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Abstract

For Augustine, Scripture resounds like a Bach cantata. At every moment, its
allegories reverberate with many voices. In the Psalmist David’s voice we hear Christ’s,
in whose voice we hear the Church’s, in whose voice we hear the saved or sinful soul.
Voices—persons —agencies are in allegory distinct yet simultaneously entwined. I argue
that such allegorical multivocality, in which voices, persons, and agencies are
intermingled, affords a means to understand our shared agency and life with God. My
dissertation explores this claim through two late medieval texts. In the anonymously
authored fourteenth-century poem Pearl, the polysemy of memory reveals the polysemy
of allegory and agency. Through recursive recollection the dreamer finds that his grief
and despair are threaded through with God. Likewise Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of
Divine Love declares that even in deepest sin God is present. We have no autonomous,
sin-stained selfhood, no self- and sin-defined meaning to our lives apart from an
allegorical and Christological hermeneutic. Altogether our texts attest to our deep-
grounded life in God. However dark our grief and despair, and however deep our sin,

we are never God-bereft.
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1. Introduction

For St. Augustine, Scripture resounds like a Bach cantata: at every moment, it
reverberates with many voices. Foremost for Augustine the Psalms are multivocal.
David is traditionally understood to be their author.! But in David’s voice we also hear
the harmony and echo of other voices: for one, we “hear Christ’s voice in [the Psalm].”2
Most memorably, for instance, David first laments and Christ echoes on the cross, “O
God my God... why hast thou forsaken me?” (Psalm 21:2, Gospel of Matthew 27:46).
David’s cry is fulfilled in Christ’s. In this cry, Christ moreover is not one: he is at once
himself and his Church, traditionally considered to be his body: “We hear... the voice of
Christ, Head and body,” Augustine explains.® “Beyond doubt,” he insists of this
particular passage, “[Christ] was speaking of [and] acting as his own body, the Church.”
In this figure of the Church we also hear the individual Christian: “[Christ on the cross]
was speaking of me, of you, of him over there, of her.”* Elsewhere Augustine explains,
“Our old self, nailed to the cross with Christ, is speaking here, ignorant even of the

reason why God has abandoned it.”> Voices in Augustine meld and blend into one

! David isn’t the author of all the Psalms. But for the Psalms that we’re considering, he’s
understood to be the author.
2 Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (33-50), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 2, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2000), en. Ps. 34 §2.
3en. Ps. 34 §2.
¢ Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (1-32), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 1, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2000), en. Ps. 21, Exposition 2, §4.
5en. Ps. 21, Exposition 1, §2.
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another. At once we hear David, who represents Christ, who represents the Church,
who represents the saved or sinful soul. In such a mode of allegorical exegesis, one
person’s words and actions becomes mysteriously entwined with another’s words and
actions. What seems to be one person’s voice actually stands for a harmony of many
voices, many persons and their agencies woven together.

Augustine’s mode of allegorical reading isn’t by any means unique. It conforms
and contributes to the longstanding tradition of Pauline and patristic exegesis up
through and even beyond medieval Scriptural exegesis. For the church fathers, Henri de
Lubac explains, allegory principally stands against a reductive reading of the “letter” or
historical event.® Certainly everything first depends upon this literal and historical
dimension, the event in David’s life which inspires the Psalm. But as Gregory the Great
exhorts, “we are forced,” “we are compelled,” “it is necessary” to also discern its
figurative and allegorical meaning.” After all, as Ambrose explains, Scripture is
fundamentally multivalent in meaning. Although “one thing is being done, another is
being figured.”® To understand an event’s meaning and significance, we need allegory.
As de Lubac puts it, “Allegory is in truth the truth of history; the latter, just by itself,

would be incapable of bringing itself intelligibly to fulfillment; allegory fulfills history

¢ Henri De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, trans. Mark Macierowski, vol. 2, 3
vols., Ressourcement (W. B. Eerdmans, 1998), 14.

