this because she’s afraid to compete. ‘I’m not afraid 
to compete. It’s just the opposite. Don’t you see that? I’m afraid I will compete – that’s 
what scares me.... Maybe I’m stark, staring mad and don’t know it’ (F 29). Franny 
leaves the table again and faints as she walks through the restaurant. The madness that 
Franny complains about is compatible with the objections raised to the Jesus Prayer 
in The Way of a Pilgrim, objections which Salinger has heeded in order to intensify the 
drama of the story. Nevertheless, the Russian pilgrim and the Jesus Prayer are the 
only things for which Franny expresses any enthusiasm. Once Franny has got onto the 
subject of the Russian pilgrim, she ceases to refer to her own feelings of queasiness or 
madness. The Russian pilgrim truly brings Franny to life.

Salinger shows Franny as aligning herself with the Russian pilgrim through her 
appreciation of him and his spiritual practice. Yet the Russian pilgrim’s pilgrimage is 
originally driven by his desire to understand the Biblical injunction to ‘pray without 
ceasing’ and to fi nd a spiritual director who can help him to understand it, whereas 
it is left to the reader to speculate as to how, why, and when, Franny begins her own 
pilgrimage – if such it is. As Salinger reminds us in Zooey, the original pilgrim was a 
peasant farmer who becomes a widower and whose farm is burnt down by his brother 
(Z 90). He also has a withered arm which makes it hard for him to work (F 31, Z 90). 
Our reading of Franny is infl ected by knowledge garnered from other Glass family 
stories of her six siblings, of her brother Walt who was killed in World War Two, while 
her brother Seymour committ ed suicide. Such grief and loss help give the stories 
universal profundity.10

9 By Irish playwright J. M. Synge (1871-1909), fi rst performed in 1907.
10 The peasant’s decision, like Franny’s, to separate from the status quo, leading him to become 
a pilgrim, may be due to ‘grief, tiredness, hope, or countless other causes.’ Cf. David Carrasco,  
‘Formes et diversité des pèlerinages’ in Concilium, special Pilgrimage number, 1996 : 266, pp. 27-
40 (p. 30).
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The Way of a Pilgrim and the Jesus Prayer also lie at the heart of Zooey, which takes 
up and completes the story of the heroine of Franny, but towards the end of Zooey the 
narrative apparently moves away from the Russian Pilgrim and the Jesus Prayer as 
though they had accomplished their mission in Franny’s life. Franny’s brother Zooey 
(short for the Biblical name Zachary) insists on the fact that, for Franny as actress and 
human being, every member of her audience – everyone she knows – is Jesus Christ. 
Thus Zooey opens onto an intrinsic dimension of Christianity distinct from the prayer 
techniques of the Philokalia. 

Yet Franny has already sensed this dimension, whether she realises it or not, 
through her love for the pilgrim and for the one incident from his narrative which 
she relates. The pilgrim joins a family for a meal which all the female servants share 
as equals with the family ‘because they’re sisters in Christ’ (F 32). Apart, signifi cantly, 
from the words of the Jesus Prayer, neither Franny nor Zooey quote directly from 
their sources. They respond to them through paraphrase, as Franny does here: ‘And 
while they’re at dinner the pilgrim wants to know who all the ladies are that are sitt ing 
around the table, and the husband tells him that they’re all servants but that they 
always sit down to eat with him and his wife because they’re sisters in Christ’ (F 32). In 
The Way of a Pilgrim, there are four women at table with them, and after every course 
one of the ladies gets up to serve the next course:

 I was curious when I saw this and I asked my hostess, ‘May I be so bold as to ask whether 
these ladies are related to you?’

‘Yes, they are as sisters to me,’ she said. ‘This one is the cook, that one the wife of the 
coachman, this one the housekeeper, and that one my housemaid.’ 11

If we compare Franny’s paraphrase and the original, in the latt er, the husband 
has not yet come home, so it is the wife alone who tells him who the ladies are. The 
major diff erence, though, is lexical: where the original has ‘they are as sisters’, the 
Salinger version has ‘they’re sisters in Christ’. Salinger seems to be writing from 
memory, without the original of The Way of a Pilgrim in front of him. That said, he 
catches the Christian spirit of the original to perfection by the change to ‘sisters in 
Christ’. The joyous meal the pilgrim shares contrasts ironically with the animosity and 
cross purposes of the lunch conversation between Franny and Lane which makes their 
dialogue so funny and such a joy to read.

 In Zooey, Zooey, pretending to phone Franny in the guise of their elder brother 
Buddy, takes on a role not dissimilar to that of spiritual director to Franny, not by 
teaching her how to pray the Jesus Prayer but by forcing her to examine her motives 
for doing so. Zooey adds the title of the sequel The Pilgrim Continues His Way which 
Franny is reported as reading in the two days since coming home from Boston. Franny 
continues her way, continuing to pray the Jesus Prayer. This is Salinger’s way of 
keeping the Russian `pilgrim at the heart of the two stories. 

Yet the articulation between fi ction and theology in Salinger is, fi nally, fraught 
with problems. His characters tend to syncretism. Franny the story has no ecclesiology 
to speak of, whereas the Russian pilgrim and the Jesus Prayer are rooted in the Orthodox 
Church. The anthropologist Victor Turner examined a broad set of pilgrimage data 
and found three stages common to almost all pilgrimages: removal from a spatial, 
psychological or social status quo; a liminal space and a set of social relationships in 

11 French, op. cit., p. 68.
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which a theophany takes place resulting in a deep sense of the community generally 
leading the pilgrimage; and the pilgrim returning changed and renewed to society.12 

Franny’s social and spiritual att itude does make of her an outsider but she does not 
belong to a community of pilgrims – unless one considers that her prayerful reading 
of the Russian pilgrim brings her into communion with the latt er and others like her. 
One could also agree with Zooey that, whereas the Russian pilgrim goes wandering all 
over Russia, Franny comes home and lies down, making of her a non-pilgrim. 

Is Franny then a pilgrim or not? Once the Russian pilgrim has found a starets who 
teaches him how to pray without ceasing, and he has integrated the Jesus Prayer, he 
peregrinates in order to share his knowledge of the Jesus Prayer with others. This is 
what Franny does when she shares her knowledge of The Way of a Pilgrim with Lane. 
Zooey’s criticising Franny for not sett ing off  into the world like the Russian pilgrim 
requires examining: the inner journey, loving repetition of a mantra or divine phrase 
and adhesion to silence are all pilgrim features. Furthermore, Franny’s and Zooey’s 
references to other religious traditions with practices like the Jesus Prayer need not be 
syncretistic. Rather, they may be trying to fi t the Jesus Prayer into what they already 
know and to fi nd analogies with it in other religions.

The Way of a Pilgrim is no longer mentioned in the fi fth and fi nal section of Franny, 
but the reader leaves Franny lying on her back, praying, one supposes, the Jesus Prayer, 
‘her lips forming soundless words’. ‘She looked at the ceiling.... Franny lay quite still, 
looking at the ceiling’ (F 38-39). Zooey the story ends in almost but not quite the same 
way: her phone conversation with Zooey ends for Franny ‘apparently’ with ‘joy’, and 
‘before she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, she just lay quiet, smiling at the ceiling’ 
(Z 157). The word ‘ceiling’ possibly derives from the Latin caelum, heaven. So she no 
longer needs to remain a pilgrim. ‘One does not go as a pilgrim to stay, but to pass 
through a privileged experience that will change us in unsuspected and uncontrolled 
ways so that we return to ordinary life in a completely new way.’13 Unsuspected, 
unexpected: these are the marks of Franny’s way – and of Salinger’s.

12 Cf. Carrasco, art. cit., p. 29, who refers to Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields and Metaphors: Symbolic 
Action in Human Society, Cornell University Press, 1974, pp. 196-197. 
13 Cf. Virgil Elizondo, ‘Le pèlerinage: ritual permanent de l’humanité’ (Pilgrimage : An Enduring 
Ritual of Humanity), in Concilium, op. cit., pp. 7-10 (p. 10).
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T. S. Eliot’s Pilgrimage from The Waste Land to 
Four Quartets

John Cox

T. S. Eliot grew up within his family’s Unitarian tradition. However, his nursemaid, 
Annie Dunn, occasionally took him to mass at her Catholic Church. He later recalled: 
‘I liked it very much: the lights, the coloured statues and paper fl owers, the lived-in 
atmosphere, and the fact the pews had litt le gates I could swing on.’1 Here are the 
earliest signs of Eliot’s aesthetic pleasure in the development of his Anglo-Catholicism, 
though one assumes the later Churchwarden no longer swung on church fi tt ings. 
At Harvard he seems not to have off ended against the catechism of his upbringing, 
although att racted to Hindu and Buddhist beliefs and to Bradley’s agnostic idealism.2 

However, there is a spiritual ennui in Spleen, a poem published in The Harvard 
Advocate,3 the student-run magazine of which he was editor. Here is the prefi guration 
of J. Alfred Prufrock’s disaff ection with pious social constraints, and the spiritual 
malaise pervading many of the other Prufrockian Observations of 1917. Eliot’s projected 
persona of Prufrock twice invites the reader to accompany him:

Let us go then, you and I …
Let us go and make our visit.

Our journey is a parallel to Bunyan’s depiction of Christian’s tireless yearning to seek 
salvation. For Eliot in 1917 the pilgrimage is less for redemptive expiation of sin than a 
search for order in a decaying urbanised world, and a quest to transcend inadequacy 
and failure.

In his twenties he underwent a series of damaging experiences: the deaths in 1915 
of his friend Jean Verdenal (the dedicatee of Prufrock and Other Observations), and of 
his father four years later, brought grief and guilt; and the complexities of marriage to 
Vivienne Haigh-Wood caused their mental breakdowns. Yet for him as well it ‘brought 
the state of mind out of which came The Waste Land.’4 Among the mixed responses to the 
poem came I. A. Richards’s assertion in 1926 that Eliot had demonstrated ‘a severance 
between poetry and all beliefs’.5 Eliot refuted this, pointing the way for readers to see 
the work not just as disillusioned depression but as a search for meaning and hope.6

Some of the seminal infl uences that Eliot acknowledged predicate renewal 
through and after extended suff ering which begins in the Epigraph with the death 
wish of the Sibyl at Cumae and the opening lines’ yearning for the oblivion of 
hibernation, an ironic inversion of the opening of The Canterbury Tales. The Burial of 

1 In Janet Adam Smith’s Tom Possum and the Roberts Family Southern Review, 21.4, Oct. 1985, p. 
1060, quoted by Barry Spurr in Chapter One of Anglo-Catholic in Religion T. S. Eliot and Christianity, 
Lutt erworth Press, 2010.
2 Devan Michael Kari, T. S. Eliot’s Dramatic Pilgrimage: A Progress in Craft as an Expression of 
Christian Perspective, Edwin Mellen, 1991, pp. 6-7.
3 The Harvard Advocate issue: Volume 88, no. 8, p. 114 January 26, 1910, later included  in T. S. Eliot 
Poems Writt en in Early Youth, Faber, 1972.
4 Valerie Eliot, Introduction to The Lett ers of T.S. Eliot Vol. I, 1898-1922, Rev. Edn, 2009, p. xix.
5 Peter Ackroyd, T. S. Eliot, Hamish Hamilton, 1984, p. 161.
6 Enemy, January 1927.
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the Dead establishes the painful memory of lost times and love, a stasis dominated by 
fearful prophecies. Diff erent voices weave in and out of varied locations: prosperous 
scenes of Mitt eleuropa, waste lands of Biblical desert and the salt sea, and the Unreal 
City where Eliot fuses elements from Les Fleurs du Mal, the Inferno and the city of 
London. We travel through the nightmare heap of broken images with psychological and 
physical anguish discomfort. In A Game of Chess female fi gures from legend, history and 
literature and are seen as doomed victims, matched by the direct speech of unnamed 
modern women: the bored neurasthenic with her fractured lines, perhaps Vivienne 
Eliot, and the garrulous woman in the pub. Eliot’s interest in becoming a Buddhist 
in 1922, later cited by Stephen Spender,7 is linked to The Fire Sermon, the Āditt a Sutt a 
where the Buddha preaches about liberation from suff ering through detachment from 
the senses to transcend the fi res of consuming passions. 

Here we are again in the Unreal City where the repeated Elizabethan crudity 
jug jug recalls the rape of Philomela. Lyrical fragments from Spenser, Shakespeare, 
Marvell and Verlaine are interspersed with the venalities of Sweeney, Mrs Porter and 
Mr Eugenides; and the seer Tiresias is the timelessly suff ering embodiment of sex 
without love. A contrast comes as Ferdinand’s words ‘This music crept by me upon the 
waters’ evince the solace of music. The subsequent unidentifi ed fi rst person I of line 
259 may well be Eliot walking through the real City. We hear human music-making 
and conversation from a pub, and see the beauty of human artistry in praise of God:

Where the walls
Of Magnus Martyr hold
Inexplicable splendour of Ionian white and gold.

Eliot depicts the liturgical colours of Easter, and so brings for the fi rst time in The 
Waste Land a reference to, if not a belief in, the resurrection.8 The conclusion of The 
Fire Sermon comes with its short lines as we move downriver. Simultaneously we 
travel with Marlow to the horror of The Heart of Darkness and on the royal barge with 
Elizabeth I and the Earl of Leicester in their rich yet barren relationship; and we are 
with the daughters of the Thames in their despairing loss from man’s greed. As we 
journey to sea we are in the midst of Eliot’s tormented darkness:

On Margate Sands.
I can connect 
Nothing with nothing.

The verse disintegrates as Eliot fuses the Buddha’s teachings with St. Augustine’s 
Confessions and in the heat of his suff erings cries to the Lord to pluck him out of them. 
Death by Water lyrically develops the theme of the death of spiritual values and bodily 
life. Phlebas is no god to be re-born any more than we are unless belief in life after 
death is a part of faith, and the absence of this belief in Eliot at that time seems clear.

Jesus has been considered as implied at the start of What the Thunder Said, with a 
depiction of the betrayal of Gethsemane.9 But if the reference to He who was living is now 
dead is the dead Christ, there is no att ribution of divinity in this mountainous desert of 
metaphysical thirst. In line 359 Eliot alludes to the road to Emmaus and its associations 

7 Stephen Spender, T. S. Eliot, New York, Viking, 1976, p. 20.
8 Spurr, op. cit., p. 38.
9 Philip Edwards, Pilgrimage and Literary Tradition, Cambridge University Press, 2005 p. 127.
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with pilgrimage in the company of the risen Christ. Here though is no revelation; and 
images of the decay of civilization dominate the nightmare trials of the Knight Errant. 
Yet all is not devastation, despite the empty cisterns symbolic of the drought of faith. 
The cockerel is the positive sign of Peter’s denial of Christ presaging salvation through 
resurrection, and as herald of the morning banishing the hallucinatory fears of night. 
Immediately there is lightning and with it rain. As The Waste Land ends, Eliot broadens 
his vision by taking us to the holy mountain of Himavant and the Upanishads. For each 
DA – the onomatopoeic thunder – we have three commands:

Datt a: give
Dayadhvam: sympathise
Damyata: control

Eliot may be saying we have defi ned ourselves by what we have given; that we can 
sympathise with other suff erers because of our own agonies; that we can yet exercise 
some control over life – as in the image of expert sailing. With this marine sett ing we 
are with the Fisher King upon the shore having, like the Knight on his quest, crossed the 
desert of suff ering. The fi nal question comes: Shall I at least set my lands in order? – words 
of the prophet Isaiah to King Hezekiah. They are also words of a man struggling with 
anomie, and in the fi nal eight lines Eliot has no words of his own, just a telling clutch 
of quotations lamenting decline or derangement. In contrast the last line comprises the 
soothing conclusion to the formal ending to a Upanishad signifying ‘the peace which 
passeth understanding’ – a resonance of Paul’s words to the early Christians.

 Later,10 Eliot made perhaps the literary understatement of the century:  
‘Various critics have done me the honour to interpret the poem in terms of criticism 
of the contemporary world, have considered it, indeed, as an important bit of social 
criticism. To me it was only the relief of a personal and wholly insignifi cant grouse 
against life; it is just a piece of rhythmical grumbling.’ Although in the 1920s Eliot’s 
pilgrimage progressed, the ‘grumbling’ continued. The collage of The Waste Land 
remains in The Hollow Men with its disintegration of the att empt to pray. The last 
line is as defeatist as anything Eliot wrote – and he wrote no poetry for the next two 
years. Perhaps this descent exorcised something, and the expressive communication of 
pessimism became, paradoxically, a creative assertion of the positive.

 In June 1927 few were prepared for Eliot’s baptism into the Church of 
England and his confi rmation; nor in November of that year when he took British 
citizenship; and again in 1928 with the conservative essays For Lancelot Andrewes, 
declaring that he considered himself a ‘classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and 
Anglo-catholic in religion.’11 The measure of his spiritual development came also in 1927 
with an explicit poem of pilgrimage, The Journey of the Magi. Its sustained single voice 
chronicles the diffi  cult wintertime travel to Bethlehem and the pain that the rebirth 
necessary to new faith is like a death. The awkward transition to faith is maintained in 
Ash-Wednesday. The six sections of the poem and its allusions to Biblical and religious 
texts show a smoother synthesis of form and meaning. Without the earlier personae, 
his own voice is more central, drawing on powerful memories.12 Its title is signifi cant 
10 Quoted by Professor Theodore Spencer during a lecture at Harvard University, and recorded 
by Henry ware Eliot, Jnr., the poet’s brother, and used as the foreword to the facsimile and 
transcripts of the original draft of The Waste Land, ed. Valerie Eliot, Faber and Faber 1971.
11 T. S. Eliot, For Lancelot Andrewes, Preface.
12 Cited in Ackroyd, op. cit., pp.179 – 180.
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in Christian terms with the start of Lenten fasting and repentance for past sins. It is 
not a simple progress containing the paradox of not turning yet knowing the need to 
turn and rejoicing

having to construct something
Upon which to rejoice.

