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                                                        Literature and the Culture of Life

In a devilish mood, I sometimes open my undergraduate class on Catholic literature with the following gambit delivered in mock-solemn tone: “Do you need to read literature to get into heaven?”  An embarrassed hush ensues as students, caught off guard, wonder just what sort of trap has just been laid.  If they answer the obvious “of course not!” will they have irreparably insulted the course and the teacher’s (self)importance within the first five minutes of class?  Will it affect their grade?  But after a dignified pause, I rush to resolve the tension with the answer I will defend in this brief essay:  “No, but it can help.”  

 In Evangelium Vitae, John Paul II issued a clarion call to us to turn away from all things that lead inexorably to a culture of death and embrace and cultivate a culture of life.  As always in the Christian life, this call is to the continual process of repentance and renewal, a summons to face ourselves honestly in the light of Christ, acknowledge wrongdoing, accept God’s merciful forgiveness—and then go out and sin no more.  John Paul II defines a culture of death as that which “is actively fostered by powerful cultural, economic, and political currents which encourage an idea of society excessively concerned with efficiency.  [It is] a war of the powerful against the weak” (27).  Such a culture commits Adam’s age-old sin of playing God in abrogating to itself the prerogative to define what is good and what is evil, and Adam’s son Cain’s equally ancient sin of deciding who will live and who will die--whose life is precious and whose life is expendable.  While annihilation of the “undesirable” person obviously comes by way of euthanasia, abortion, capital punishment, or genocidal warfare, the Pope further defines a culture of death as one whose enlightened rhetoric is all about people’s “rights” yet which consistently denies basic rights to some--a hypocritical society in which the powerful elite feeds on its own “quality of life” myth.  Fostered by unrelenting mass media, today’s consumer culture continually pounds into our heads this myth of the “worthwhile” life: blessed are they who are attractive, healthy, young, independent, educated, productive, well-off, and appropriately politically correct.  All others are, to one degree or another, “undesirable.”  In the United States in particular, such a list blends nicely with both our entrenched national myth and our equally ingrained Protestant work ethic. 
Besides directly eliminating the unwanted, a culture of death, therefore, also effectively works to kill the spirit, to deny the intrinsic dignity of the human person made in the image and likeness of God.  It is striking to note that John Paul addresses his encyclicals not only to the Catholic faithful but to all persons of good will.  A firm believer in natural law—the universal “objective moral law . . . written in the human heart” (115), the Pope thus calls every person to observe not only the letter of the law in obeying the commandment “thou shalt not kill” but also the spirit of the law in working positively to promote a culture of life.  While all persons are enjoined to accept this task, John Paul notes that women have a unique role to play because “God entrusts the human being to her in a special way” (On The Dignity and Vocation of Women 101).  Moreover, a close reading of his encyclicals shows that the Pope sees the present struggles of women for dignity and equality as but early intimations of the profound role they will play in life issues in the future: “our time in particular awaits the manifestation of that ‘genius’ which belongs to women, and which can ensure sensitivity for human beings in every circumstance: because they are human!—and because ‘the greatest of these is love’” (102).  

But how can we work on a daily basis to create a culture of life in our professional and personal lives?  As a Catholic, a woman, a writer, and a university professor of literature and Catholic Studies, I realize that I am in a unique position to integrate vocation and avocation, faith and practice.  In fact, every academic discipline lends itself—if the instructor so chooses--to reaffirming the dignity of the person by helping students discover the rich deposit of human knowledge, thought, creativity, and skill over time.  It is to my own area of study, literature,
 however, that I now turn.
As one of the humanities, literature by its very nature expresses something about the highest accomplishments and aspirations of the human spirit.  Good literature evokes the transcendent, most often by way of pointing to the essential mystery of our lives—our incompleteness, our longings, the limitations of our knowledge.  In tapping the imagination and wedding creativity with skill, the very act of writing literature is a hopeful one: “persons who are in despair do not write novels,” Flannery O’Connor once observed, “they do not take long looks at anything” (Mystery and Manners, ed. Sally Fitzgerald [New York: Farrar Straus and Giroux, 1966]: 105).  In a work of literature—uniquely—time is altered in two ways so that we, along with the writer, may take such long looks.  Time slows so that we come to study certain unique individuals—characters—in context and from both the outside and the inside.  Time speeds so that in the course of the story we can observe and contemplate the consequences of a character’s decisions or actions.  Both forms of vicarious learning can help us understand and accept others, and more carefully judge our own and others’ behavior, in real life. 