7 Translation by de Lubac, 84.

8 Translation by de Lubac, 90.



by giving it its sense.”? Elsewhere he corroborates that Scripture’s literal and historical
sense comprises the threshold and surface that leads to the interior, heights, marrow,
and deeper intention.'” Generally speaking, Christ and the church serve as the exegetical
hermeneutic.! To discern the meaning, to read allegorically, “we must apply the whole
psalm to Christ... the cornerstone,” Augustine insists. Christ himself furnishes the
meaning and significance of the event: “When in those words Christ has been revealed
to him, let him understand that he has understood; but before he attains to this
understanding of Christ, let him not presume that he has understood.”*? In David’s cry,
always we hear Christ’s.

In the above instance, David’s voice coexists in harmony with Christ, the Church,
and the soul. Moreover not only is his voice bound up with Christ and others’, so too are
his actions and agency. His cry echoes forward into Christ’s cry on the cross, his actions
reverberate into Christ’s life and works. What David does is not entirely of his own
doing, as his actions become transfigured by others” actions at different moments in
history. At times even his sinful actions mysteriously signify the salvific and
redemptive. He is and is not his own. Allegory’s multivocality makes comprehensible

this delicate entwinement of many distinct voices and agencies. Such a model of

9 De Lubac, 201.
10 De Lubac, 79.
11 De Lubac, 90.
12 Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (73-98), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 4, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2002), en. Ps. 96 §2.
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allegorical reading as multivocal harmony thus reimagines agency as shared rather than
individual. We generally understand our agency as individual and autonomous: I
choose this or that, my agency belongs exclusively to me. How after all could I share
agency with another and still retain it myself? Denys Turner uses the image of “elbow-
jostling” to describe this default model of an autonomous and competitive agency.!® If
you jostle my elbow, you have co-opted my agency and caused me to spill your water; I
haven’t spilt it of my own accord. Yet such is not the mechanism of God’s causality in
us. “God’s action,” Turner declares, echoing Augustine’s language in the Confessions, “is
too intimate to me, too within me, too close to my deepest freedom, to stand in any kind
of coercive relationship to it. For God is more within me than even I am to myself.”!4
Such a model of shared and cooperative agency, although deeply appealing, is difficult
to comprehend and convey. In this dissertation, I argue that the form of allegory in this
Augustinian tradition affords a means to express such a shared agency. I do choose, but
I do not choose alone.

Not only Scriptural exegesis but medieval literary theory and practice
participates in this allegorical tradition —and subsequently also this reimagination of
shared agency. In their study of medieval literary theory, A. J. Minnis and A. B. Scott

chart the “coming together” of sacred and secular texts in their modes of composition

13 Denys Turner, Thomas Aquinas: A Portrait (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 157-60 and
Denys Turner, Julian of Norwich, Theologian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 57.
14 Turner, Aquinas, 159.
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and interpretation.’® For my purposes, I'm primarily concerned with the second half of
this process: the importation of sacred and exegetical methods into secular literature.
Just as Scripture’s literal sense when allegorized yields mystical and theological truth, so
too could, for instance, secular texts like Ovid. For example William of Conches
allegorizes Ovid’s Orpheus fable. Just as David figures Christ, Orpheus figures the wise
man who must transcend the earthly and fleshly: “Orpheus descended to the
underworld in order to bring back his wife, just as the wise man (sapiens) must ascend to
a knowledge of earthly things in order to see that there is nothing of value the before he
can free himself from concupiscence.” Others variously allegorize Orpheus as the
intellect, eloquence, Christ, and the paradigmatic sinner, and Eurydice as the affections,
good judgment, the saved soul, and temptation.'® Even literary texts that were not
composed as allegories thus take on allegory’s multivalency in this kind of reception:
“where one thing is being done, another is being figured.”'” To read a text profitably,
meaningfully, we are again “forced” and “compelled” to discern from the literal its
allegorical sense. For, as Giovanni del Virgilio insists, the authority and creativity behind
a given work of literature is found in a “double efficient cause.” Just as the authors of

Scripture were divinely inspired, so too was Ovid: “The “‘moved” efficient cause is of