As the incantatory, repetitive lines are denuded of punctuation we move forward while 
caught in a timeless stillness. The recurrent address to the Lady is not conventional 
Mariolatry but the courtesy of a penitent. In contrast to her elevated image is the demon 
left below as Eliot ascends the stairs. The fi nal three sections bring us: ‘the antithesis 
of the parched, life-denying landscape of The Waste Land’.13 We walk amid fountains 
and springs and symbolic pastoral colours in a world of contemplative, redemptive 
prayer. The intercessionary ‘silent sister’ indicates acknowledgement by gesture. 
The word word is then entangled as the opening of St. John’s Gospel is refracted in 
Eliot’s turbulent expression of belief in God’s word. From Ash Wednesday we have 
travelled to Good Friday, and the fi nal section of the poem rests with heightened 
awareness of hope: ‘the ascent, through a spiritual purgatory, to the Rose Garden of 
Celestial happiness’.14 Eliot takes stock in a series of uplifting references to the natural 
world fi nally addressing God:  ‘And let my cry come unto Thee’. The poem’s move 
to Christianity discomfi ted secular literati who could not join Eliot on his pilgrimage. 
Neither could Vivienne after his decision to live apart from their mutually damaging 
relationship.

With the dynamic development of Eliot’s dramatic verse writing in the 1930s 
came the fi nal fl owering of his purely poetic writing, Four Quartets. Peter Ackroyd has 
drawn att ention to the work being ‘the most elaborately and intricately shaped of all 
his poetry’.15 With the focus of each quartet on a particular place with its distinctive 
signifi cance and with each quartet created in fi ve sections, the divisions and transitions 
between them are like sonata form. The Quartets display litt le of the fragmentation 
of Eliot’s earlier poetry, though references to, and infl uences by, other writers are 
less explicitly there. The pace is more measured; the eff ects more mystical. Eliot’s 
epigraph to Burnt Norton comprises two fragments from Heraclitus.16 Helen Gardner 
has related the fi rst of these to Eliot’s awareness of writing from a Christian viewpoint 
to a largely secular readership.17 However, the paradox of the second fragment may 
moderate that mismatch. Eliot’s subsequent paradoxes, summarised by Barry Spurr,18 
become clear as the past and the future are always contained in the present. After the 
obscure imagery of the next part Eliot considers the diff erences between consciousness 
and living in time: ‘To be conscious is not to be in time’, for consciousness implies a 
fi xed perspective while time is characterized by its transience. In the third bridging 
movement Eliot describes a ‘place of disaff ection’ – the everyday world as represented 
by the catalogue of place names of ‘the gloomy hills of London’, and with unintended 
prescience of our internet times, he describes ‘this twitt ering world’. The fourth 
13 Spurr, op. cit., p. 222.
14 Robert Sencourt, T. S. Eliot, A Memoir, Garnstone Press 1971, p. 117.
15 Ackroyd, op. cit., p. 170.
16 Although the Law of Reason (or logos) is common, the majority of people live as though they had an 
understanding (or wisdom) of their own. / The way upward and the downward are one and the same.
17 Helen Gardner, The Art of T. S. Eliot, Faber and Faber 1968, p.61.
18 Spurr, op. cit., p. 146.
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sequence returns to a rhyming melody describing natural things, symbolic of renewal 
and moments of theophany. A debt to Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn is clear in the 
fi nal part. The Chinese jar’s transcendence over time is created by poetry which may 
achieve its own transcendence. Nevertheless, there still remains the ghostly laughter 
of children in the garden, mocking: 

the waste sad time
Stretching before and after.

The fi rst lines of East Coker are a cycle of renewal and decay. Buildings give way to 
empty fi elds, industrial growth or roads, but, on summer nights, one can hear the 
sounds of past rural life, of villagers:

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing
As in their living in the living seasons.

With the pervasive language of the Book of Ecclesiastes, and its emphasis on natural 
cycles, the measure of time is transcended by timelessness:

  I am here
Or there, or elsewhere.

The second movement opens lyrically as the world is disrupted by winter. A jump 
comes with Eliot att acking his own work as ‘not very satisfactory’. He rejects ‘the 
knowledge derived from experience’ as having ‘only a limited value’, and identifi es 
humility as the only wisdom possible. He fi nds knowledge derived from such 
experience imposes a false patt ern and creates expectations leaving us ill-prepared for 
the unpredictability of life. When he says:

Do not let me hear
Of the wisdom of old men, but rather of their folly 

he implies they are unable to understand God because they see him in the same terms 
as themselves, unable to see God’s superiority. Humility is the only true wisdom, 
‘endless’ in its natural quality. But human endings come with a reminder that the 
houses and the dancers of the fi rst section have disappeared. Eliot catalogues those 
who have died and tells himself to wait patiently, expecting a diffi  cult route to 
awareness. The fourth section is writt en in shorter rhyming verses, an incantation that 
reaches a rebirth in an alarming stay at a hospital staff ed by a ‘wounded surgeon’ and 
a ‘dying nurse’ — a striking metaphor for Christ and the Church — where patients 
undergo illness to death and a tenuous salvation. Eliot emphasizes not the resurrection 
of Easter Sunday but Good Friday. 

In the fi nal section, Eliot returns to the theme of creative struggle, only having 
‘shabby equipment always deteriorating’. He can only try:

 to recover what has been lost
And found and lost again and again. 

But there is a time for everything, and our place in the natural cycle allows us to fi nd 
that still point where it may be possible to understand God.
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East Coker ends more hopefully with its opening words inverted. New life comes 
out of death, and new understanding through the darkness. Its concluding marine 
images and sounds mark spiritual as well as physical progression19 and prepare us 
for the third Quartet. The Dry Salvages is interrupted twice by the ringing of a bell, a 
human intervention in the vastness of the sea. The bell goes unheard: at fi rst it is a bell 
on a buoy, placed there by man but under the control of the sea. The fi rst ringing ends 
the fi rst section, the climax of a superb seascape. The second movement of the poem 
signifi es reconciliation with the human lot. Time destroys but also preserves; the set of 
rocky Dry Salvages with its beacon may avert disaster:

but in the sombre season
Or the sudden fury, is what it always was.

The third part ruminates on words att ributed to Krishna, advising humanity not to 
‘fare well’ but to ‘fare forward’, to give up aspirations—to stop seeking to do ‘well’ 
— and to be satisfi ed with mere existence. The fourth section is a prayer to the Virgin 
Mary, fi gured as a statue ‘on the promontory’ watching over the sea, asking her to 
pray for those at sea and those who wait for them. They stand for all humans and 
particularly for those sea-faring pilgrims who spread Christianity.20 The second bell 
is rung for the dead, lost at sea. This bell represents an att empt to appeal to a higher 
power, to admit one’s own mortality. The fi nal movement begins with a catalogue of 
the varied means whereby man tries to comprehend the past and the future. While 
man will always strive in vain to:

 apprehend 
The point of intersection of the timeless
With time 

Everyday existence nevertheless contains moments of only half-noticed grace – 
moments at which:

you are the music 
While the music lasts. 

Eliot cannot master time but he is master of the writt en world he creates. In the closing 
lines we return to the land at Litt le Gidding, the site of Nicholas Ferrar’s Anglican 
community where many pilgrims have journeyed. It begins on a winter’s day, blazing 
with the sun’s fi re. The dead, with their words tongued with fi re, off er possibilities. Eliot 
considers those who come only:

to kneel
Where prayer has been valid.

It is here man can encounter the ‘intersection of the timeless’ with the present moment. 
By going to a place ‘where prayer has been valid’, Eliot proposes imagination and faith 
can conquer the strictures upon man of time and history:

Here, the intersection of the timeless moment
19 Edwards, op. cit., p.147.
20 Edwards, op. cit., p. 148.
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Is England now and nowhere. Never and always.

The second movement opens with a lyric meditation on the death of the four elements 
before shifting to the poet walking at dawn, meeting the ‘compound ghost’ of some 
former master. He gives the poet the burdens of wisdom: awareness of folly, a loss of 
perception of beauty, and shame at one’s past deeds. The spirit tells him that only if he 
is ‘restored by … refi ning fi re’ will he escape these curses. The spirit then leaves him 
with a benediction as a horn blows.

The central part is more affi  rmative. Eliot muses upon those in the Civil War 
‘United in the strife which divided them’, but twice asserts that ‘all shall be well’, the 
celebrated assertion of Dame Julian of Norwich. The fourth section’s tribute to Dante in 
his terza rima describes fi rst the Pentecostal dove with a tongue of fi re, which purifi es 
and destroys; the second stanza then considers love as the chief torment of man, which 
can redeem as well as torture. Either way, we are caught – consumed – between two 
kinds of fi re. The fi nal movement reconciles the spiritual and the aesthetic. ‘Every 
phrase and every sentence is an end and a beginning.’ The timeless and the time-
bound are interchangeable and in the same moment, if one is in the right place.  Helen 
Gardner has seen it as the ‘crown of the whole sequence’.21

Four Quartets celebrates the power of human vision transcending the limitations 
of mortality, and off ers hope after much travelling.  It ends with a blazing affi  rmation. 
All will be well when the fi res that both destroy and redeem come together and ‘the 
fi re and the rose’ – divine wrath and mercy – become one. With this fusion of suff ering 
and redemptive salvation, Eliot completes his pilgrimage.

21 Gardner, op. cit., pp. 182 – 3.
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Shedding Stones, Reaching Peace: William 
Schmidt’s Pilgrimage in Walking with Stones

Kerstin W. Shands

In Acts in the New Testament we read about Peter’s miraculous escape from prison. 
He was ‘guarded by four squads of four soldiers each.’ An angel came to him and 
conducted him out of the prison, through an ‘iron gate leading to the city,’ and thus 
‘rescued [him] from Herod’s clutches’ (Acts 12:4, 12:10, 12:11). This paper will suggest 
that we could read William Schmidt’s pilgrimage narrative in Walking with Stones: 
A Spiritual Odyssey on the Pilgrimage to Santiago1 analogously as a passage through a 
literal and symbolic gate leading to a spiritual city, where Schmidt is rescued from 
the clutches of grief and confusion that imprison him at the beginning of his journey.

There are ‘four squads of four soldiers each’ in the passage about Peter in prison. 
Certain numbers in the Bible have extra signifi cance, and one of the most common 
is the number four. We can think of the four Gospels, the four rivers in Paradise, the 
four cherubim guarding the tree of life, and the ‘living creatures’ in Revelation. In 
Revelation, there are ‘four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding 
back the four winds of the earth’ (Revelation 7). In Daniel we read: ‘Daniel said: ‘In my 
vision at night I looked, and there before me were the four winds of heaven churning 
up the great sea. Four great beasts, each diff erent from the others, came up out of the 
sea’ (Daniel 7:2). 

The number four also fi gures in the cross, as any cross per defi nition has four end 
points. A central theological and psychological symbol in Walking with Stones, the four 
points of the cross, pointing in four diff erent directions, could be related to the four 
cardinal compass directions, which will here be related to the four classical elements 
of fi re, water, earth, and air, whose signifi cance for the transformative spiritual path 
depicted in Walking with Stones is profound. Fundamental for our physical survival, 
the four classical elements, dating back to Empedocles’ four ‘roots’ and regarded as 
irreducible universal components, have been cornerstones in structures of abstract, 
metaphysical and spiritual systems of all-encompassing spatio-temporal classifi cation 
of material and spiritual phenomena not only in ancient Greek thought but also in 
Eastern spirituality and in medieval philosophy.

Off ering an interpretation of some of the spiritually charged symbols studding 
the path in Walking with Stones, this paper has a fourfold structure, proposing that 
the number four is particularly important for a deeper understanding of the sensory 
and symbolic aspects of William Schmidt’s pilgrimage narrative and that we can read 
this narrative as marked out within and ordered by four diff erent ways, directions, or 
dimensions related to the cardinal directions and to the four elements of fi re, earth, 
water, and air.

Fire
Although fi re is not the fi rst of the classical elements, and although the elements, 
as part of the phases of pilgrimage, are not only sequential but also overlapping 
and interconnecting, in this analysis, fi re will be a starting point. Fire represents 
1 William S. Schmidt, Walking with Stones: A Spiritual Odyssey on the Pilgrimage to Santiago. 
Bloomington, Traff ord, 2012.
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purifi cation, change, and transformative power. In the Bible, in the fi rst book of Kings, 
fi re (and water) are prominent symbols that prove that God is God and the only God 
worth believing in (1 Kings 18:16-40). 

Sett ing out on his journey, William Schmidt knows he is ‘heading into the sacred 
fi re of God’s purifying furnace’.2 Perhaps the solitude he encounters on the Camino is 
‘God’s cauldron, to burn off  what is impure and untrue in [his] life’ (6). There is also 
the ‘the emotional furnace inside’ that Schmidt experiences before ‘the burial moment 
of [his] marriage’ (130). Fire propels the outward journey, pushing the pilgrim forward 
on his path.

If numbers are important the Bible, so are the cardinal directions. Abraham was 
told by God to leave Canaan and go west. The pilgrimage to Santiago, the Way of St. 
James, is also a journey west. Orienting oneself in space and mapping out directions 
is the fi rst logical step of any journey. Nonetheless, despite Schmidt’s meticulous 
preparations, confusion is a frequent fellow passenger on his journey west. Comparable 
with the dilemma of choosing the right path delineated in Guillaume de Deguileville’s 
Le Pèlerinage de la Vie Humaine, confusion arises at the start of the pilgrimage in Walking 
with Stones when Schmidt fi nds two diff erent scallop shells, the markers along the 
Camino that pilgrims follow, pointing in two diff erent directions. Later on, confusion 
is caused by the fog in which Schmidt fi nds himself which makes him ‘run the risk of 
losing all bearings and either going in circles, or walking off  a cliff ’ (20), recalling the 
passage through the Valley of the Shadow of Death in Pilgrim’s Progress. Danger or 
stagnation seem to be the dual menaces on the spiritual road, as is also lett ing oneself 
be led astray and forced to retrace one’s steps. 

All this confusion seems to be there to point to the emotional confusion arising 
from the trauma of divorce and the sense of loss of directions to God. While directions 
are clear in Walking with Stones in walking west, spiritually speaking, the directions 
sought are divine, and they involve losing oneself in order to fi nd oneself, that is, 
lett ing go of one’s own strong but perhaps misguided will and submitt ing to divine 
guidance in a surrender that is often prefaced by humiliation and suff ering. If the 
starting point of the pilgrimage in Walking with Stones is fi re, then, the cardinal 
directions for the route that follows could be understood as both outward in a physical 
and geographical sense, and inward, where it is, rather, a matt er of height and depth. 
‘I am being driven deep down into myself,’ Schmidt muses (5).

This self is as physical as it is spiritual. Even though this is a spiritual journey, the 
body has a dominant place in Schmidt’s day-to-day, detailed, nitt y-gritt y narrative. 
The physical pains caused by walking the Camino, the thorny bushes, and the simple 
pleasures of the body such as the bliss of a meal of bread, salami, and fountain water 
that makes Schmidt feel he has feasted, all contribute to this.

Earth
Walking on the earth in a literal and concrete sense, the body is linked to the element 
of earth. One of the central symbols linked both to the element of earth and to the 
cardinal directions is that of the doorway. Doorways allow transitions into diff erent 
spaces. Symbolically, they allow transitions into transformed mental and spiritual 
states. At the beginning of the pilgrimage, there is an actual medieval city gate that 
2 Walking With Stones, p. 5. References  hereafter in the text in parenthesis are to page numbers in 
Schmidt’s memoir.
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Schmidt walks through. Structurally, Schmidt provides his book with a metaphorical 
doorway in an initial chapter, ‘A Brief History of the Pilgrimage to Santiago,’ inviting 
the reader to step into the pilgrimage along with the author and to understand the 
purpose of a pilgrimage such as this. As doorways on the Camino are often made out 
of stone, they could be seen as related to the element of earth. 

The earth is the element associated with stability and fertility. In the Bible, the 
stability and eternity of God is likened to a rock. As Schmidt points out, ‘Christian 
scripture abounds with references to stones as foundational markers for life,’ the 
cornerstone being one example with Jesus as a ‘living stone, rejected by men, but 
chosen by God’ (1 Peter 2: 4-5). 

Like cornerstones, milestones can be real or metaphorical. In Walking with Stones, 
the most important milestone is the Cross of Ferro. As a pilgrim, you are supposed 
to bring something to the journey that you leave behind. Schmidt has brought ‘a 
heart-shaped stone given to [him] by [his wife] many years ago’ (xi). At the Cross of 
Ferro, Schmidt will place the cherished heart stone once given to him by his soon-
to-be ex-wife. Placed virtually at the middle of the book, the chapter on the Cross of 
Ferro constitutes a narrative and symbolic climax. Stone, cross, and water symbolism 
come together when Schmidt, in tears over the loss of his marriage and with the rain 
blowing into his face, approaches the Cross of Ferro, a high point topographically and 
structurally and a low point emotionally in being ‘the burial moment of [Schmidt’s] 
marriage’ (130). Coming down from the mound after his ‘ritual of release’ (132), 
Schmidt is able to continue onto the second stage of his journey of purifi cation and 
healing.

Connected to the element of earth, stones are central in Schmidt’s pilgrimage 
narrative on literal and concrete as well as fi gurative and symbolic levels. The Camino 
itself, as he explains in an epilogue entitled ‘A Meditation on Stones,’ consists of stones 
of all sorts and shapes. Remembering also that the Ten Commandments were writt en 
on stone, and remembering the passage in Exodus where Moses is protected in the cleft 
of a rock from seeing God’s face (Exodus 33:22), Schmidt regards ‘stones as symbols 
of hope’ (213).