As Sallie TeSelle points out in Literature and the Christian Life, the majority of our relationships remain, to a large degree, superficial and stereotyped.  Rare and fortunate is the person who finds more than one or two true soulmates in a life time. Moreover, no matter what our noble intentions, most of us only socialize with persons of our own color, economic status, educational level, and religious or political leanings.  Literature, by contrast, allows us to penetrate intimately the minds and hearts of characters very unlike ourselves, to understand the basis of their motivation, to sympathize with their dreams and longings, to observe the workings of their consciences.  In literature, we find words for our own unspoken fears and desires; we find we are not alone but that we partake of a common human condition that ties us to all persons.  Once we become aware of this common core of humanity—the secret desires, fears, and joys in all hearts despite outward appearances or circumstances--it is much harder to dismiss any person as “undesirable.”  Despite some prudish Catholic opposition at the time, author Graham Greene, for example, insisted on his right to explore sympathetically even the least sympathetic of characters—the unlikable as well as the downright depraved.  His motive was not the gratuitous exaltation of evil—Greene never did this—but rather the desire to play the devil’s advocate, pleading the case for such a person’s existence simply because that person exists.  “For all practical purposes, [Catholics] are just about the only people who still believe in the inherent goodness of all being,” writes Christopher Derrick in his marvelously poetic defense of the faith,, That Strange, Divine Sea: Reflections on Being a Catholic (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1983: 170). 
As a creative, imaginative art, literature exercises the imagination and expands its parameters.  Our impatient, self-indulgent modern culture has served to atrophy a number of human muscles and faculties but perhaps none more than that of the imagination.  Yet a healthy and active imagination is central to both the enjoyment of literature and the practice of faith.  An active imagination allows us the habit of viewing creation sacramentally, of looking beyond surface reality to see the Creator continually unfolding and sustaining all that is.  Contemporary Catholic author Ron Hansen has noted how the faith fosters his imagination and inspires his literary art.  “Looking back on my childhood now, I find that church-going and religion were in good part the origin of my vocation as a writer,” states Hansen, “for along with Catholicism’s feast for the senses, its ethical concerns, its insistence on seeing God in all things and the high status it gave to Scripture, drama and art, there was a connotation in Catholicism’s liturgies that story-telling mattered.  Each Mass was a narrative steeped in meaning and metaphor” (“Hotly in Pursuit of the Real,” America 185 [12. Nov. 2001]: 7).  Similarly, a number of Catholic authors have credited the practice of Ignatian meditation, a disciplined approach to prayer that first engages and centers the imagination on certain Gospel scenes, as nurturing not only their spiritual life but also their art.  
A steady diet of good literature, then, can enhance our sense of the uniqueness and preciousness of individual lives, give us a greater understanding of the common bond of humanity, allow us to observe the connection between actions and their results in a shortened timeframe, and strengthen our imaginations so that we begin to see that more—usually much more—lies behind surface reality.  The college literature classroom—carefully structured yet not overly controlled--becomes a forum for discussing moral, ethical, aesthetic and other issues related to life, to our shared humanity.  It should be clear that I am not advocating reading that is restricted to overtly religious, pious, or “uplifting” works.  Such books may have a place in a program of spiritual reading, but this is not the kind of literature I’m discussing here.  Unfortunately, United States Catholics, having absorbed a heavy dose of both Protestant Puritanism and the heresy of Jansenism, often regard with suspicion on any work of art, visual or literary, that doesn’t explicitly conform to proscribed parameters of faith.  But such a narrow view of art--which by definition always pushes boundaries into new territories (novel simply means new)--is not that of the Church.  Art, in a Catholic sense, is a wholly appropriate endeavor, a valid means of tapping the highest aspirations and expressing the highest creative skills of humankind.  “Even beyond its typically religious expressions, true art has a close affinity with the world of faith,” Pope John Paul II has written, “so that, even in situations where culture and the Church are far apart, art contains a kind of bridge to religious experience.  In so far as it seeks the beautiful, fruit of an imagination which rises above the everyday, art is by its nature a kind of appeal to the mystery.  Even when they explore the darkest depths of the soul or the most unsettling aspects of evil, artists give voice in a way to the universal desire for redemption” (Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists, April 4, 1999).  

Sadly, despite Oprah’s much ballyhooed book club, statistics tell us that fewer and fewer Americans read literature—any literature at all--past their college years.  It takes effort to carve out daily time to read, and far more effort to cultivate the inner quiet and patience to work one’s way through a novel.  But even fewer Americans understand anything at all about the visual arts (with the possible exception of film), or about dance, theater, or music beyond an occasional foray into these realms for relaxation or entertainment’s sake (when was the last time you went to an art museum?)  Because we don’t value leisure time
 as an opportunity for active “re-creation” of the spirit, we’ve lost a sense of the positive contribution of art to our lives.  A renewed appreciation for the humanities may indeed make us more  humane toward one another.

But what to read?  It is easy to find lists of the world’s best literature and, typically, one good book leads to another.  Catholics would do well to begin exploring their own literary tradition which has the distinction of being the longest and most diverse written literary tradition in history.  While remarkably varied in content, genre, and technique, Catholic literature at least assumes such basic Christian tenets as the existence of God, the reality of the Fall, and the critical importance of life as a testing ground in the battle of good and evil.   “The . . . advantage religion gives us [writers] is Drama,” Catholic writer Paul Claudel once commented.  “In a world where you do not know the yes or the no of anything, where there is no law, moral or intellectual, where everything is lawful, where there is nothing to hope and nothing to lose, where evil brings no punishment, and good no recompense—in such a world there is no drama, because there is no struggle, and there is no struggle because there is nothing worth the trouble” (Ways and Crossways [London: Sheed and Ward 1933]: 12).  My own recent books, Catholic Women Writers (Greenwood 2001), Exploring Catholic Literature (Rowman and Littlefield 2003), and Encyclopedia of Catholic Literature (Greenwood 2004), provide numerous suggestions for studying Catholic literature.  
For parents, here’s a charming habit to cultivate that is practically guaranteed to inculcate a love of serious reading and a love of language in your children: read aloud to each other for at least a half hour each evening.  Tell the kids that they can listen or not listen as long as they are quiet.  They’ll listen.  You’ll find that you can work your way through dozens of literary classics this way, from Tolstoy to Cather to Böll to Undset over the course of a few years.      
� By literature I generally mean both creative fiction and nonfiction, although I concentrate on imaginative writing in some parts of the essay.  By good literature I mean skillfully written creative works that can be read, discussed, and analyzed on several levels—“serious” literature versus “entertainment” literature, as critic Dorothy L. Sayers has distinguished.


� Josef Pieper’s Leisure, The Basis of Culture is the classic study of this topic.  His is one of those happy titles that, in a nutshell, say it all. 