15 A. J. Minnis and A. B. Scott with the assistance of David Wallace, eds., Medieval Literary Theory
and Criticism ¢.1100 - ¢.1375: The Commentary-Tradition, Rev. ed. (Oxford; New York: Clarendon,
1991), 4.
16 Minnis and Scott, 121, 320-21.
17 Translation by de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. 2, 84.
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course Ovid, while the ‘moving’ efficient cause was God Himself, as Prime Mover.”'8
Ovid communicates his fable, and in him God expresses his divinely inspired truth.
Such a critical-exegetical apparatus for literary interpretation also converts and
becomes continuous with late medieval poets” mode of composition. Dante for instance
constructs his Commedia and other works explicitly with Scripture’s fourfold scheme in
mind. In Minnis and Scott’s account, he represents the culmination of this literary-
exegetical tradition. “[T]here is not just a single sense in [the Commedia],” Dante writes to
Cangrande. “[I]t might rather be called polysemous, that is, having several senses. For
the first sense is that which is contained in the letter, while there is another which is
contained in what is signified by the letter. The first is called literal, while the second is
called allegorical, or moral or anagogical.”?® That is, Dante writes with “polysemous”
intent. The Commedia on a literal level considers “the state of souls after death,” but on
an allegorical level “[its] subject is man, in the exercise of his free will, earning or
becoming liable to the rewards or punishments of justice.”?’ Dante the pilgrim and his
journey figures the soul’s journey through hellish darkness to redemptive
transfiguration. Dante the author through his commentaries thus expressly encourages

continuing allegorical-exegetical interpretation of his work. Such interpretation was an

18 Minnis and Scott, 321.
19 Dante Alighieri, “Letter to Can Grande,” in The Literary Criticism of Dante Alighieri, trans. Robert
S. Haller (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1973), 95-111, §7.
20 “Letter to Can Grande,” §8.
6



invitation “Dante’s admirers were eager to accept,” as Minnis and Scott observe. “The
critical resources developed over several centuries of commentary on biblical and
classical authors,” they explain, “were put to work on the great text of the ‘new author,’
Dante Alighieri.”?! In this way literary composition and interpretation, even beyond
Dante, become in a way contiguous with Scripture. Sacred and secular texts certainly
continue to stand apart. But literary texts such as Pear! in their multivalency may
likewise figure allegorical truth, and at times even afford the possibility of
contemplative vision.

Medieval literary studies in the last century has alternately acclaimed and
neglected allegory but generally failed to contend seriously with its complexity. For
much of the mid-twentieth century the prevailing mode of criticism (called
Robertsonian) subsumed textual subtlety to “allegorizing” moral, and at its worst
reduced the complexities of text and allegory to totalizing procedure. “[A]ll serious
[medieval] poetry... even that usually called ‘secular,”” D. W. Robertson Jr. boldly
asserts, “is always allegorical... [and] promotes [Augustinian] charity.” Always the
surface “shell,” “cortex,” and “chayf” when subject to allegorical exegesis reveals the
“kernel,” “nucleus,” and “fruyt” of charity against carnal cupidity. For both the

Scriptural exegete and the literary critic, then, “[t]he task... was to strip the cortex away

21 Minnis and Scott, 442, 439.



by interpreting the figures and signs, so that the nucleus might be revealed.”? The
opposing camp led by E. Talbot Donaldson countered that textual meaning couldn’t be
constantly predetermined by such procedural method.?® Eventually the prevailing
Robertsonian moralism was displaced by modes of new historicism and critical theory
that conversely ignored allegory’s centrality.? More recently the religious turn in literary
studies has revived interest in a more flexible allegorical scheme—a trend in which my
project participates. Jane Beal for instance deftly redeploys the tradition of fourfold

Scriptural allegoresis to navigate the Pearl-poem’s multiple layers of meanings, and