Water
An element often associated with emotion and the unconscious as well as with baptism 
and rebirth, water is endowed with strong symbolism in Walking with Stones. There are 
the icy waters of the many streams and rivers that revive Schmidt’s feet, swollen from 
walking, and all the lyrically described restorative showers enjoyed to the hilt after full 
days of walking. In one place, the Albergue of San Bol, water is a poetically described 
cleansing and soothing element. Here, ‘[t]he sound of the stream babbling away adds 
to the eff ect of washing away care, hardness, and britt leness’ (92).

The water symbolism is continued in the description of foot-washing in the church 
of San Nicholas. Here, the feet of the pilgrims are washed and kissed in ‘a profound 
act of grace’ whereby one is ‘embraced in one’s vulnerability and woundedness’, 
something that brings tears to Schmidt’s eyes (104). Although he resists this act initially 
out of a sense of unworthiness, it brings ‘a profound sense of unity with the countless 
pilgrims who have found rest in this sanctuary,’ and  makes Schmidt ponder the pains 
pilgrims preceding him might have carried and wonder if ‘the Spirit of God [met] 
them as the Sacred Spirit found [him]’ (104).
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Diving into the cold water of the Atlantic at Finisterre at the end of the journey is 
purifi cation and baptism. Euphoric, with ‘a soft warm breeze wrapping itself around 
[him],’ Schmidt takes in the ‘panorama of deep blue water matched by an equally blue 
sky’ (197) where ‘blue upon blue reveals the deepening depths of the ocean’ (200):

 I dive deep and feel the strength of my stroke and the renewal of healing waters. 
I feel myself to be undergoing a true baptism, with an old life being washed away. I 
have no illusions that pain is permanently washed away, but I also know that the new 
is coming.… I am not magically ‘healed’ in the sense that my physical or emotional 
pain is gone. The painful scenarios of my life are as real as they were before I began the 
Camino, but I have been birthed into new life by God’s grace. These waters enveloping 
me at this moment represent that new birth (202). 

While three of the four classical elements are present in the description at the end 
of Walking with Stones when ‘the sun sinks lower into the sky [creating] a wide river 
of light dancing on the ocean below’ (200), the element of earth soon makes itself felt, 
too, as Schmidt muses: ‘We have also discovered that, while we may have experienced 
moments of heightened awareness, sand can still get into one’s cheese. Enlightenment 
always runs into our earthly reality, and reminders of our dust nature are never far 
away’ (201). 

Air, ether, and the third consciousness
At the end of his pilgrimage, Schmidt makes an observation regarding the eff ect of 
the Camino on consciousness. Walking the Camino, he says, ‘there emerged a quality 
of consciousness that is akin to what [he] will call the “observer” self’, that is neither 
the ‘normal consciousness’ of focusing on data outside ourselves nor a focus inward 
but a ‘deeper consciousness that is able to observe us both in our inner and outer 
preoccupations. In this third form of consciousness I hover over both my body and my 
inner life, as well as my surroundings. This state is not dissociative, but detached and 
engaged’ (211). 

This ‘third form of consciousness’ occurring when Schmidt enters into a 
‘visionary state’ ‘as if the eternal has broken into [his] awareness’ (200) resembles 
what some thinkers have called unity consciousness. For Ken Wilber, for example, 
unity consciousness is a term used to denote the transcendence of our two modes 
of knowing, one dualistic (that makes divisions between subject and object, seer and 
seen) and the other nondual.3 Unity consciousness is a recognition of what Wilber 
calls Primal experience, where ‘knowing and the Real coalesce’ (Wilber p. 86). In the 
West, we have been trained in a dualistic mode of knowing even though it is ‘the 
nondual mode alone is capable of giving the ‘knowledge of Reality’’ (Wilber p. 82). 
This is ‘nothing less than a state of awareness wherein the observer is the observed, 
wherein the universe is not severed into one state which sees and another state which 
is seen’ (Wilber p. 87). 

Schmidt’s description of a ‘third form of consciousness’ resembles unity 
consciousness, but we might also relate it to the element of air, remembering that air, 
in classical Greek thought and in alchemy, could be understood both as ‘air’ or a lower 
atmosphere and as ‘ether’ (or quintessence), a higher, timeless and translucent aspect 
of the atmosphere. 

3 Ken Wilber, The Collected Works of Ken Wilber: The Spectrum of Consciousness; No Boundary; Selected 
Essays, Boston & London: Shambhala, 1999. 
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Doorways and directions to God
During the pilgrimage to Santiago it is as though the Camino takes on life and agency, 
becoming a subject in its own right, almost like a tough personal trainer, or a tyrant 
exercising his rule and imposing intolerable rigours in unpredictable ways and thus 
holding his subjects, the pilgrims, in a cruel and exacting grip. As if equipped with 
hands, the Camino can squeeze tears and ‘gut-splitt ing laughter’ out of its walkers (1). 
Or, like a gut-wrenching therapist, the Camino can ‘dredge up … buried memories’ 
(17). Towards the end of his journey, Schmidt concludes: ‘The Camino has done its 
work in dismembering me’ (186). 

So what is the real reason for walking 800 kilometres in diffi  cult terrain, 
embracing ‘an ascetic Camino discipline of medieval proportions’ (49)? This question 
is posed in the fi rst chapter and then again, many times, in the pages that follow. At 
one point, Schmidt asks himself if this pilgrimage is a spiritual or a sporting event. The 
description of the hardships endured and the primitive conditions suff ered certainly 
makes the journey seem exceedingly sporting. 

Journeys take place to and from centres or to and from perimeters. For Schmidt, 
the scallop shell, a marker on the road pointing pilgrims in the direction of Santiago, 
becomes a symbol of directions and distances to God. The scallop shell is the ‘supreme 
symbol’ of the Camino (2), one that predates the Christian era and connects with the 
times when Finisterre was the goal of the original Camino. Traditionally, scallop shells 
were picked up by the pilgrims who had reached Finisterre and the Atlantic ‘as a ritual 
object to symbolize the completion of their journey’ (2). Metaphorically speaking, the 
grooves of the scallop shell resemble the many routes travelled by pilgrims toward 
the destination shared by all of them: Santiago, and the tomb of St. James. But there is 
more to the scallop shell. It ‘reveals something about the path itself’ (2). Here, we are 
no longer talking about cardinal directions outward in a geographic sense but about 
cardinal directions inward in a spiritual and theological sense: ‘Its many grooves all 
point to the centre and every groove reaches the centre, but the spiritual mystery of the 
scallop is that the grooves at the centre of the shell are longer and thus further away 
from its end, therefore covering more distance than those grooves at the perimeter’ (2). 

This means that even though he is ‘living close to [his] spiritual centre,’ a ‘spiritual 
fat cat’ like Schmidt might actually be further away from his spiritual goal and may not 
get to the destination any faster than seekers on the margins of spirituality. Those who 
‘begin the search for God from the perimeter, from a more painful place of searching’ 
might get there more quickly since they are ‘perhaps hungrier for the Sacred’ and have 
‘less accumulated spiritual clutt er to cut through’ (3). And Schmidt reminds us that 
‘Jesus noted how the fi rst often arrive last, while the last seem to arrive fi rst’ (3). 

But Schmidt is not only looking for doorways for the sake of his own spiritual 
progress. He ‘[wants his] story, [his] pain and [his] joy to become a marker for those 
who follow [him]’ (14). Along the road, there are prayer stones that Schmidt picks 
up. These stones travel with him part of the way as ‘reminders to prayer and inviting 
God’s sacred presence into [his] feelings of joy and sorrow on each day’, and are 
left behind at certain points on cairns along the road as literal depositions that are 
testimonials. Similarly, spiritual autobiographies could be seen as depositions on the 
cairns of writing. In this way, the metaphorical prayer stones left behind by Walking 
with Stones: A Spiritual Odyssey on the Pilgrimage to Santiago may serve as doorways for 
Schmidt’s readers to walk through on their own spiritual journeys.
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Pilgrimage and Anti-Pilgrimage: Shusaku 
Endo’s The Samurai

Cedric Porter

For the Western reader the title of Shusaku Endo’s 1980 novel The Samurai arouses 
expectations of a hyper-active epic adventure. But the wide-ranging action that 
does take place in the story conspicuously deconstructs the glamorous image of 
quasi-superhuman feats of martial arts. Although Endo meticulously adheres to the 
historical detail that he has researched of the seventeenth century, there is one highly 
signifi cant deviation from the record – for the title role of Hasekura Rokuemon he 
omits the fact that the real-life individual he based his character on once took part in 
a batt le. Hasekura is a subsistence farmer scraping a precarious living from infertile 
marshland: ‘like the peasants who worked this land, the samurai’s eyes were sunken, 
his cheek bones protruded, and he smelled of the earth.… (they) worked silently like 
catt le from daybreak to nightfall’.1 In a now brutally subjugated country, military 
glory is an illusion indulged in by Rokuemon’s uncle, crippled by a war wound, who 
fantasizes that the family’s hereditary lands will be restored to them, although they 
have been confi scated, apparently because of a wartime act of compassion shown to 
the losing side by the samurai’s father.

But there is another image of Japan which is even more integral to the novel’s 
concerns. Viewed through the foggy lens of 1960s idealism, which coincided with the 
heyday of the over-mighty yen, this was expressed memorably in Roland Barthes’ 
Empire of Signs, published in 1970, after he had visited the country in 1966. Barthes 
saw Japan as an aesthete’s paradise in which signs were valued for what they were in 
themselves and not for anything they supposedly represented. As he put it ‘signs are 
empty and the ritual without a god’,2 and he characterised the poetic form of the haiku 
as a child pointing to something and simply saying ‘That’.

On a parallel spiritual trajectory, the South London author Angela Carter arrived 
in Japan in 1969 and stayed for two years. As she explained, ‘I wanted to live in a 
culture that is not nor has ever been a Judeo-Christian one’.3 But working in Japan as 
a bar hostess brought her into close encounter with what she decided was the world’s 
most unreconstructed patriarchy, and it was the disturbing apparent symbiosis of 
this with what she saw as the innocence of a signage liberated from the hang-ups 
of referential pedantry that provided Carter with the imaginative fuel for a series of 
feminist fantasias, culminating in the prize-winning, ostentatiously global journeying 
of Nights at the Circus (1984), in which an old-fashioned love story covertly emerges, 
underlying and making more palatable what would otherwise be the stridently 
atheistic ideological superstructure of her anti-pilgrimage.

What Barthes and Carter like to imagine as a God-free zone and a cause for 
celebration is, unsurprisingly, viewed very diff erently in The Samurai by the two 
main representatives of the Church of Rome’s missionary campaign in the Japan of 
the early 1600s, confronted as they were by the ethnic cleansing style ruthlessness of 
the country’s rulers who have decided to extirpate Christianity. The Jesuit Valente 
1 Shusaku Endo, The Samurai, Peter Owen, 2010, pp. 10,14.
2 Roland Barthes, Empire of Signs, Hill and Wang, 1983, p 108.
3Angela Carter, Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings, Virago, 1982, p. 198.
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despairs of converting the Japanese because ‘of all the people in the world (they) are 
the least receptive to our religion … (they) basically lack a sensitivity to anything that 
is absolute, to anything that transcends the human.’

He fi nds frightening the way the Japanese ‘have a capacity to accept and even 
relish the evanescence of life’.4 But while the Franciscan Velasco agrees ‘there can be no 
people … who have so consistently rejected things which do not bring them worldly 
benefi ts’, he believes that his eventual martyrdom will somehow help bring about a 
rethink of this engrained spiritual obduracy.

If The Samurai draws back to depict events from an epic perspective, Endo’s novel 
Silence (1966) goes into unsparing close-up to portray the terrible suff ering infl icted by 
Japan’s seventeenth century persecution of Christians. The book generates a powerful 
sense of spiritual claustrophobia as the would-be pilgrimage of faith of the missionary 
priest Rodrigues becomes what seems to be a dead end. Believers are confronted with 
the stark choice between being tortured to an agonizing death or of demonstrating that 
they have renounced their faith by trampling on an image of the crucifi ed Christ. But 
it is in the act of being faced with doing this that the captured priest believes he hears 
Christ breaking what has seemed an unending silence on the part of God to encourage 
him to perform this symbolic apostasy: ‘It was to be trampled on by men that I was 
born into this world. It was to share men’s pain that I carried my cross.’5

If Silence has become Endo’s best-known novel for Western readers, that is not 
unrelated to the way the story’s fi nal, would-be all-embracing paradox recalls Graham 
Greene’s characteristic fi ctional strategy of which the most famous instance is the 
whisky priest in The Power and The Glory. (Compare the celebrated koan of the Zen 
master Linji, whose favoured technique of shouting at and hitt ing his disciples was 
summed up in ‘If you see the Buddha on the road, kill him.’) The fi lm-maker Martin 
Scorsese, for example, claims that the central character of Silence emerges as the Judas 
fi gure of Kichijiro who betrays Rodrigues and is depicted as a kind of doppelganger of 
the priest – the doppelganger theme being one Endo later explored in his novel Scandal 
(1986). But with Endo the dangers of this approach becoming a romanticised, indeed 
sentimentalised sixth-form theology of sinning so that grace may abound, are off set 
by a patently documentary style that sometimes jars with the interior ruminations of 
Rodrigues.

In terms of its geographical sett ing, The Samurai could not be more of a contrast as 
it follows the journey of Hasekura and Velasco from Japan to the cradle of Liberation 
Theology in the newly colonised Mexico and and the heart of ecclesiastical imperialism 
in Rome. In doing so, Endo draws on his own experiences as one of the fi rst post-war 
Japanese students to visit Europe where he researched the work of French Romanist 
novelists like Mauriac and Bernanos. The infl uences on the Japanese writer are clear of 
Mauriac’s ferocious vision in the Therese Desqueyroux stories of an oppressive society 
criminalising the would-be free spirit – like a radical postscript to Flaubert’s Madame 
Bovary – and the way Bernanos uses a provincial sett ing to pare down his spiritual 
drama to its universal essentials.

The sett ing of The Samurai, with its transition from East to West and back, 
parallels Endo’s search for a satisfactory literary format that avoids the traditonal 
Eastern dilemna of having to choose between the fragmentary (Chinese lyrics, haiku, 
Zen sayings) and the interminable (Mahabharata, Wu Cheng-en’s Journey to the West, 
4 Endo, op. cit., p. 163.
5 Shusaku Endo, Silence, Peter Owen, 2007, p 271.
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The Tale of Genji) – a consequence of the disparagement of language by Eastern-
derived religions for whom Jesus as incarnate Living Word is an alien concept. And 
Endo follows a strategy of fi nding the solution, by working with Western literary 
models, which goes back in Japanese literature to Natsume Soseki at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, whose two years in Clapham, South London, studying English 
literature was key to his subsequent career as a writer.

But there is a classic Japanese precedent for the themes of travel and pilgrimage 
in the seventeenth century poet Basho’s masterpiece The Narrow Road to the Deep North. 
Basho’s innate sympathy for the marginalised, for what is seen out of the corner of the 
eye, has a resonance in Endo. The earlier writer’s technique of interlinked prose and 
verse balances a narrative of journeying against the aspiration for a meditative stillness 
and isolation. Embedding the poems in prose is a natural development for the writer 
who brought the idea of a lyric thread of haiku to its highest level of refi nement. The 
contingencies of the journey amplify the way a connection emerges from apparent 
dissociation, with the imagination invoked by stretching lateral thinking to its limits to 
intuit the sense of a transcendent order that paradoxically always eludes formulation in 
words. Repeatedly, Basho refers to his conviction that deploying language trespasses 
upon – sometimes literally – and risks the profanation of the sacred. And the sacred 
is invested above all in natural phenomena, especially the mountains, which so 
decisively constrain human sett lement in Japan as the writer seeks refuge from the 
overly prescriptive and compacted society resulting from this.

But the highly sensitised response in Basho’s text to the natural world functions 
in part as an act of reclamation from the inhuman human environment of the country’s 
recent violent militaristic past. A Western parallel would be Basho’s near-contemporary 
Isaac Walton taking refuge from the English Civil War in the palliative practicality of 
The Compleat Angler. 

There is something cursory and tangential about Basho’s account of the people 
he encounters and this is of a piece with the oddly institutionalised tear-shedding 
involved in what seems to be a deliberate de-historicising agenda of mythologising 
the batt le sites which form a kind of offi  cial itinerary. He also has the job of making 
some spiritual sense of the isolationism consequent upon severing ties with the West 
and the apparently highly eff ective att empt to eradicate all Christian infl uence. Thus 
the dangerous inaccessibility and remoteness of the northern extremities of Honshu 
becomes infused with an almost mystical status that is all the more suggestive for 
being so much left undescribed.

Perhaps the most important Japanese trait that Endo shares with Basho is an 
innate hostility to the comprehensive allegorisation often associated with narratives 
that have an explicit ‘religious’ meaning. Despite Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress being 
the pre-eminent example of this, it could be argued that such dual meaning narrative 
is even more prevalent in Eastern literature from Att ar’s Sufi  parable The Conference of 
the Birds to the material Arthur Waley excised from Wu Cheng-en’s Journey to the West 
for the selective translation he titled Monkey. 

Whereas the recurrent image of Japan as a swamp into which Christianity seems 
to vanish without trace can be rather clunkily deployed in Endo’s earlier novels, the 
marshland sett ing which opens the narrative of The Samurai has a naturalistic literalism 
that apparently eschews such overt symbolism. In fact, the puzzlingly precise detail at 
the beginning of the novel only makes sense when it is recalled in the story’s fi nal act: 
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‘Two, then three fl akes of snow fl utt ered down from the sky,’6 while in the concluding 
account of martyrdom Velasco and a young monk are joined by a Jesuit priest – for the 
fi rst time the overweening ambitious Velasco has not regarded a Jesuit as a rival and 
an enemy.