2 D. W. Robertson, “Historical Criticism,” in English Institute Essays, 1950, ed. A. S. Downer (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1951), 3-31, at 14-15, 11-12. See also D. W. Robertson, A Preface
to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives, Princeton Paperback (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1962), and D. W. Robertson, “Some Observations on Method in Literary
Studies,” New Literary History 1, no. 1 (Fall 1969): 21-33.
2 See E. Talbot Donaldson, “Patristic Exegesis in the Criticism of Medieval Literature: The
Opposition,” in Critical Approaches to Medieval Literature: Selected Papers from the English Institute,
1958-1959, ed. Dorothy Bethurum (New York: Columbia University Press, 1960), 1-26; Morton
W. Bloomfield, “Symbolism in Medieval Literature,” Modern Philology 56, no. 2 (1958): 73-81;
David Aers, Piers Plowman and Christian Allegory (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1975); and, for
more recent retrospectives, Ralph. Hanna, “Donaldson and Robertson: An Obligatory
Conjunction,” The Chaucer Review 41, no. 3 (2007): 240-49, and Steven Justice, “Who Stole
Robertson?,” PMLA/Publications of the Modern Language Association of America 124, no. 2 (March
2009): 609-15.
24 For instance, Pear! criticism for much of the twentieth century focused on genre and allegory,
but later drifted into new modes of critical theory and new historicism. For the former, see for
instance John Conley, “’Pearl’ and a Lost Tradition,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology
54, no. 3 (1955): 332-47; Lawrence Eldredge, “The State of ‘Pearl’ Studies since 1933,” Viator 6
(January 1, 1975): 171-94; and Ian Bishop, “Pearl” in Its Setting: A Critical Study of the Structure and
Meaning of the Middle English Poemn (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1968). For the latter, see David
Aers, “The Self Mourning: Reflections on Pearl,” Speculum 68, no. 1 (1993): 54-73; Sarah Stanbury,
“The Body and the City in Pearl,” Representations, no. 48 (1994): 30-47; and John M. Bowers, The
Politics of “Pearl”: Court Poetry in the Age of Richard II (Cambridge; Rochester, N.Y.: D. S. Brewer,
2001).
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Nicholas Watson and Michelle Karnes likewise center modes of Scriptural hermeneutics
to explore Julian’s revelatory truth about union.”> My project likewise rehabilitates
allegory in late medieval literature not as totalizing interpretive scheme but as
complexly multivocal harmony. Perhaps uniquely it asserts that allegory affords a
recognition of our shared life and agency in God. Allegory’s very mode and form
reveals that God is interior intimo meo, as Augustine puts it.

My dissertation considers two late-fourteenth century texts that participate in
this allegorical and exegetical tradition: the anonymously authored Pearl-poem and
Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Divine Love. The first half of my dissertation, “Time
distended: the Pearl-poem and the hallowing of memory,” argues for a multitemporal
reading of the Pearl-poem —which in turn reveals allegorical meaning and an agency
shared with God. Pearl too is written with “polysemous” intent. In the poem, the
protagonist known as the dreamer grieves the death of his two-year old daughter, the
Pearl-maiden. He encounters her in a dream-vision but in his present tense experience
continues to be consumed by obdurate grief. Yet through repeated remembrance of his

dream he begins to glimpse God’s grace. Memory, I argue following James Wetzel’s

% Nicolette Zeeman's important book on allegory, The Arts of Disruption: Allegory and Piers
Plowman, published recently, likewise rehabilitates the many affordances of allegory albeit from a
nonreligious perspective. In her elucidation, allegory doesn’t function as a binary discourse that
conceals as it reveals. Instead it is made up of many mutually constitutive discourses: “allegorical
narrative [occurs] at the confluence of any two or more relatively distinct and mutually
commenting discourses, each of which nuances, refigures and redirects, but may also unpack,
critique, and even contradict, the others present.” See Nicolette Zeeman, The Arts of Disruption:
Allegory and Piers Plowman (Oxford University Press, 2020), 7.

9



account of Augustine’s conversion, is paramount to the poem. I thus read the poem
three times or in three iterations: first the dreamer’s primary, present-tense experience of
the vision; second his memory of the vision; and third his remembrance woven into a
unity that approaches eternity’s vantage point. Crucially such rereading and
remembering reveal allegorical meaning and an agency threaded through with God. Not
everything the dreamer discovers is as it first seems. The glimmering beauty of the
dreamscape, the ever-beckoning stream, and even the Pearl-maiden are signs that point
toward Christ. To interpret his vision the dreamer must learn a new allegorical mode of
reading. In the process he finds that even his grief and despair are threaded through
with God. He is like the hunted hawk, doe, and quail —he is not his own—his agency is
delicately doubled with God’s. Through the polysemy of memory, the polysemy of
allegory and agency are also revealed. And through memory the dreamer like the
Psalmist finds that Christ’s agency works within his own in unexpected and healing
ways.

The second half of my dissertation, “Knotted naughts: blurred agencies in Julian
of Norwich’s Revelation of Divine Love,” explores Julian’s much-celebrated vision of our

shared life in God. In her text Julian agonizes over the question of sin and the profound

10



“wrechednes”? it brings to our lives. Sin estranges us from others and God; it effects
“gret harme”? and untold suffering; it imperils our sense of self, world, and reality. It
turns our life into a “great question.”? I argue that Julian refutes two imbricated
fantasies that we have about our sin. She does so by teaching us to read, just as
Augustine instructs, allegorically and Christologically. Even to read our sin we need
“Christ... the cornerstone.”? First, Julian refutes our fantasy of an autonomous sin-
stained selfhood. We imagine that we are our own and moreover our sin is exclusively
our own: a stretch of selfhood most intimate to ourselves and devoid of God. Yet Julian
exposes this as fantasy: just as we have no way of getting out of our parenting and
language, we have no way of getting out of God and his love. We are more bound up
with God than we know. Second, Julian counters our fantasy of self-definition. We
imagine that we know what our lives and our sin mean; we imagine that our life and sin
are self-interpreting and effortlessly legible to us. We seem to be made up of sin,
inextricably tied to it without escape. But Julian again exposes this as fantasy: instead of
being defined by our sin, our life is united with and mediated by Christ. In particular

Julian’s lord and servant parable asserts an allegorical and Christological hermeneutic.

26 Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins, eds., The Writings of Julian of Norwich: A Vision Showed
to a Devout Woman and A Revelation of Love, Brepols Medieval Women Series (University Park,
P.A.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), XV1/73.31.
27 Revelation X111/29.2.
% Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, Oxford World'’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), IV.4.9.
» en. Ps. 96.2.
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The meaning of Adam’s sin and ours isn’t given by the historical-material dimension but
by its allegorical-Christological meaning. In her refutations Julian thereby establishes the
deep-grounded reality of our ineluctably God-shared life. Our life and our sin become
porous to and permeable to God; in them we are “forced” and “compelled” to discern
Christ.

Such a model of shared agency in Pearl and Julian makes possible a startling
claim: that we are never God-bereft. For we may wonder: where is God in our grief and
despair, and where is he in our sin? Surely these exclude God’s agency and
participation, and are securely our own. But allegory’s interpretive scheme asserts
otherwise: our life and agency are profoundly attached to and joined with God’s. Even
in deepest despair and darkest sin our actions and God’s are mysteriously entwined.
Let’s return to our Bach cantata. We might think of despair and sin as seemingly
unwelcome melodic variations: modulation perhaps (an unexpected key shift that
diverges from the central theme), and counterpoint (distinct melodic lines that at times
seem independent). Yet such variation belongs to four-part harmonies. To believe that
our grief and sin are exclusively our own and have nothing to do with God is, as Wetzel
puts it, prideful “presumption.” “We are too rooted in God,” he explains, “really to have

broken from God, but not so rooted that we can’t feel like we have.”® Allegory attests

% James Wetzel, Parting Knowledge: Essays after Augustine (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2013),
54-5.
12



that we belong more to God than to our grief and despair, to our sin and willfulness.
Always Christ furnishes the meaning of our life: “[B]efore he attains to [an]
understanding of Christ,” as Augustine reminds us, “let him not presume that he has
understood.”?! As God explains to Julian, ““I am grounde of thy beseking.””* In our
willing, in our comprehension, in our petitioning: on every account God himself
precedes us. What initially seems like discrepancy and divergence are, through an
allegorical and Christological hermeneutic, integrated into complexly harmonious
conjuncture. We may grieve and despair, and we may sin, but still in this “[w]e hear...
the voice of Christ, Head and body.”** Allegory attests to our deep grounded life in God.