Compelled to take part in what is the fi rst-ever Japanese delegation to the West, 
the inarticulate Hasekura dreams of migratory white swans over his native marshland 
– an image he discovers on his return has become reality and a premonition of his 
own impending execution. ‘The swirling fl akes were like the white swans of the 
marshland. Birds of passage which come to the marshland from a distant country and 
then departed for a distant country. They were he himself. And now, he was sett ing off  
for another unknown land.’7

Images of sea and land become interchangeable registers of a graphically incarnate 
spiritual confl ict which climaxes in the revelation that the apparently all-powerful and 
important Pope is a plaything of circumstance: ‘the fi gure of Paul V suddenly soared 
into view, like the fi gurehead of a ship surging up between the waves.’8

This incident accompanies the realisation that the supposedly prestigious 
expedition is a cynical political ploy and a meaningless charade. This becomes clear 
as Easter is about to be celebrated and is the one moment in the book where Endo 
explicitly mentions pilgrimage – signifi cantly not in a reference to the Japanese or 
Velasco: ‘Parties of monks and pilgrims who had come from afar … camped before 
the great basilica.’ 9 

But while the novelty of what Hasekura experiences comes to seem more or less 
an illusion, a residue remains, associated with the Christ fi gure about whom things and 
people appear to be made new. The ostensibly incidental observation that ‘Flowers he 
had never seen in Japan blossomed like fl ames above the sculpted fi gure (of Christ)’10 

leads onto a recurrent sense that the samurai ‘was defying his own destiny by going 
on this journey … (he) felt a desire to rebel against those unyielding elements of fate 
that had been thrust upon him.’11

Flames take literal shape in the burning sett lements during the Indian revolt where 
Velasco has his own life-changing experience when he risks death to minister to a 
dying peasant revolutionary. And the image recurs in the fi nal scene of the novel when 
Velasco and his two fellow priests are taken to a location beside the sea. Surprisingly 
they are burnt to death, although in Silence the Christians who refuse to apostasise are 
drowned: a favoured technique of the Japanese persecution being to tie them to posts 
on the shore and leave them to be covered by the incoming tide. There is possibly an 
allusion here to the Church of Rome’s tradition of burning Protestants alive – Velasco’s 
cousin is President of the Inquisition Court in Spain while Cardinal Borghese, the 
power behind the Papal throne, appears in a scene which recalls Dostoyevsky’s Grand 
Inquisitor in The Brothers Karamazov. 

In words that echo those of the Jewish High Priest Caiaphas that one must die for 
the many, Borghese manages to reverse Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep to say that ‘the 

6 Endo, The Samurai, p. 9.
7 Endo, p. 262.
8 Endo, p.  197. 
9 Endo, p.  196.
10 Endo, p. 108.
11 Endo, p. 123.
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shepherd has no choice but to abandon that lamb’12 and leave the Japanese Christians to 
their fate. The over-riding consideration is that nothing must be done to antagonise the 
Japanese authorities and lead them to develop trade with the Protestants of England 
and Holland who are waiting in the wings. ‘The Cardinal spoke as though he were 
spewing bitt er poison from his mouth.’13 And when Velasco is shown a lett er from the 
ruler of Japan prohibiting all missionary work, he realises this is a death sentence for 
Hasekura and his fellow envoys: ‘The words suddenly tumbled from (his) lips like 
medicine trickling from the mouth of an invalid.’14

Hasekura makes a journey of faith from feeling obliged to go along with an 
empty formality of baptism: ‘he felt a loathing like a woman must when she is forced 
to sleep with a man she neither loves nor trusts.’15 The catalyst for his change of heart 
is the crucifi ed Christ whose image leads him to identify with the cruelly exploited 
Indians of the Spanish colonies. ‘What the samurai had seen was not the many 
lands … but the desperate karma of man. And above the karma of man hung that 
ugly, emaciated fi gure.’16 (There is an interesting comparison here with the similarly 
enforced journeying of the great Chinese poet Du Fu, following the disintegration 
of his country’s Confucian dream of an all-embracing hierarchical polity centred in 
the capital Ch’ang-an – today’s Xi’an – leading to a passionate identifi cation with the 
suff erings of ordinary people which becomes the driving force of his verse.)

But Hasekura is deeply off ended by Valesco’s scornfully dismissive att itude to 
the Buddhist traditions the samurai and his family have inherited. It is no coincidence 
that, away from Japan, these customary seasonal celebrations come into Hasekura’s 
mind as he fi nally admits his att raction to the suff ering face of Christ. Hasekura’s 
faithful servant Yozo is left to continue in the Christianity to which he has converted, 
which on one level is a hint in the narrative of the way Japanese Kakure Christians will 
carry on practising in secret what they can recall of their faith, hiding the artefacts they 
revere behind the Buddhist eff ects they keep on show.

More importantly where the novel is concerned, Endo himself has developed 
the Japanese Buddhist tradition of paying the closest att ention to natural phenomena, 
imaginatively extrapolating from the idea of the compassionate Bodhisatt va to 
the specifi c person of Christ, and refl ecting the profound sense of interrelated fact 
and occurrence by rewriting the concept of reincarnation as resurrection. But it is a 
resurrection that scrupulously disavows any suspicion of triumphalism, focusing as it 
does on the sacrifi cial self-giving of Jesus.

For the quasi-sacralised artistic endeavour that was twentieth century modernism, 
with its ambition to displace Christianity in particular, pilgrimage becomes exile. From 
Joyce and D. H. Lawrence to Rushdie, exile is seen as a precondition of artistic creation 
that mimics in worldly terms the imagination enhancing perspective of pilgrimage. But 
the title of Ernst Kasemann’s 1957 commentary on Hebrews, A Pilgrim People follows 
through the experience of Abraham’s faith ‘as an alien and a sojourner’ (Genesis 23:4) 
via Psalm 39:12 to Hebrews 11:13 and the description of Moses (Hebrews 11:27) as 
someone who ‘kept the one who is invisible continually before his eyes’. Hebrews 
aims to provide a persecuted church with the spiritual resources to take heart and see 
12 Endo, p. 193.
13 Endo, p. 194.
14 Endo, p. 201.
15 Endo, p. 175.
16 Endo, p. 245.
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the transfi guration of their oppression. The New Testament lett er’s passionate belief  
that this is only possible through immersion in the experience of this world is utt erly 
distinct both from the Jewish philosopher Philo’s spiritualising take on pilgrimage and 
from Platonic ideas of the fl esh imprisoning the soul. 

The return to a revisioned Japan in The Samurai is prescient of the more globalised 
twenty-fi rst century in which we live. Viewed after the trauma of the 2011 tsunami, it 
is not diffi  cult to see how the most famous Japanese artwork, Hokusai’s Great Wave 
has acquired a disturbing prophetic edge that goes beyond a Buddhist equipoise 
of recycling potential energy. The lust for martyrdom exemplifi ed in Velasco has 
now become a Muslim prerogative, while the apparent extinction of Christianity in 
seventeenth century Japan is paralleled by the way Christians are singled out for 
special treatment in the systemic terror practised by the Communist regime of North 
Korea, where believers have tried to make sense of what is happening by seeing it as 
equipping them to take the Gospel to the whole of Asia.
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Language, Truth and Story in the Theology of 
Stanley Hauerwas

Roger Kojecky

It is natural to explain a landscape by its geological history, or to understand an 
institution such as a parliament by following the changes that have brought it to its 
present form and through which it has acquired its powers. We sometimes seek the 
explanation of a particular event in an antecedent cause or, discussing evolutionary 
change, may think of a fi nal cause, a goal to which change appears to move purposefully. 
In Christian metahistory the universe advances towards an Omega described variously 
in terms of a parousia,  fi nal judgement, and the Eternal City. Story is often regarded 
as providing valid explanation, and story is, as Stanley Hauwerwas tells us, the way 
we apprehend, if not explain, God. ‘Narrating … is a more basic category than either 
explanation or understanding.’1

In the Bible we read a number of stories, and they often consist of a narrative 
of events interlaced with an interpretation of those events. Cain’s fratricide outraged 
divine justice, stirred the divine pity. ‘Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the 
ground.’ It incurred judgement and a sentence: ‘When you work the ground, it will no 
longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth.’2 We may 
quarry these narratives and readings for understanding of how best to act in respect of 
issues that confront us, or to establish principles of social and individual action.

For Christian theology the preeminent story is that of Jesus, since he is the 
fountainhead of the church and of its theological discourse. ‘The universality of the 
church is based on the particularity of Jesus’ story and on the fact that his story trains us 
to see one another as God’s people’.3 Disputed as they may be in theological discourse, 
the historical facts recounted in the gospel narrative are conceptually the starting point 
for all subsequent interpretations, and are determinative for the understandings that 
constitute Christian ethics. Thus the task of Christian ethics is to consider not only 
issues in the world but, fi rst, God himself, and establish the links between the two. 
‘Creation and redemption constitute the story necessary for us to know who we are. 
Such knowledge comes only through the telling of this story.’4 ‘Christians understand 
themselves to have become characters in the story that God continues to enact 
through the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit.’5 Hauerwas, a close reader of Karl Barth, 
particularly the Church Dogmatics,  since the days of his postgraduate work in the Yale 
Divinity School, argues that Christian ethics derives from belief in the ‘life, cross and 
resurrection of Jesus’.6 

Although his theory grants primacy in the ethical project to God rather than 

1 With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology, SCM, 2002, p. 206, 
hereafter referred to as WGU.
2 Genesis 4:10-12.
3 ‘Jesus: The Story of the Kingdom’ in Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a 
Constructive Social Ethic, University of Notre Dame, 1981, p. 51.
4 WGU, p. 207.
5 WGU, p. 212.
6 Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics [University of Notre Dame, 
1983], SCM, 1984, p. xviii, hereafter PK.
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to the world’s confl icting issues, Hauerwas nevertheless fi nds himself invoking a 
human sanction for the formulations ethics comes up with, so involving himself in 
a contradiction. ‘God is identifi ed by a story that may take a lifetime to learn, and 
theology is the never ending att empt to learn this story and to locate the contexts that 
make speech about God work’.7 It’s quite hard to conceive of stories that can be read 
without any context whatever, but we may try to postulate a scale of contextualisation 
with recognisable, immediate situations at one end, and unreal ones at the other, and 
att ribute higher value to theological speech which engages with recognisable, real 
issues of the world. It’s an argument about ‘relevance’, and leads to consideration of 
matt ers such as situation ethics vs. an a priori model – which Christian ethics necessarily 
is. But how do we know what (theological or ethical) speech ‘works’?

Speech and language are, as Saussure and others have reminded us, a constructed 
system of signs. This is true of spoken and writt en forms, and both require combinative 
consistencies, rules, in order to cohere, to make and use distinctions, and so make 
meaningful reference. They work when they communicate. In Hauerwas’ argument 
the Jesus story is not simply to be communicated, it is to be read for consonances 
with situations, and issues about situations, in the world. ‘Ethics is but a name for 
exposing the practical character of theological speech’.8 ‘Theology is a form of practical 
reason.’9 The resulting speech fi ts well or it fi ts badly, and it is the task of Christian 
ethics to discover the best fi ts. This has the appearance of objectivity, as if ‘fi t’ is as 
straightforward as putt ing a round peg into a round hole, something that can be tested 
in the everyday physical world. But who or what is the arbiter of speech that works? 
It is the other speakers, human speakers, of the language used by the theologian. It is 
the other members of the community using that language. If they do not make sense 
of what is said it is without meaning, and stories and their morals may be set aside 
as quaint, curiosities at best, or at worst as worthless. Despite his acknowledgement 
elsewhere, for instance in his 2001 Giff ord lectures, of the role of divine revelation, 
Hauerwas appears for the time being to have relativised his project, making do without 
divine sanction, with his ethics becoming a thread of the human world’s discourse.

Nevertheless the story of Jesus does have cardinal importance, and Hauerwas 
draws from it some important lessons. For him the chief signifi cance is not to do 
with a sacrifi cial redemption for example, or a miraculous incarnation, but rather as 
providing an exemplary paradigm of submission. In his analysis the world’s greatest 
problem is confl ict producing violence. Jesus chose not to resist the violence of his 
antagonists, yet although he was killed his triumph in resurrection was to demonstrate 
a bett er way than that of violent riposte. His moral victory shows the way human 
beings should act, and this takes Hauerwas directly to politics. ‘Our worship of Jesus 
is itself a politics through which a world is created that would not exist if Jesus were 
not raised from the dead. Basic to such politics is the refusal of a violence that many 
assume is a “given” for any responsible account of the world’.10 

Hauerwas acknowledges the debt he owes in respect of his pacifi sm to J. H. Yoder, 
a Mennonite friend and colleague at the University of Notre Dame, whose book The 

7 Stanley Hauerwas, Hannah’s Child: A Theologian’s Memoir, SCM, 2010, p. 236, hereafter HC.
8 HC, p. 237.
9 ‘How I Think I Learned to Think Theologically’, The New College Lectures, Sydney, 2013, ‘The 
Work of Theology: Thinking, Writing and Acting Politically’, htt p://www.newcollege.unsw.edu.au/
sydney/new-college-lectures-1, accessed 20 Oct. 2013.
10 HC, p. 136.
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Politics of Jesus (1972) argues that pacifi sm is the necessary corollary to Jesus’ life and 
teaching. Hauerwas does not however give detailed consideration to Jesus’ warning 
that his disciples must prepare themselves for the opposition they would meet in his 
cause. ‘Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to 
bring peace, but a sword.’ ‘If you don’t have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one.’ 
Interpreters have laboured over these sayings, and they can counterbalance them 
with the words on the occasion of his arrest, ‘all who draw the sword will die by the 
sword’.11 Jesus predicted the persecution that his disciples would encounter, but he 
did not counsel submission on every conceivable occasion.12 

The title for the published form of his 2001 Giff ord lectures at St Andrews, With 
the Grain of the Universe, pays extended tribute to Yoder’s pacifi sm, the book’s epigraph 
quoting Yoder’s suggestion that the submission of Jesus in his Passion was with the 
grain of the moral universe. It’s an inverse instance of the naturalistic fallacy, or more 
properly, an instance of the moralistic fallacy which makes what is good natural. There 
is of course a good deal more that may be said, as Hauerwas acknowledges in passing, 
concerning the violence that is embedded in the history of mankind. ‘Civilization is 
built on slaughters,’ he says in a prayer quoted in his memoir Hannah’s Child.13 And in 
A Peaceable Kingdom he quotes Enda McDonagh: ‘Most political orders are established 
by violence and certainly use violence to maintain themselves’.14 Hauerwas comments: 
‘The state’s hegemony of violence is at least in principle rooted in the principle of the 
just war rationale.… The question of violence is the central issue for any Christian 
social ethic.’ But ‘when violence is justifi ed in principle as a necessary strategy for 
securing justice it stills the imaginative search for nonviolent ways of resistance to 
injustice. For true justice never comes through violence.’15 Hauerwas’ own pacifi sm 
is remarkable in one who belongs to the World War II generation. Was submission to 
Nazism required by the grain of the moral universe? Even a heroic champion of the 
cause like Bertrand Russell was brought by that evil to change his view and allow that 
the allied resistance was justifi ed as the lesser evil.  Barth’s Barmen Declaration of 1934 
contra Nazi policies and infl uence meets the case bett er than silence, fl ight or consent. 
And from the New Testament one may point to Jesus’ parable of the weeds in the fi eld, 
which we may read as ending with a destructive bonfi re to rid the Kingdom of any 
residue from the earth of evil and injustice. 

In an essay ‘Jesus: The Story of the Kingdom’ in his A Community of Character,16 
Hauerwas discusses how social ethics derives from the gospels, making the point 
that the story of Jesus is predicated on discipleship, i.e. is told and received by a 
believing community, so that participation in the Christian community is prior to the 
matt er of their historicity. In The Peaceable Kingdom he suggests that we have to be 
disciples in order to access the truth, and discipleship involves learning ‘a narrative, 
a language, that requires a transformation of the self … if we are to understand the 
requirements for participation in the kingdom … to grow into the story of Jesus as 

11 Luke 12:51; Luke 22:36; Matt hew 26:52.
12 For a reasoned critique of pacifi sm with reference to Yoder see Oliver O’Donovan, In Pursuit 
of a Christian View of War, Grove Books, 1977 and The Just War Revisited, Cambridge University 
Press, 2003.
13 P. 256.
14 Enda McDonagh, Church and Politics, 1980, p. 69.
15 HC, p. 114.
16 University of Notre Dame, 1981.
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the form of God’s kingdom.’17 Hauerwas’ heading for this section is ‘Narrative as a 
Reality-Making Claim’, yet the argument founds a Christian worldview on belief. 
Credo ut intelligam. The gospels are ‘manuals for the training necessary to be part of the 
new community’.18  The aim is ‘not to make the world bett er but to demonstrate that 
Jesus has made possible a new world, a new social order’19 – but it is worth pausing 
to consider what diff erences we are to distinguish between God’s will being done 
on earth and his Kingdom coming, both of them implying Christian imperatives. 
Hauerwas generalises: Jesus’ ‘powerlessness turns out to be the power of truth against 
the violence of falsehood’.20 He seems to put violence on a par with evil, sin and the 
devil.

The events of 11 September 2001 generated a reaction which in America involved 
considerable public debate about patriotism as President Bush named Evil as the 
enemy in a War on Terror. But as a pacifi st Hauerwas could not join in, although he 
had been named only the previous day, 10 September, in Time magazine as ‘America’s 
best theologian’. Apocalyptic as it had been to many, he could not allow the disastrous 
event to overshadow the cross and resurrection of Christ as the prime determiner of 
how history is read. In a Time article in February 2012 he wrote that ‘the identifi cation 
of cross and fl ag after September 11 needs to be called what it is: idolatry.’ 

His theology comes about as participation in the discourse of the church, 
engaging in debate with certain of its spokespersons in the contemporary world. Yet 
for all the att ention he gives to Karl Barth, he does not view theology as a historical 
succession of readings of the Bible, nor indeed as a project of systematisation pulling 
together inchoate elements. Story rather than hermeneutics or system is the governing 
concept, and in the last of his Giff ord lectures Hauerwas declares, ‘Barth has been the 
hero of my story.’21 He is widely read in theology, but a characteristic of his position 
(he baulks sometimes at being said to have a ‘position’) is that his touchstones are 
various contemporary writers: Barth, the Yale divinity school culture, Yoder’s pacifi sm 
(‘I am not by nature nonviolent’ he confesses,22 virtues (a preoccupation of another 
friend, Alasdair MacIntyre) rather than a systematic ethics, American Methodism, 
Catholicism and the value of the more elaborate forms of liturgy, the prime necessity 
for Christians of gathering to worship. Yet Hauerwas is selective, taking a position 
distinct from many of his contemporaries, and when he takes issue with the project 
of the founder of the Giff ord lectures he does so in terms reminiscent of Kierkegaard: 
‘Lord Giff ord’s understanding of natural theology was but one of the desperate 
att empts used by a dying Christendom to maintain not only its intelligibility but its 
power in liberal social orders.’23

 All the same, there is not a great deal from primitive Christianity. He admits 
that at an advanced point in his career he had not yet read the Bible closely.24 When he 
writes that, ‘Just as the Son witnesses to the Father so the Spirit makes us witnesses to 
the Son so that the world may know the Father’, he adds in a note, ‘I am indebted to 

17 PK, p.30.
18 A Community of Character, p. 49.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid., p. 50.
21 WGU, p. 206.
22 HC, p. 231.
23 WGU, p. 216.
24 HC, p. 192.
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Bruce Marshall [Trinity and Truth, 2000] for this formulation’,25 whereas the formulation 
is manifestly from John the Evangelist.26 And how can he say that he has an abiding 
preoccupation with the relation of practice to belief, of ethics to theology,27 without 
serious consideration of Paul on the matt er? 

‘It is possible for us to live without our living being no more than a hedge against 
death, that is, it is possible for us to live as witnesses.’28 While this may be true, is 
it a suffi  cient summary? For Jesus’ disciples there are imperatives in the spheres of 
worship and of social conduct, with the latt er comprising right living and witness. 
While Hauerwas, whose discipline is professedly Christian ethics, adduces in the 
Giff ord lectures the all-important need for witness, his references to the virtues 
required in the new life of disciples, and in society, seem too often to revolve around 
the debatable principle, which for Hauerwas is virtually absolute, of non-violence.

He acknowledges from Barth, and says in his Giff ord Lectures writt en in the 
aftermath of the 11 Sep 2001 events, that our lives’ ‘grammar’ as Christians is ‘rooted 
in the cross and resurrection of Christ’.29 In his sixties Hauerwas fi nds he has a greater 
facility than earlier in speaking explicitly of God. Hannah’s Child (2010) is described 
in the sub-title as a theologian’s memoir, and writing that book Hauerwas made the 
discovery, announced at the end, ‘I am a Christian’. His own story has become, it 
seems, a testimony.

25 WGU, p. 207.
26 John 15:26-27; 17:21, 23.
27 HC, p. 242.
28 WGU, p. 241.
29 Quoted in HC, p. 264.
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Michael C Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies, Oxford 
University Press, 2010, 240 pp., £16.99 p.b., 978 0 19 984588 0
Michael Legaspi’s important subject is the momentous opposition, both troubled 
and troubling, between two Bibles – what he labels the scriptural and the academic.  
The ‘scriptural’ Bible is the possession of Christian believers in their fi ssiparous 
confessional groups and faith communities, rejoicing in their diff erences of grasp 
and interpretation: the as it were privatized Bible of the Reformation, translated into 
vernaculars for a multitudinous none-elite readership. The ‘academic’ Bible is what 
universities constructed allegedly in reaction to Reformation disorder, a would-be 
irenic, ecumenical Bible striving to maintain Scripture as what it allegedly was before 
the Reformation, the core of moral and intellectual order, the bastion of ordered public 
discourse. Legaspi’s detailed concern is the genesis and nature of the academic Bible.  
It’s a German story with bits of English input. A sort of whodunit: What Happened at 
the New University of Gött ingen? According to Legaspi it was the making of a Bible, 
mainly an Old Testament, fi t for eighteenth-century Enlightenment Germany. An Old 
Testament historicized and contextualized, the mysteries of its language and cultural 
content cracked open with reference to languages cognate with ancient Hebrew and 
to claimed parallel cultures, notably Egyptian and pan-Arab ones. So a de-theologized 
Old Testament, all history and philology, working the Biblical texts hermeneutically 
as if they were the secular Greek and Latin texts which were being given the Gött ingen 
treatment synchronously with the Biblical. Ancient Israel and its texts were classicized, 
made fi t for humanists, for the enlightened of the Englightenment, by simply 
sidestepping the reading practices and meaning needs of the confessional world. A 
Bible for the academic seminar – which, rather conveniently, was being invented at 
this very time in Germany and proved to be the due location for studying the new 
academicized Bible.

Legaspi’s main man in what was undoubtedly a revolutionary enterprise, is 
Gött ingen’s Johann David Michaelis (1717-1791) – not marginalized by intellectual 
history, but until now short, Legaspi thinks, of the immense credit he deserves and 
which this account is keen now to grant him. Working in the tradition of German 
philhellenism, and with the interpretative tools and examples of Gött ingen’s classicists, 
especially Johann Matt hias Gesner and Christian Gott lob Heyne – whose work Legaspi 
sets out most sympathetically – Michaelis lit up the Old Testament through his immense 
knowledge of semitic languages and Arab cultures and customs, and his unrivalled 
expertise in things like archaic botany and zoology. He elaborated Israelite legal 
systems with aweing energy, invented Moses as never before conceived, and greatly 
illuminated Old Testament poetry (with the help of his admired English contemporary, 
the Oxford Professor of Poetry, Robert Lowth – he who momentously worked out the 
principle and practice of formal parallelism in Hebrew verse). All in all Michaelis’s life 
work was a formidable set of unearthing exercises in history, anthropology as well as 
greatly shifting Biblical hermeneutic. To be sure some of his impressively imaginative 
reconstructions of the Israelite past did amount to mythography, even to fi ction. 
And on Legaspi’s evidence some of the textual reconstructions and interpretations 
were prett y wiredrawn (Michaelis had all the back-formation frenzy usual with 
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philologists). And some of his explanations were even wonderfully daft. Why musn’t 
Jews seethe a kid in its mother’s milk? First understand that you should read ‘milk’ as 
butt er; then note that cooking in butt er was a feature of an Egyptian kitchen (no olive 
trees, therefore no olive oil in Egypt); and you can see that the prohibition was lest 
God’s people got a taste for Egyptian cuisine, and so not want to leave when the time 
came. A delicious slide of nonsense greased you might say, by Michaelis’s dislike of 
food cooked in butt er.

Occasional rum stuff , then, among which the rummest is historicizing Michaelis’s 
insistent de-judaizing of the Old Testament. Making the Bible fi t for Germans involved 
claiming that Biblical Hebrew had nothing to with modern Hebrew, the discourse 
associated by Michaelis with the messy European Jews he looked very squint at. The 
interpretations of the Rabbinical tradition, the kabbalists, and so forth, held no sway 
with him. Their Bible was not the one he was reading. And as has been observed 
by some critics, as Legaspi points out, there’s more than a whiff  of the echt German 
propensity to anti-semitism about Michaelis’s thinkings.

Legaspi of course impresses by being on the inside of his account of the 
planting and sprouting of German academic Biblicism, the Bibelwissenschaft which 
has proved genetic for Theological and Religious Studies Departments down into 
modern times. Less impressive, though, is his large picture of the historical sequences 
of Bible reception and especially the causes and eff ects of academic Biblicism. An 
uncontentious, unifi ed, coherent Scripture, the unquestioned authoritative textbook of 
Western Christianity, the Bible for everyone, was done to death by the Reformation’s 
handing Scripture over to the religious and political splitt ers and dividers, vernacular 
Tom, Lutheran Dick, sectarian Harry, to read it each according to his own judgement 
and separatist confessional taste, which prompted the good German Professoriate 
to step in and restore an authoritative, public, ecumenical, irenic Bible for everyone 
again, which put to death private reading, leaving non-academic Bible believers out 
of breath, in fact dead in their pew. A trickier set of historical myths would be hard to 
come by. When actually was the Bible interpretively uncontentious? And how could 
a Bible most people – including huge numbers of priests – could not read because 
their Latin was not up to it, be thought the possession of all Western Christendom? 
And how is it not possible to think the Reformation’s putt ing a check on the Roman 
Church’s top-down narrow and narrowing interpretative hegemonies other than a 
very good thing indeed? And of course the rise of German Biblical Studies did not 
occasion the death of ‘Scripture’, the demise of the believing reader. And I don’t just 
mean among Fundamentalist Bible Colleges, communities, and Bible teachers with 
their devoted hostility to the German inspired ‘Modernist’ basics of historical and 
textual critique. I mean among clued-up believing Bible readers able to take the Bible 
as the open, determined and determinable Word of God, God’s Book, as well as a 
book, showing every sign of human hands, the legitimate indeed necessary object of 
ordinary philological, textual, historical, hermeneutic att ention. As a mere classic, but 
also The Classic. In his Preface Legaspi recognises that there are ‘theologians, biblical 
scholars, and churchmen of various sorts’ who ‘have worked out constructive relations 
between the two Bibles and the interpretive modes they represent’, in their belief that 
‘history and revelation, faith and reason’ ‘must be held in a kind of creative tension’. 
But these holders of a kind of middle ground are waved (and waived) airily away 
as ineff ective and useless: their work has not ‘yielded decisive solutions to perennial 
theological, moral, and philosophical questions in the history of interpretation’. (No 
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illustrations of this wasted eff ort are off ered.) The twain can’t seriously meet and 
marry ‘in my opinion’. In his Conclusion Legaspi allows that the mere believer’s Bible 
is not after all dead; but it belongs in an ‘interpretive community’ which is ‘in some 
ways homologous’ to the academic one, though not a lot, but is strictly quite separate. 
These two interpretative gangs ‘can and should function independently if each is to 
retain its integrity’. But surely the critical integrity of reading, of reading this Book, this 
text and set of texts, as of reading any book, entails as it requires, a non-sectarianism 
of approach. Readers of any text who try and operate in practical and theoretical 
interpretative isolation from their fellows – of whatever possible shade or disposition 
of critical belief: religious, political, textual, hermeneutical – always get what they are 
doomed to from the start: readings which are skewed, lopsided and fl awed; limited 
and narrow, and in eff ect untrue.

Valentine Cunningham

James K. A. Smith, The Fall of Interpretation: Philosophical Foundations for a 
Creational Hermeneutic, 2nd edition, Baker Academic, 2012, xviii + 229 pp, $25 p.b., 
978 0 8010 3972 0
James K. A. Smith, professor of philosophy at Calvin College, is a prolifi c writer and 
fertile thinker who is hard to pigeonhole but well worth gett ing to know. He is a 
Pentecostal Calvinist with liturgical sensibilities, a North American evangelical fan of 
French post-structuralist philosophy, and a philosopher whose reading takes in fi ction 
as well as theology (though his more literary reading habits are not so evident in this 
particular book). This valuable new edition of his provocative fi rst book is a return to 
origins in more than one sense, since it is a revisiting of the work that launched Smith’s 
career (beginning as a master’s thesis at the Institute for Christian Studies in Toronto), 
and its theme is the origins of interpretation – in other words, this book asks why it 
is that humans need to engage in interpretation in order to understand texts, other 
people, and the world around them.

This second edition of The Fall of Interpretation is more a reframing than a revision 
of the edition published in 2000, since the main text of the original six chapters and 
original introduction of the book is unaltered, but is placed in a new context by new 
introductory material and an extra concluding chapter, along with new footnotes 
helpfully indicated by square brackets in which the elder Smith expands on, nuances, 
and occasionally disagrees with the arguments given by the younger Smith. The 
framing material to this revised edition somewhat disarms the reviewer by telling us 
that Smith the elder is well aware of the rough edges, sometimes ‘snide asides’, and 
occasional overstatements of the younger Smith speaking in the main body of the text, 
but has left intact parts of the text he would now write diff erently ‘in the name of a 
sort of archival fealty’. 

One of the ways this new edition contextualises Smith’s argument is to elaborate 
the autobiographical background from which it emerged. The Fall of Interpretation was 
the work of a young man who discovered Christian faith the day after his eighteenth 
birthday and in his enthusiasm enrolled at Bible college shortly afterwards, only to 
discover through his reading that Christians did not agree on everything. This had 
traumatic results, as some members of the rural Canadian Brethren communities 
which had nurtured his faith did not take kindly to Smith’s discovery that their beliefs 
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and practices were interpretive traditions rather than the incontrovertible truth of God 
straight from the page of Scripture. This provides some insight into why the young 
Smith was drawn to the intellectual frameworks of Reformed theology and continental 
philosophy, fi nding these seemingly odd bedfellows to open up a larger perspective 
on reality.

 The overall message of this book is that the need which human beings have 
to interpret their experience in order to understand (rather than having a direct 
unmediated access to complete knowledge) is part of God’s design in creation, and 
therefore good, rather than a consequence of the Fall. The bulk of the book argues this 
case against a number of thinkers who see interpretation as in some sense a ‘fallen’ 
mode of knowing in contrast with the ideal of direct access to absolute, objective truth. 

Smith chooses the theologians Rex Koivisto and Richard Lints to represent a 
widespread viewpoint among evangelical Christians, which he also fi nds at a popular 
level among the members of his neighbourhood Bible study group. Koivisto and Lints 
want to get back behind the biases of personal experience, human culture, and church 
tradition to ‘the crisp, unadorned voice of God ringing out from Scripture alone’ 
(Koivisto). Lints links this to a ‘perfect clarity’ possessed by Adam and Eve before 
the Fall, which can be partially recovered in the present by believers through a right 
reading of Scripture. Smith argues instead that to be a fi nite created being is to be 
located in a specifi c place with a particular vantage point, and that the generating 
of understanding from experience in relationship with other people is structurally 
integral to the divine design for human knowing. Interpretation is thus an intrinsic 
part of God’s good creation, and, although aff ected by the Fall, is not a product of the 
Fall.

More surprisingly, Smith goes on to engage philosophers who disavow any 
theological implications to their work. Smith observes that thinkers such as Heidegger 
and Derrida describe interpretation as ‘fallen’ in relation to a hypothetical ideal of 
direct immediate communication even if they do not believe in an actual state of perfect 
unmediated knowledge in a primordial past or an eschatological future. Besides the 
theologian Wolfh art Pannenberg, Smith provides critical readings of Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Jürgen Habermas, Martin Heidegger, Jacques Derrida, and Emmanuel 
Levinas. Smith does not rubbish these thinkers (though there are places where I 
wonder if the young Smith generates unnecessary disagreements by over-reading 
incidental phrasing), but reads them creatively against themselves, fi nding much to 
affi  rm in their theories by which he can critique the elements he fi nds wanting.

From the tradition of ‘philosophical hermeneutics’ pioneered by Gadamer and 
Heidegger (of which he sees Derrida as a more radical representative), Smith affi  rms 
the insights that interpretation is shaped by the interpreter’s ‘situationality’ (our 
position in time and space) and ‘traditionality’ (the customs and categories of thinking 
into which we are socialised by the communities to which we belong). However, he 
disagrees with the way these thinkers characterise interpretation as inherently violent, 
as inevitably misconstruing the utt erances of others and therefore oppressively 
dominating others. 

The autobiographical ‘Reconsiderations’ new to this edition mention the apologist 
Francis Schaeff er as one of the thinkers through whom Smith discovered philosophy 
and Reformed theology. Though Schaeff er is not cited in the main body of the text, 
Smith’s insistence that ‘fi nitude’ (having the limitations of a created being) is not the 
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same as ‘fallenness’ could be seen as a more philosophically sophisticated articulation 
of Schaeff er’s assertion that ‘man’s dilemma is not metaphysical because he is small, 
but moral because man revolted against God in a space-time Fall’ (Francis A. Schaeff er, 
Two Contents: Two Realities, Hodder & Stoughton, 1974).

Perhaps of particular interest to Christians in literary studies is Smith’s take on 
Derrida. Smith feels that Derrida is routinely misread by evangelical thinkers, and 
argues that their misreadings of Derrida parallel the misunderstandings displayed 
by the speech act theorist John Searle. Smith argues that Derrida is not asserting the 
impossibility of communication (though concedes that there are places where Derrida 
seems to say this), but rather emphasising the conditions by which communication is 
possible, whilst observing how these same conditions also allow for the possibility (not 
inevitability) of miscommunication. The main addition to the argument of this book in 
the new concluding chapter draws on Derrida’s thinking on the role of communities in 
shaping our interpretation to present the church as the proper interpretive community 
for Christians.

Christian responses to ‘postmodern’ critical theory range from vehement 
denunciation through critical appropriation to enthusiastic embrace – instances of 
all three can be found in back issues of The Glass. (Incidentally, Smith’s book cites 
Kerryl Lynne Henderson’s article on Saussure from The Glass, No. 8, 1993.) Smith falls 
into the more affi  rming part of the spectrum, though not uncritically so – for more of 
which, see his Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?: Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to 
Church (Baker Academic, 2006). A useful point of comparison is Kevin Vanhoozer’s Is 
There a Meaning in this Text? (Zondervan/Apollos, 1998). Vanhoozer’s view of much 
critical theory, especially deconstruction à la Derrida, falls on the negative side of the 
spectrum, though not entirely so. Though Smith would dissent from Vanhoozer’s 
reading of Derrida, their projects have much in common, including drawing on 
Augustine in outlining their own positive models of interpretation.

Whilst I am convinced by Smith’s main thesis regarding the creational goodness 
of interpretation, some misgivings remain, which may betray more conservative 
leanings on my part with regard to the spectrum mentioned above, or may indicate 
that Smith’s text contains inconsistencies similar to those he teases out of the thinkers 
he engages. My discomfort is probably greatest when Smith writes of the ‘all-the-way-
downness of undecidability’ which means that the world as we experience it can be 
construed as the nihilistic abyss perceived by Nietz sche, or as the good creation of a 
loving God. Whilst it is clearly possible for humans to construe the world in both these 
ways, Smith’s own argument in the next few pages suggests that the ‘undecidability’ 
does not go ‘all the way down’, since a Biblical creation/Fall model can account for the 
very ambiguity of the evidence in a way that Nietz schean nihilism does not. 

This is not the most easy-going of Smith’s books for a readership without 
philosophical training – those who fancy a more accessible taste of his thinking might 
sample the more popular-level pieces collected in The Devil Reads Derrida (Eerdmans, 
2009) and Discipleship in the Present Tense (Calvin College Press, 2013), or visit Smith’s 
blog Fors Clavigera. Yet despite the density of his prose here, James K. A. Smith, 
younger and elder, is a thinker with whom it is worth wrestling to clarify our own 
interpretations of interpretation.

David Parry
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Katharine J. Dell & Paul M. Joyce (eds.), Biblical Interpretation and Method: Essays in 
Honour of John Barton, Oxford University Press, 2013, h.b., pp xxiii + 355, £65.00
I write, dear reader, from the front lines of Biblical scholarship, sending this report on 
what passes as the state of the art, to those in literary studies who may be curious to 
know what counts as Biblical interpretation when the Bible gets a scholarly discipline 
all to itself. Or at least, when 24 leading Biblical scholars are asked to contribute to a 
collection on ‘method’, in honour of one of the doyens of UK Biblical studies, Oxford 
professor John Barton, whose 65th birthday festschrift this is.

In the editors’ preface they ponder the great hermeneutical treatise of Hans-Georg 
Gadamer as one reference point for this project. That, of course, was Truth and Method, 
and rather inclined to the view that method would not get you to truth. So if you are 
instead pursuing not truth but Biblical interpretation, where does method get you?

Part I of the book, 10 chapters, is entitled ‘Revisiting Older Approaches’. In short 
order: source criticism; form criticism; redaction criticism; textual criticism; historical 
criticism; the quest for the plain meaning; comparative Ancient Near Eastern study; 
canonical formation; and two chapters on ‘the Bible and the Church’. Each of these 
titles is then given a further sub-title to delineate the precise focus. One of them turns 
out to be ‘Truth in Biblical Criticism’: John Muddiman’s historical-critical contribution. 
The truth in question appears to be framed in terms of knowing what happened, i.e. 
in the world behind the text. His actual account of the issue is a fi ne one – why should 
one suppose that what has been retained in the text is (a) unreliable but (b) containing 
suffi  cient fragmentary reliability to source a diff erent reconstruction? – but perhaps 
literary scholars will recognise that this is nowhere near the kinds of ‘truth’ which 
Gadamer was considering.

Part II of the book, fourteen chapters, then strikes out with ‘Breaking the Mould’. 
Now we fi nd liberationist readings, sociological approaches, and so forth. The 
qualifying adjectives pile up: feminist, canonical, narrative, materialist, postcolonial … 
and then the adjectives are replaced by self-suffi  cient nouns naming areas of enquiry: 
intertextuality, intratextuality, cognitive linguistics, all the way to two concluding 
studies on ‘Ethics and the Bible’.

Let me off er a commendatory paragraph of observation, before turning to wider 
refl ections. Without exception (which is quite some achievement) these are 24 fi ne 
and commanding technical studies of their chosen focal areas. Some of them really do 
combine in exemplary fashion a refl ection on their chosen method with an illumination 
of a particular text. Stuart Weeks is right, for example, to note that most of what passes 
for ‘form criticism’ these days is actually the pursuit of genre classifi cation, rather than 
the ‘forms’ once thought to underlie them. Hugh Williamson shows that redaction 
criticism remains excellent for looking at large scale ‘redactions’ such as complete re-
copyings of texts, and should never have been pressed into service to cover all manner 
of marginal glosses. Others really do off er admirable summary accounts of their 
chosen area with a probing example: Christopher Rowland (on liberation) and Seitz  
(on canonical readings) are both excellent here. Biblical scholars will be referring to 
all these articles for some time to come for their combination of review, example, and 
consideration of ways ahead.

On the other hand … how will scholars of literature fi nd the Bible being read, 
here? I venture three somewhat incomplete observations. First, amidst the minutiae of 
critical engagement it is perhaps unsurprising to fi nd that esteemed readers of texts 
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can draw point-blank opposing conclusions from the same data, though arguably a 
litt le more surprising that this might not occasion a certain self-refl exive caution about 
method in a book bearing this particular title. It so happens that John Day writes on 
‘The Genesis Flood Narrative in Relation to Ancient Near Eastern Flood Accounts’, and 
draws upon the standard Biblical studies view that two diff erent sources (the priestly 
and the Yahwist, P and J) are here intertwined: ‘the case for this source division is 
overwhelming … those who oppose source division have no convincing response to 
these points’ (being the points made in a certain well-known article by John Emerton). 
But six chapters earlier, David Clines wrote on ‘Putt ing Source Criticism in its Place: 
The Flood Story’, including the comment that the ‘article by Emerton suff ers from 
this very lack of consideration of the work of the redactor’, and concluding, with no 
litt le aplomb, that such source division, whether true or not, is not valuable as applied 
to the Pentateuch. Elsewhere theological and certain ethical agendas are variously 
applauded or chided for their hegemonic sway over Biblical studies. One wonders 
then if missing from this collection is some ability to refl ect on the limitations of the 
method in practice?

Secondly, the honouree’s fi ne and wide-ranging writings on Biblical interpretation 
do include, in his infl uential 2007 book on The Nature of Biblical Criticism, a quite 
startling insistence that one must basically pursue a two-step reading approach: see 
fi rst what the text said, on its own agenda, as it were, and only then allow the evaluation 
and appraisal to come in. In no uncertain terms, he is with E.D. Hirsch, and against 
Gadamer (and more or less everybody else). I have litt le doubt that those receiving this 
missive-from-Biblical-studies will fi nd this odd. Some of the contributors follow down 
this divide-and-conquer path, while others seem more concerned to side-step it. No 
one actually addresses it head on. Barton is rightly seen as one of the leading thinkers 
about and practitioners of Biblical criticism in this country, if not the world. But on 
this one conceptual issue he seems, to borrow a phrase from Tom Stoppard, inclined 
to set the discipline back about 40 years – to where he thinks it went off  the rails. Most 
of what ends up being sidelined, of course, is sober refl ection on the reader’s own 
preferences and priorities, which in turn aff ect even the very ability to discern what 
counts in the text in the fi rst place. Rowland’s ‘liberationist’ chapter makes short work 
of this, and interestingly the sociological one admits that ‘it is only fair that I myself 
come clean about my own interests’, as a self-confessed Quaker reads about texts of 
war and peace in the prophets. But a visitor to the shores of Biblical studies might well 
conclude that such self-refl exive awareness is an exotic species of Biblical criticism.

Thirdly, what turn out to be the interesting questions to ask? Well, in one sense, 
quite an impressive array. What says the Bible about the ethics of confi scation? About 
the psychological release of dancing? About women leaders in the early church? About 
the Old Testament as a backstory-cum-metanarrative for the gospels? The chapter 
about intratextuality is in a diff erent (textual) universe to the one about truth, quite 
literally, as it were. A report card on the likelihood of Biblical studies maintaining its 
own discourses long into this third (Christian) millennium would have to say that the 
patient shows signs of prospective longevity, even if one life-support machine (that 
of the role of the text as holy scripture) appears to have been turned off . And yet one 
wonders.

As Yvonne Sherwood notes in a bracing fi nal chapter, and in reference to what 
she has explored elsewhere, scholars of literature in general have to have more than 
just something to say when they engage with texts – they have to give you a reason 
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for thinking that it is worth bothering in the fi rst place. There is something about this 
collection that suggests, to put it no more strongly than this, that if these contributors 
(with one or two striking exceptions) do think there is reason to throw one’s lot in 
with Biblical study, they are determined either not to mention it, or at best to off er 
only a passing nod. Is this a terminal British politeness? Then again, was it unwise to 
advertise this report as being from the ‘front line’? Or to put it another way: does the 
section on ‘Breaking the Mould’ really equate to a breaking of the mould, or more of 
a modest reshaping? The mould still seems to keep at bay most theological questions 
(either traditional or contemporary), and urgent social and ethical questions remain 
the exception rather than the rule. In the wider world whose material conditions make 
a book entitled Biblical Interpretation and Method possible, does that not give pause for 
thought?

Having said which, and in part precisely because of this, I shall be sett ing these 
essays in Biblical studies classes forthwith.

Richard S. Briggs

Wesley A. Kort, Textual Intimacy: Autobiography and Religious Identities, 
Charlott esville and London, University of Virginia Press, 2012. 264 pp. $ 55.00 cloth 
/ $22.50 paper. 978 0 8139 3276 7 cloth, 978 0 8139 3277 4 paper.
Although autobiography as a genre is att racting increasing scholarly att ention, 
there is one subgenre that has not received suffi  cient att ention so far, and that is the 
contemporary spiritual autobiography. If David E. Campbell and Robert D. Putnam 
are right in proposing, as they do in American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites 
Us, that ‘America peacefully combines a high degree of religious devotion with 
tremendous religious diversity’, and that ‘religion’s role in America poses a puzzle’, 
and if, as Melissa Knox suggests in ‘Protean Identity: Religion and Contemporary 
American Autobiography’, autobiography devoted to religious identity fl ourishes in 
America, the contemporary spiritual autobiography ought to merit more scholarly 
att ention than it has hitherto received. This is where Wesley A. Kort has made an 
important contribution with his new book.

Textual Intimacy: Autobiography and Religious Identities is divided into three parts: 
theoretical, critical, and personal. The theoretical part ponders the complications and 
limitations of self-accounts, explores the role of narrative in autobiographical writing, 
and discusses precisely how religion is included in self-accounts. Kort suggests that 
autobiography as a genre is located in a space between conventional and complete 
disclosure, a space he calls textual intimacy. Although self-awareness, as Kort 
emphasizes, ‘is well-founded in Western culture by its Biblical and classical sources,’ 
it was ‘intensifi ed and altered in the modern period’. Building on Robert Folkenfl ik’s 
understanding of the eighteenth century as a time when autobiographical writing 
was given ‘separate att ention and cultural importance’, Kort adds another important 
factor: urbanization.

The second section, ‘Critical,’ an analysis of nine contemporary autobiographies in 
which religion plays an important role, is divided into three separate but overlapping 
groups according to the ways in which religion is important for each writer. Kort’s 
fi rst category, Religious Debtors, includes writers for whom religion has played a 
major role in the past or when they were growing up. Writers for whom religion is 
central in the present are placed in a second group, Religious Dwellers. Dwelling is 
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strongly associated with place and location, and in the case of Religious Dwellers this 
is refl ected in terms of their religious affi  liation. Religious Diviners, fi nally, are writers 
who tend to be oriented toward the future.

The nine texts analyzed in Textual Intimacy are all are from a Judeo-Christian 
tradition. Two are by Jewish writers, and fi ve by Christian writers from diff erent 
denominations (Catholic, Presbyterian, and Unitarian). In Kort’s view, ‘the discourses 
in and by which negotiations and constructions that relate religious and American 
identities to one another have been largely shaped by Protestant, Catholic, and 
Jewish writers’. The autobiographies analysed are presented as examples of the 
three categories established by Kort. Were there other examples of Religious Debtors, 
Dwellers, and Diviners that could have been chosen, but were not? If so, on what 
grounds were these excluded? Could Kort’s tripartite analytical framework be applied 
to any spiritual autobiography? Is it equally useful for all religious orientations? 
Perhaps, but in Textual Intimacy works by African and Asian immigrants have been 
excluded since ‘there is a paucity of self-accounts by these Americans’ and ‘discernible 
patt erns have not been established’. 

The Religious Debtors discussed are Maya Angelou, Philip Roth, and Dan Barry. 
For Angelou, in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1993), the upright religious bearing 
of her grandmother has been crucial, and the survival, strength, and development 
of the African American community are seen as linked to the Christian faith. But for 
Angelou, transcendent encounters are not in focus; instead, ‘being black and being a 
woman may well be more important to her identity than religion’. For Philip Roth, 
in The Facts: A Novelist’s Autobiography (1989), similarly, transcendent aspects are not 
uppermost. Still, even though Roth ‘att empts to separate an ethnic from a religious 
Jewish identity,’ he may be more religious than he thinks, in Kort’s view. 

Works by Religious Dwellers, the second category, include Dan Wakefi eld’s 
Returning: A Spiritual Journey (1997), Lott y Cott in Pogrebin’s Deborah, Golda, and Me: 
Being Female and Jewish in America (1991), and Kathleen Norris’ Dakota: A Spiritual 
Geography (2001). For Wakefi eld as a Unitarian there is an ‘emphasis on the natural 
context of human life and the spiritual resources of the individual,’ and a realization 
that to serve is more important than anything else. For Pogrebin, along with a praxis-
oriented and political approach, her ‘sense of the transcendent is strong, and she 
testifi es to altered states of consciousness’. In her account, then, social and ontological 
dimensions are both important. Pogrebin struggles for women’s rights within Judaism, 
placing liberation and freedom at the forefront. For Kathleen Norris, fi nally, the silence 
of monastic life reaffi  rms her religious identity as a Presbyterian. 

Even though Kort reads all of the autobiographies with a great deal of interest 
and an apparent wish to do all the texts justice, from a theological perspective, it is 
with the autobiographies from the third group, the Religious Diviners, that he appears 
to be somewhat sceptical. He seems to fi nd their approaches too eclectic, and maybe 
even theologically fuzzy. Works by Religious Diviners include Frederick Buechner’s 
Sacred Journey: A Memoir of Early Days (1991), Mary Gordon’s Seeing through Places: 
Refl ections on Geography and Identity (2001), and Anne Lamott ’s Traveling Mercies: Some 
Thoughts on Faith (2000).

Kort’s third, autobiographical section, ‘Personal’, is an account of a rich and 
fascinating journey in the world, in religious life, and in the academy, a journey 
shaped as much by personal and religious views and preferences as by the needs and 
context of family life and parenthood. The development of academic and religious 
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frameworks at Duke during the time when Kort has served successfully as teacher, 
researcher, and administrator, is a fascinating read, and the depiction of an academic 
context marked by trends toward competitive visibility and marketability tends to 
raise wry smiles of recognition. Along with a fascinating account of a spiritual and 
academic journey, Kort’s self-account off ers plenty of inspiring life-wisdom, and his 
almost neoclassically balanced discourse in Textual Intimacy is studded with gems of 
clarity and compressed insight. The inclusion of this third section in Textual Intimacy 
is a both original and endearing aspect of Kort’s study, one that simultaneously 
acknowledges and problematizes the mutual personal engagement between writers 
and readers of autobiographies in highly interesting and relevant ways. Indeed, Kort’s 
own autobiographical refl ections could have been given even greater space.

While in so many ways, full, reliable, and complete self-disclosure is impossible, 
there is always, despite the unreliability of self-accounts, a ‘unifying intention’ that 
arises ‘from the intentions that motivate, direct, and conclude it’, and self-disclosure 
is necessary, both in allowing ourselves to formulate more clearly thoughts about 
ourselves that have been vague and in counteracting the impersonality of (post)
modern, huge-scale society. 

If autobiography elicits much att ention among readers and scholars today, and 
if ‘being American also exposes a person almost unavoidably to religion’, it is, as 
suggested initially, rather curious that there has been so litt le research in the area of the 
contemporary spiritual autobiography to date. Navigating between the Scylla of fi xed 
and fi nalized theological understandings and the Charybdis of myopically materialist 
perspectives, Kort’s approach to the study of religion and literature is refreshing 
and inspiring. An elegantly writt en study of the pros and cons of self-disclosure, the 
ambivalences and complexities of our att empts to adequately convey who we are, in 
honesty and awareness of cultural constraints and unconscious self-censures, Wesley 
Kort’s thought-provoking and perceptive analysis in Textual Intimacy: Autobiography 
and Religious Identity is an important and timely contribution.

Kerstin W. Shands

John Schad, Hostage of the Word: Readings into Writings, 1993-2013, Sussex 
Academic Press, 2013, pp. 179+viii, £50, 978 1 84519 494 9, pb. £19.95, 978 1 84519 495 6

In Three Steps on the Ladder of Writing (1993), Hélène Cixous includes a quotation from 
Franz Kafk a on the need to read books that ‘wake us up with a blow on the head’ rather 
than books that make us happy by confi rming our existing ways of thinking. While 
academic writing is not the immediate focus of this quotation, we would do well to ask 
the same question of literary criticism and consider whether such writing can aff ect 
us in the way Kafk a envisages. Much of the time, the experience of reading literary 
criticism is uneventful, and on some occasions it does not even provide the happiness 
that Kafk a sees as a false note of consolation. This is why I am so appreciative of the 
recent att empts by John Schad (and others) to explore a post-critical mode of writing, a 
‘critical-creative’ style that blurs the distinction between critical discourse and creative 
writing and delivers an imaginative blow to our sense of what literary criticism 
must look and feel like. The fi rst major work Schad wrote in this experimental vein 
was Someone Called Derrida: An Oxford Mystery (2007), a wonderful book that is part 
memoir of his father, part close analysis of Jacques Derrida’s ‘Envois’, part historical 
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investigation into wartime Oxford, and part fi ctional detective story. More recently 
Schad has given us The Late Walter Benjamin (2012), a brilliant piece of critical fi ction set 
in a post-war council estate and featuring Mr O. E. Tal, a mysterious prophetic fi gure 
that speaks only in the fragmented words of Walter Benjamin.

 As an admirer and att entive follower of Schad’s work, I thought I knew 
what to expect in Hostage of The Word: Readings into Writings, 1993-2013. Schad says 
that the personal circumstances surrounding the death of his father were the primary 
reason for his shift away from conventional literary criticism, and being familiar with 
the outline of this story, I thought that Hostage of the Word would simply provide the 
opportunity to return to Schad’s earlier essays from the perspective of his post-critical 
work. But Hostage of the Word gives us much more than a new historical vantage point 
on earlier writing. The book constitutes an outstanding work in its own right and 
provides further evidence, if any were needed, for the importance of what Schad has 
to say. Furthermore, in its careful plott ing of a particular trajectory, it reveals (and 
complicates) a great deal about Schad’s own story.

One of the facets of the critical-creative turn I appreciate most is the att empt to 
restore the realm of the personal to criticism, without collapsing into self-indulgent 
writing or an uncritical notion of the self. In Hostage of the Word Schad approaches the 
personal dimension through a foreword that insists the book’s author is ‘unavailable’. 
Unavailable, perhaps, but not entirely absent and the title of the foreword, ‘Not Here – 
By Way of a Foreword’, signals Schad’s interest in apophatic theology, the story of the 
Resurrection (‘he is not here’; Luke 24:6), and linguistic punning. The ‘By Way’ speaks 
of a byway, the road less travelled and the marginal space occupied by a literary critic. 
This is the personal route by which Schad engages with a host of important issues and 
fi nds points of intersection between his(-)story and our own experience.

Throughout this impressive book, Schad’s personal way of reading is striking. 
The theological sophistication and commitment of his reading of literary theory is 
noticeable, and although I think about certain essays in this volume (e.g. ‘Hostage of 
the Word: Poststructuralism’s Gospel Intertexts’) in the company of writings by other 
equally distinguished scholars such as Kevin Hart, the personal dimension makes 
Schad’s contribution to criticism unique. While the early essays are less overtly personal 
than some of the later pieces, the personal is present throughout. Thus the decision in 
this volume to interlace poems writt en about family members and friends alongside 
the published writings makes sense, and it is not hard to see how the personal stories 
narrated in Someone Called Derrida, a chapter of which is included here, are rooted in 
the human concerns of the earlier essays. For Schad, the personal is explored through 
writing, and one of the main themes of the material brought together here is Schad’s 
interest in the proximity between his own name and key fi gures and texts in the New 
Testament. The essays from the 1990s contribute to the study of religion and literature 
in a manner that might be likened to the contribution of John the Baptist, preparing 
the way for a new generation of critics who come after and benefi t from the prophet’s 
willingness to adopt a strange and sometimes unruly guise. There appears to be 
some recognition of this in the afterword, which tells us how the absent author has 
underlined a passage in Hegel referring to ‘Johann Baptist Schad’ (132). But the more 
obvious biblical namesake is the writer of the Gospel of John, whose words Schad is 
clearly fascinated by. In the ‘Hostage of the Word’ chapter referred to already and the 
volume as a whole, we begin with an epigraph from John’s prologue, and thinking 
about this Biblical intertext is further informed by Schad’s observation:
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the hermeneutics of suspicion has taught us to suspect the positive, to expose it as that 
nostalgia for presence which Derrida criticizes so relentlessly. John’s Gospel, however, 
compels us to think otherwise, in that the Word’s fi xedness, or determinacy, inheres not 
so much in declaration of monologic authority … but rather in the dialogic positions 
and oppositions in which he is situated’ (40).

The dialogic positions and oppositions between the Bible and literature, the stories 
of others and our own stories, permeate this wonderful collection of readings and 
writings.

Having started to think about the links between John Schad’s writing and the 
words given in the Gospel of John, I fi nd myself thinking about other Biblical echoes 
of John. There are faint echoes of the Gospel of John (the focus on Christ’s peace, the 
tender address from a son to his Father, and also the importance of metaphor) in the 
poem ‘When Did You Last See Your Father?’, writt en in response to the death of Schad’s 
father. And the essay that follows, ‘Half-Way House: Thomas Hardy’s A Laodicean’, 
brings to mind the John who writes about Jesus going to his father’s house where there 
are many rooms (John 14: 1-7) and also the John who pens the Book of Revelation and 
records a challenge to the church of Laodicea to stop being so lukewarm. If these echoes 
seem arbitrary and/or uncertain, then I can only appeal to John’s continual reminder 
that the imaginative concern of literary criticism directs us to the realm of possibilities 
rather than the safe space of what we think we know already. Hostage of the Word 
off ers an exuberant and forceful reminder that, to quote Schad quoting Oscar Wilde: 
‘Anything may happen to a person called John’, and reading about these happenings 
can wake us with a blow to the head. The exuberant delight in the imaginative richness 
of literature, writt en and read, and its capacity for being brought to life in new ways 
is striking, and confi rms Schad’s role as one of the leading critical voices of our time. 

Mark Knight

John Schad, The Late Walter Benjamin, London and New York, Continuum, 2012, xvi 
+ 242 pp., pb., £18.99, 978 1 4411 7768 1

In The Late Walter Benjamin, John Schad describes the early days of South Oxhey, an 
LCC council estate built after the Second World War, in which arrives ‘Mr Tal’, a fi gure 
who speaks exclusively in citations from the surviving words of Walter Benjamin, and 
closely resembles him: Mr Tal is a riff  on Benjamin’s pseudonym ‘O.E. Tal’, an anagram 
of the Latin lateo – ‘I am concealed’. Because this ‘documentary novel’ takes place after 
Benjamin’s death, the character of Tal functions as a narrative lens through which to 
consider questions of place, time, and survival – of text and thought, but equally of real 
lives and communities.

Quentin Meillassoux uses the phrase ‘essential spectres’ to designate ‘those of 
terrible deaths […] [whose] end att ests to no meaning, brings with it no completion’ 
(‘Spectral Dilemma’, Collapse, 4 (2012)). Perhaps nobody in philosophy’s history 
embodies this phenomenon more piquantly than Walter Benjamin. Benjamin’s suicide 
in 1940 at the France-Spain border resulted from a deeply unfortunate mistiming: 
had he arrived there a single day earlier or later, the border would have been open; 
passage to Spain and thereupon to the USA via Portugal would have been assured. But 
the day Benjamin arrived in Port Bou, fl eeing the expanding frontiers of Nazism, he 
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encountered a threshold he could not cross.
Benjamin’s vision of futurity could be encapsulated in his aphorism, ‘every second 

of time [for the Jews] was the strait gate through which the Messiah might enter’. Yet 
there is a tragicomedy in the fact that in Benjamin’s case the gate was temporarily 
closed at the one instant he sought passage. It is no coincidence that Schad identifi es 
that particular axiom as generative of his novel: the text’s narrative explores the 
uncertainties att endant on a future which is just as likely to be scuppered by Murphy’s 
Law as it is to be radically opened through messianic att entiveness. 

The juxtaposition of the manner of Benjamin’s death with his infl uential 
‘weak messianism’ births a provocative irony. Schad is not the fi rst to develop this 
productively, but his is a text uncommonly att uned to the singularity of the life and 
work of this thinker – an att ention which results in an aptly singular work of textual 
interpretation, or ‘literary criticism’, as Schad terms it in his preface. The Late Walter 
Benjamin does not simply recontextualise Benjamin’s words; the process is more 
dynamic than that. This dynamism is evinced by the text’s recurrent motif of books 
in fl ight: falling from things, onto things, being blown away; books, in this book, are 
restless. To this end, Schad emphasises the manner in which his subject’s thought seems 
to have pre-empted and countersigned in advance even such a radical redeployment, 
and as such is not reproduced in a new context as a lifeless object, but participates 
energetically in that context’s production:

‘The literary precipitate of a certain form of existence,’ suggested Mr Tal.
‘Good Heavens,’ said Porlock, ‘How did you know?’

This gives the impression that Tal’s ‘ancient, yesterday-head’ and ‘paper body’ have 
in Benjamin’s terms a ‘secret architecture’; his philosophy always surprises, both 
diegetically and paratextually. Mr Tal’s remarks about inorganic life, from ‘The Task 
of the Translator’, remain a seductive elision of survival and textuality, but their 
materialisation in Schad’s novel lends them, or discovers in them, a performative force; 
they enact, as well as constate, the possibility of a text’s living-on. Tal, like Benjamin, 
owns Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus; that artwork reappears here not as a painting, but as a 
‘sorry postcard’, perhaps the appropriate form for the captured potential energy of the 
angel of history – a form whose instant reproducibility and inceptive plurality evoke 
the Talmudic angels of Benjamin’s ‘Karl Kraus’ essay, ‘at each moment created anew in 
countless throngs, and who, once they have raised their voices before God, cease and 
pass into nothingness’ (Benjamin, ‘Karl Kraus’, in One-Way Street and Other Writings, 
trans. E. Jephcott  and K. Shorter, London, New Left Books, 1979). 

This is not the fi rst time Schad has engaged with postcards – his Someone Called 
Derrida: An Oxford Mystery (2007) partly comprises a remarkable construal of Derrida’s 
‘Envois’ (from The Post Card) – and as a textual form postcards are particularly galvanic 
for the emergent mode of what Schad terms ‘post-’ or literary criticism. At once 
personal and crudely citational, they embody in miniature (and all too disposably) 
something of the intimacy of interpretation. The radical contingency produced by the 
textual ‘afterlives’ formed in interpretation is celebrated in The Late Walter Benjamin, 
but Schad equally intimates the risks att endant on such literary capability. Tal, it is 
true, reanimates Benjamin’s thought, but also is physically beaten, and experiences 
anti-Semitic abuse. 

However, Benjamin is only one element of the uncanny symbiosis which gives 
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The Late Walter Benjamin its motility. The South Oxhey estate – where Schad grew up – 
is equally crucial to the novel’s success as a meditation on the phenomena of place and 
time. For as Tal drifts and stumbles through the estate, inexorably about to (re-) live 
the moment of Benjamin’s death, South Oxhey begins to become a place of belonging. 
What emerges is an understated chronicle of an emerging community; in the fi rst 
years of the estate are formed a Community Association, a ‘Happy Housewives’ club, 
a Horticultural Society and an Amateur Dramatic society. South Oxhey becomes 
something of a Communist hotbed, and to this end the poet Maurice Carpenter, who 
cameos in the novel (‘minor poet, major drinker’), gives a lecture series there. A mobile 
library is instituted, and a teenager even runs away from his new home in Shepherds 
Bush because he misses the estate. 

The place begins to cohere, but slowly, heterogeneously, through a politics of 
small achievements. An initial trope of Utopia, and its Judaeo-Christian discourses of 
exile and promised lands, gives way in the consolidation of South Oxhey to a more 
‘weakly theological’ futurity. The local Diocesan Advisory Committ ee notes that ‘The 
Statue of the Risen Christ in All Saints Church, South Oxhey, erected in 1953, is quite 
unsatisfactory; the fi gure seems totally unrelated to its sett ing – the impression is of 
an astronaut doing a space walk.’ Progression is by no means straightforward; it is 
more than a litt le ungainly. All of this is conveyed through local newspaper cutt ings 
and remembrances from the estate’s residents (traces of Schad’s autobiographical 
investment), whose skilful use in the novel renders them a gratifyingly earthy 
counterweight to Tal’s irreducible spectrality. Schad’s post-face, a Hertfordshire 
County Council report from 2007, draws att ention to the estate’s continuing diffi  culties 
with crime, delinquency and deprivation. Unexpected fi nal words, but a warning 
against complacent good conscience, and hence an appropriately Benjaminian coda. 

So committ ed was Benjamin to a vision of ideas and their expression existing 
in order to move beyond their immediate, local context that he is the exemplary 
interlocutor for a text of this nature; and so poignant in retrospect is this commitment, 
that his recuperation and remixing by Schad here constitutes not intellectual 
fl amboyance, but a sustained eff ort to reckon with the ramifi cations of this ‘beyond’. 
In this regard, The Late Walter Benjamin performs an ethic best phrased by Benjamin 
himself: ‘If a person close to us is dying, we greet him.’ The novel treats seriously and 
often radically both the notions of dying and greeting; they are its ethical and narrative 
cornerstones.

Niall Gildea

Jo Carruthers, Mark Knight and Andrew Tate (eds.), Literature and the Bible: A 
Reader, Routledge, 2014 [sic], xxii +369 pp., £28.99, pb. 978 0 415 698535
This is a very substantial, wide-ranging book on how literary reading and the Bible 
might interact. It is a well-introduced collection of essays from recent theorists in 
both areas, the literary and the biblical/theological. It covers topics such as (in no 
particular order) myth, typology, allegory, parable, midrash, translation, tradition, 
heresy, metaphor, parable, narrative, theodicy, apocalyptic — and much more. It has 
suggestions for further reading, a cumulative bibliography and a short but adequate 
index. It is designed for university students and teachers, and it will stretch both: there 
is no ‘dumbing-down’ here, as the introductions discuss the scope rather than the 
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content of the essay-length entries. The essays are grouped, fairly loosely, into nine 
chapters: introduction, ways of reading, reception history, translation, multivocality, 
metaphor and allegory, parables, Genesis, and fi nally salvation, transformation and 
apocalypse. 

The editors write in the introduction, ‘[t]his volume is designed so that extracts 
can be read as and when they are of interest. Neither the book as a whole nor the 
chapters within it have to be read sequentially: they can be read that way, of course, 
and we have thought about the narrative trajectory of the volume as a whole, but we 
have also organized material in such a way that readers can create their own narrative 
threads between essays’. There are indeed clusters of material: Chapter 8 on Genesis 
has a secondary focus on Paradise Lost, while Chapter 7 on parables illuminates the 
form, the Gospels and the use of parable in Dickens and elsewhere in a consistently 
diverse but readable fashion. The essays on translation have some hard things to say 
about post-King James English Bible translations, but in the process show just how 
signifi cant a role translators have in framing, and even destroying, tradition.

What emerged for this reader, having read the book sequentially, is that some 
of the established ‘names’ of literary theory write much less interestingly than others: 
the sense of Levinas, Benjamin, Derrida and Bakhtin disappears into the vortex of 
their circumlocutions in these excerpts. The best of the essays focus on interpretative 
strategies, concepts or texts, and explore them with resolute and often humorous 
intent. This means that the searcher after comforting orthodoxy (if such exists in either 
of the main cohorts of readers aimed at in the book) will not be satisfi ed and may 
indeed be scandalised, but the thoughtful reader will be challenged by feminist, post-
Holocaust Jewish, gay and sceptical readings which take both Bible and literature 
seriously, and see the interpretative project as vitally intellectual and also practical.  
One of the delights of the book, and something which the Church could learn from, is 
the writers’ engagement with the more neglected parts of the Hebrew Bible, like Job 
and the Song of Songs, and topics in the New Testament such as apocalyptic.

I would like to make two observations by way of a personal response to the book, 
one very general and one quite specifi c. Critique of anthologies usually reduces to the 
choice of the pieces anthologised. I have hinted at my reservations about some of the 
essays above, but I do not doubt that they should be included. My general comment 
is that the impression the book gives is that there is the Bible, there might be some 
patristic and rabbinical literature (there are hints that writers of these kinds existed), 
but that English literature begins with the King James Bible, Bunyan and Milton. Two 
or three texts dealing with Middle English literature and Chaucer are mentioned in 
the bibliography. But in the book, whole sections on typology and allegory make no 
mention of the vast medieval literature, secular and religious, on these subjects, nor 
of the wealth of contemporary critical thinking on these matt ers—much of it writt en 
in the last thirty years. Perhaps the sheer quantity of the material makes it diffi  cult to 
select from. Nevertheless, the literature of the title is an orphan whose parents and 
grandparents have been writt en out of the story.

The specifi c observation at least in part follows. The analysis of Bleak House in the 
General Introduction is a stimulating piece. It discusses the scene of the boy Jo, who 
is att ended at his deathbed by Allan Woodcourt, who tries to get the lad to repeat the 
Lord’s Prayer. Jo mistakenly says ‘Hallowed by – thy –’ before he dies. The editors 
write:
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Important though the ‘Hallowed be thy name’ line is, however, the lines that come after 
are also conspicuous by their absence. In the biblical text, the prayer proceeds, ‘Your 
kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’ The failure of the novel to 
get to this point reminds us how far the fi ctional world of Chancery is from the biblical 
ideal of the Kingdom as a place where the will of God is manifest on earth as it is in 
heaven (xv).

The fact is that for Dickens, the prayer proceeded quite diff erently: ‘Thy kingdom 
come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven’. Jo has already stumbled over the 
subjunctive be; might he not also stumble over the archaic second-person pronoun and 
the other subjunctives, come and be again, and over the notion that God’s will might 
be done in earth and not on it? The episode is as much about the failure of what is 
essentially a late-medieval literary text, the King James Bible, to establish a connection 
with an illiterate secular Victorian child, as it is about the mismatch of the Kingdom 
with Victorian social idealism. Literature and the Bible in various ways grapples with this 
literary-linguistic and social disjunction. It tries both to appreciate the special literary 
qualities of the Bible, and also to get the Bible and literature talking to each other so 
that they can communicate with readers and their cultures. It is thus a practical as well 
as a critical book.

I enjoyed reading this book, though some of it was heavy going and will 
doubtless be found to be so by some students. But it has plenty of sparkling and 
stimulating material that should give rise to lively interest and good discussion. The 
book is substantial, well-presented and carefully organised; there is nothing quite like 
it available. I hope it will be widely used.

Paul Cavill

Susan Brigden, Thomas Wyatt : The Heart’s Forest, Faber and Faber, 2012, xiv + 714 
pp., £30, 978 0 571 23584 1
‘The fi rst modern voice in English poetry’ claims the blurb of this biography; I wouldn’t 
disagree (Leavis thought we had to wait until Donne), and yet at the same time Wyatt  
is subject to multiple distances from us, which Susan Brigden is at pains to emphasise. 
The language of the poems, modernized in most anthologies, looks quite diff erent on 
the page. She keeps all the quotations in old spelling, and doesn’t regularise spelling, 
grammar or punctuation. There is a sustained att empt to read Wyatt ’s words (margins 
and all) in the way he wrote them and in the way his circle might have received them.

Wyatt  was, after all, in one of the most dangerous early modern courts to be even 
an average courtier. Raleigh’s Preface to The History of the World famously suggested 
that ‘If all the pictures and patt erns of a merciless prince were lost in the world, they 
might all again be painted to the life out of the story of this king.’ Wyatt  himself was a 
dangerous character – he killed a man in a brawl – but he needed supporters, and his 
connection with the network around Thomas Cromwell, his ‘pillar’, is explored and 
explained in detail. Wyatt ’s impressive escape act when Cromwell fell is also freshly 
explained. Wyatt  wasn’t simply a courtier on the make, though; his life of violence and 
learning was full of tensions. He cultivated the ‘quiet of mind’ of a classically literate 
renaissance man, midway between Christianity and Stoicism, but he was addicted to 
gambling in a court full of desperate high rollers.

In a fi ne chapter on ‘Obscurity of Sentiment in the Poetry of Wyatt ’ in his 1975 
collection, Conceitful Thought, Alastair Fowler lamented that the distance between us 
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and the world Wyatt  wrote in is so large that we cannot reliably grasp the nature of the 
emotions in his poetry. He specifi cally cites ‘They fl ee from me’, with its apparent link 
to the story of Ann Boleyn. Fowler’s was an extreme statement of a critical dilemma – 
can we ever get back to something like the original meaning of a poem in its context 
when so much of it is encoded, for safety’s sake? And that is before we negotiate the 
distance between poetry and autobiography. It is a measure of Brigden’s success (along 
with the critical and historical discussion of the poems she draws on since Fowler’s 
assertion) that we can be much less agnostic about it. Time after time she fi nds a 
context that brings out a layer of meaning or possible intention in a poem that comes 
from her truly groundbreaking work on Wyatt , his friends and his contexts, courtly, 
rural and continental. In the case of Ann Boleyn, Wyatt  was one of the few courtiers 
who made the transition from loyalty to Katherine of Aragon to the circle of the new 
Queen (and he was in the Tower when she was executed). He seems to have done so, 
and, in words if not behaviour, shared something of her links with the new evangelical 
religion. Brigden notes how Wyatt  picks up early on the keyword ‘truth’, part of the 
vocabulary of the evangelicals, in his writing at this time (‘What vaileth truth?’ is a 
good example, much debated by New Historicists and their opponents). However, 
she also concludes that his personal reformation doesn’t happen until much later. In 
the closing chapters, she pays considerable att ention to Wyatt ’s Psalm paraphrases 
as evidence of his later, more Protestant convictions. Wyatt ’s paraphrases of the 
Penitential Psalms, coincidentally, are also pivotal in Stephen Greenblatt ’s ground-
breaking revaluation of the poetry in chapter three of Renaissance Self-Fashioning 
(1980). Whereas Greenblatt , alert to the larger movements of the time, draws att ention 
to the Lutheran/Tyndale context and the relation of sexuality and inwardness to divine 
power, Brigden pays close att ention to the sources (as usual) and emerges with a more 
nuanced analysis of Wyatt ’s allegiances, and, indeed, his infl uence as shown in some 
of the memorial poems. 

So who were Wyatt ’s women, the ones who are constantly escaping from him in 
those achingly frustrated courtly lyrics of the ‘febrile world of the courtly romance’? 
Not his estranged wife, it would appear, but most of all Bess Darrell, possibly his 
mistress, certainly someone to whom he could confi de secrets, and ‘he may have 
writt en all his poetry of love and yearning for her.’

Perhaps the most revelatory aspect of the book, where Brigden’s deep research 
shows through to best eff ect, is in the accounts of Wyatt  abroad, as ambassador to 
the Holy Roman Emperor just after the time of Henry VIII’s att empted divorce from 
Katherine and the break with Rome. The picture of Wyatt ’s ‘lethal charm’, and his 
furiously ridden trips back and forth between wherever the Emperor happened to be 
and wherever he could fi nd messages from the King, is quite diff erent from that of the 
lovelorn courtier. Being the apologist for the schismatic, even heretic King was fraught 
with risks: even with diplomatic immunity there was the risk of defenestration. It 
appears that the Inquisition had begun to investigate him. Yet, in that dangerous 
context, Brigden fi nds the international diplomatic corps functioning as a nursery for 
avant-garde poetry, particularly after the arrival of Bernardo Tasso, father of the great 
Torquato, the writer of Jerusalem Delivered.

So then, this is not a page-turning popular biography to read after Wolf Hall (where 
Wyatt  makes an occasional appearance), though the story it has to tell is gripping. 
However, it is of signal importance in our understanding of Wyatt ’s poetry, his life and 
the ‘slipper top of court’s estates’ in the reign of Henry VIII and the dangerous world 
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of Europe at the start of the Reformation. Its scholarly achievement is magnifi cent, its 
sensitivity to the nuances of poems, embassies and courts alike unfailing. 

Roger Pooley

Gail Marshall (ed.), Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge University 
Press, 2012, xiv + 464 pp., £60, 978 0 521 51824 6
This collection of seventeen essays by prominent yet diverse scholars in the fi eld of 
Shakespearean studies gives excellent coverage of many aspects of the reception, 
treatment, dramatisation and proliferation of att ention given to the Shakespearean 
corpus in the nineteenth century. In a very deliberate att empt to be comprehensive, 
it includes a reference guide to nineteenth century works about Shakespeare, play 
publication and an invaluable guide to performances of Shakespeare’s plays in 
nineteenth century London. It contains an extensive bibliography, and Gail Marshall 
provides a very useful introduction.

The seventeen essays have short, specifi c titles, pointing scholars to particular 
areas of interest and investigation. Essays such as ‘Shakespeare editions’, ‘Shakespeare 
in the periodicals’, ‘Shakespeare in London’, ‘Shakespeare and the visual arts’, and 
‘Shakespeare and Europe’, to name but a few, open up particular lines of inquiry and 
research. They demonstrate how extensively interest in the playwright and his works 
permeated and informed nineteenth century consciousness in England and beyond. 
The enduring impression after reading the essays is the realisation that Shakespeare’s 
work infl uenced numerous areas of domestic and cultural life throughout the period.

Three chapters are devoted to Shakespeare and fi ction, poetry and drama. His 
infl uence within these genres is undoubtedly signifi cant. From Jane Austen’s Mansfi eld 
Park (1814) to Mary Ward’s Miss Bretherton (1884), reference to Shakespeare’s plays was 
common and valued. Many att empts were made to fi ctionalise and simplify the works 
for a young audience. A good example is The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines, by Mary 
Cowden Clarke, which was published serially between 1850 and 1852, and The Family 
Shakespeare (1807), by Thomas and Henriett a Bowdler. Charles and Mary Lamb’s 
Tales from Shakespeare (1807) created a strong expectation that Shakespeare could be 
fi ctionalised. Shakespeare’s poetry receives similar att ention, with a good discussion 
of his infl uence on Wordsworth’s verse. The Miltonic conception of Shakespeare as 
‘fancy’s child’ was dismissed and many poets were strongly infl uenced by the plays and 
the sonnets. An outstanding example is Elizabeth Barrett  Browning, whose ‘Sonnets 
from the Portuguese’ (1850) is described as the century’s most profound engagement 
with Shakespeare’s sonnets. In drama, Shakespeare was seen as the benchmark of 
legitimacy, and many att empts were made to replicate his style. Many playwrights 
continued the task of Shakespeare’s dramatisation of English history. Examples were 
Tennyson’s ‘Queen Mary’ (1875) and Swinburne’s trilogy of plays based on the life 
of Mary, Queen of Scots, writt en between 1865 and 1881. Shakespearean burlesque 
also emerged, becoming a strong antidote to the ‘bardolatory’ of the period, although, 
in one sense, by its very existence endorsing it. There is a detailed discussion of this 
phenomenon.

The chapters on ‘Shakespeare and music’ and ‘Shakespeare and the visual arts’ 
are engaging and informative. Verdi’s Macbeth (1847 and 1865) is discussed in detail, as 
is Arthur Sullivan’s contribution to the ‘hybridity of Shakespearean adaptation’ in the 
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nineteenth century, with the incidental music he wrote for Henry Irving’s production 
of the same play at the Lyceum Theatre. Visual representations of Shakespearean 
characters or scenes were common in the nineteenth century, the most signifi cant 
shift coming with the Pre-Raphaelites exploring the moral rather than the narrative 
signifi cance of the scenes. Visual depictions appeared in many forms, including 
reproductions in magazines and, as the century progressed, with photographs of 
actors or scenes. Reference is also made to the fascinating development of the wide 
variety of illustrated editions of the plays that appeared throughout the century.

The impact of Shakespeare’s works on society at large is presented in several essays, 
including ‘Women and Shakespeare’, ‘Shakespeare and politics’, and ‘Shakespeare 
and commercialisation’. Shakespeare became popular as group entertainment, 
especially for ‘tableaux vivants’ and charades. Shakespeare was used to represent 
both sides of the political spectrum and all social classes (including by leaders of the 
Chartist movement). One essay traces the increased commercialisation of Shakespeare 
throughout the century, especially in regard to the key sites in Stratford-upon-Avon. 
By the 1860s, Shakespeare had become ‘the supreme icon of national identity’.

Two chapters refl ect on ‘Shakespeare in London’ and ‘Shakespeare in the 
provinces’. The chapter on London includes good coverage of the London theatres 
of the time and profi les of some eminent Shakespearean actors and stage managers, 
such as John Kemble, Edmund Kean, William Macready and Henry Irving. This was 
a rich period for Shakespearean productions. The chapter on ‘Shakespeare in the 
provinces’ points to the diffi  culty provincial theatres had competing with London, 
and the ‘pitchforked productions’ that were necessary because of short seasons and 
travelling companies. The value of provincial productions is compared with those of 
the established, successful theatres in London.

Anyone seeking to understand the complex nature of the social and intellectual 
life of the nineteenth century needs to take into account the popularity and esteem 
aff orded to Shakespeare and his dramatic works through all segments of society. This 
excellent selection of essays assists in addressing that need. Each contribution is well 
researched, lucid and full of insights concerning the inescapable infl uence of England’s 
greatest playwright. Collectively, they provide an extremely valuable resource for all 
readers with an interest in this period. 

Peter Stiles

Marjo Buitelaar and Hett y Zock (eds.), Religious Voices in Self-Narratives: Making 
Sense of Life in Times of Transition, Berlin, Walter de Gruyter, 2013, 280 pp., €99.95, 
978 1 61451 2196
 
The question of religious voices in self-narratives is especially important in today’s 
‘pluralistic and individualized cultural contexts,’ according to the editors of a new 
anthology of essays on religion and biography, Religious Voices in Self-Narratives: Making 
Sense of Life in Times of Transition. Marjo Buitelaar and Hett y Zock argue, rightfully, 
that ‘self-narratives are the medium par excellence though [sic] which to study the rich 
variety of manifestations and functions of religion’.

Religious Voices in Self-Narratives travels down three paths: one theoretical and 
methodological, another exploring the role of religion in important events of life, 
and a third studying religion as related to issues of migration. The main theoretical 
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infl uences are Hubert Hermans’ theory of the dialogical self, and Dan McAdams’ 
view of self-narratives as personal myths. Building on William James’ conceptions of 
‘I and me’ (the self-as-knower and the self-as-known) and on Bakhtin’s notions of the 
polyphonic novel, Hermans has developed an idea of the self as ‘a dynamic multiplicity 
of I-positions’, whose voices resemble characters in stories engaged in dialogue and 
confl ict. The main aspects of Hermans’ theory that Religious Voices in Self-Narratives 
chooses to rely on are the embodied, plural, and hierarchical aspects of the polyphonic, 
dialogical self, aspects that are also ‘narratively structured and expressed’. 

There are changes in the function of religion, according to this anthology, whereby 
earlier traditional forms of religion with traditional and hierarchical relationships 
with and understandings of God have given way to modern and then to postmodern 
forms of religion related fi rst to modern, refl exive, and autonomous selves and then to 
decentred postmodern selves suff ering from an ontological insecurity that may lead 
to what Hermans has called defensive localization, that is, ‘the cherishing of a local 
identity (whether ethnic, national, cultural, or religious) that excludes others’. In the 
postmodern era, ‘collective religious voices are more and more contested and religious 
behaviour is becoming highly individualized,’ and ‘religious traditions themselves are 
becoming plural, fragmented, and complex, just like other cultural traditions’. ‘As a 
consequence,’ Zock affi  rms, ‘people have to choose and construct their religion.’ In 
postmodernity, all roots, identities, and affi  liations have become less self-evident and 
secure, and there are, instead, ‘feelings of doubt and insecurity, disorientation, being 
lost, adrift’.

The authors of the essays collected in Religious Voices in Self-Narratives are from 
disciplines such as psychology, anthropology, history and religious studies, but not 
from literary studies, which is somewhat surprising since the anthology deals with 
narratives and since character, tone, imagery, and plotline are said to be of interest. 
Theological perspectives, too, are largely absent. As the title indicates, the focus in 
this interdisciplinary anthology is on ‘religious voices in self-narratives in times of 
transition’, that is, more on narratives of change and less on religious voices per se. 
A social constructivist perspective asserting that people choose and construct their 
religion is predominant. Choosing and constructing one’s religion does not have much 
to do with the mystical and transcendent or with choosing a spiritual path into the 
unknown as part of a transformative pilgrimage. While emotions may colour religious 
voices, choosing and constructing one’s religion would seem to take place primarily on 
social, rational and logical levels. Raising the question as to whether religion ‘may be 
identifi ed separately from other cultural behaviour,’ Zock concludes that ‘[a] religious 
identity is always culture and context bound’. 

Generally, then, discussions and evaluations of aesthetic and formal aspects of 
autobiographical expression remain secondary while a focus on content and themes 
from social and psychological perspectives is uppermost. The irrational and passionate 
aspects of the human psyche that are also essential to religious voices tend to be lost 
along with an important dimension, the ontological and transcendental one. Zock 
basically agrees with ‘researchers in the fi eld of religion and identity’ who ‘emphasize 
the intrinsically social nature of all religious phenomena’. But this is a view that misses 
something essential about religious faith.

To some extent, there seems to be a greater interest in the application and 
development of the chosen theoretical and methodological framework, with case 
examples almost as illustrations, than in more substantial, in-depth explorations of self-
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narratives. For example, the autobiography of Naema Tahir is used more to illustrate 
the method chosen (DST) than the method is used to reach a deeper understanding of 
Tahir’s writing (which is only dealt with in a summary manner). Froujke Pitstra’s essay, 
similarly, focuses on one episode in the autobiography of Anne Mankes-Zernike, and 
James Day’s essay, departing from cognitive-developmental and discursive models, 
proposes to ‘illustrate their utility with case examples’. 

Religious Voices in Self-Narratives contains many thought-provoking and 
interesting essays. One example is Gary S. Gregg’s essay on life history interviews with 
young people in Morocco and on the multiple methods he applied: psychodynamic 
readings identifying emotions and anxieties, identifi cation of symbols and metaphors, 
phenomenological readings focused on values and ideals, structural readings looking 
at ‘conceptual and symbolic contrasts’ in segments of stories, and an assemblage 
pointing to an understanding of ‘identity as the discourses [his] interviewees articulated 
to interpret, organize, and express the core features of their personalities’. Finding that 
identities were multiple and shifting, Gregg’s analysis of ‘a generative and structural 
model that sees self-representation as structured by key symbols, metaphors, and 
binary oppositions that can be combined in many ways to yield alternative discourses 
of identity’, is highly interesting, as is his delineation of identities through musical 
metaphors and melodic axes. 

The religious voices in self-narratives of the title, then, ‘may refer to both religion 
in its sociocultural manifestations (religious traditions and institutions; ethnic, 
political, and national identities; beliefs, stories, symbols, and practices), and to the 
psychological dimension of the function of religion in people’s lives, such as meaning 
making and coping with adversity’. As such, with a focus primarily on self-narratives 
related to collective and sociocultural aspects and to the alleviating psychological 
benefi ts of religion, Religious Voices in Self-Narratives: Making Sense of Life in Times of 
Transition is a worthwhile anthology with many interesting contributions.

Kerstin W. Shands



The Way
(for Cida)

Pray, pilgrim, if a journey you require
 beyond the expectation of desire.
The one who travels with you has already gone
 to fi nd the road which you must wait upon.
More than direction can display,
 he has become himself the way.

Cedric Porter
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