My brief conclusion on the eponymously-authored, early fifteenth-century Book
of Margery Kempe departs from but complements my chapters on Pearl and Julian. What
happens when we dispense with such a multivocal and allegorical scheme, I wonder in
my concluding “Coda on Margery Kempe,” and what are the implications for a God-
shared life? Margery’s autobiography is unforgettable: every time she feels God’s
proximity, she bursts into loud tears and weeping. Critics have alternately dismissed
and rehabilitated her bathos, but they seem stuck questioning her sanity on one hand
and her sincerity on the other. She provokes considerable discomfort and leaves us

wondering: can we take her spirituality seriously and, if so, how? I redirect critical

3len. Ps. 96.2.
32 Revelation XV1/41.8.
3 en. Ps. 34.2
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discussion away from Margery’s sincerity (a false lead) and instead to her reading
practices. Her hermeneutics entirely dispense with the richly multivocal allegorical
scheme elucidated above. In contrast to Pear] —she flattens out the multidimensionality
of time into one linear, chronological sequence. Past and present, daily experience and
contemplative vision: all these in Margery occur in sequential succession, all occur
contiguously and competitively with one another. In such a reductive temporal scheme
any meaningful interpretative framework is lost, no allegorical hermeneutic is possible.
No distinction is possible between sign and thing, event and meaning, text and allegory.
Nor is it possible then to discern amid the events described in Margery’s life a
multivocal and shared agency with God. In contrast to Julian’s Revelation—Margery’s
individualistic narrative seems to refuse any possibility of a shared life and voice
whether with God or others. Unlike Augustine and unlike Julian’s child, she does not
speak to and with God, she does not use the mode of confession. She speaks wholly in
and with her own voice. In all Margery struggles to meaningfully express a shared life
and agency with God. Her example perhaps proves instructive of what we lose without

an allegorical interpretive hermeneutic.
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2. Time distended: the Pearl-poem and the hallowing of
memory

Introduction

The ending of the Pearl-poem, many have suggested, makes little sense. It seems
abrupt, baffling, even incoherent. In the poem, the protagonist known as the dreamer
grieves the death of his two-year old daughter, the Pearl-maiden. He encounters her in a
dream-vision but continues to be consumed by grief —to such an extent that to many he
seems self-absorbed and overly possessive of his daughter. At the very end of his vision
he willfully disobeys Christ’s command and seems to be neither consoled nor converted.
To his sorrow, he’s subsequently thrown out of the vision and startled back into
wakefulness. But just a few stanzas later he effects submissive acquiescence to Christ.
How can this be? How exactly does the dreamer get from knowing disobedience of
“[his] Pryncez paye” (1164) to submissive acquiescence of it: “To pay pe Prince oper sete
sa3te / His is ful epe to pe god Krystyin” (1201-2)? What happens between the abrupt
ending of the vision, the dreamer reduced to “maddyng malte” (1154), and the ending of
the poem, when he declares God “a frende ful fyin” (1204)?%* The two don’t seem to

follow. What is elided between these two moments that seem disjoint? Is grief consoled

3 All quotations are taken from Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, eds., The Poems of the
“Pearl” Manuscript: “Pearl,” “Cleanness,” “Patience,” “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Rev. ed.,
Exeter Medieval English Texts and Studies (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1987).
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and is the dreamer converted? Critics have to date still reached no consensus on the
dreamer’s moral transformation.*

The poem’s ambiguous ending has also produced a related critical conundrum:
certain theologically-minded critics have deprecated its moral and theological
superficiality. The Thomistic scholar Sheryl Overmyer for instance suggests that the
Pearl-poem is in its moral vision essentially deficient and perhaps so anthropocentric as
to be un-Christian. Tactfully, but determinedly, she charts what she sees as the

dreamer’s “failure” to develop the habituated virtue of charity necessary to negotiate the

% Critics have suggested a wide range of possibilities for reading the ending and have reached no
critical consensus. Some such as A. C. Spearing and P. M. Kean propose an efficacious if partial
conversion. “[F]or the moment a genuine change of attitude has occurred,” Spearing assures us,
but qualifies, “and it is not implausibly extreme” (The Gawain-Poet: A Critical Study (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1970), 168-9. See also Medieval Dream Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press), 128); P. M. Kean, The Pearl: An Interpretation (Routledge and Kegan Paul:
London, 1967), 227-242; Michael D. Cherniss, Boethian Apocalypse: Studies in Middle English Vision
Poetry (Norman, OK: Pilgrim Books, 1987), 162; God and the Gawain-poet (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer,
2015), 61-62; Jessica Barr, Willing to Know God: Dreamers and Visionaries in the Later Middle Ages
(Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2010), 149-51. Other such as Sarah Stanbury
adduce no transformation for the dreamer besides a return to the site of reified loss: “The
narrative, however formally shaped by spiritual allegory, returns to human losses and to the
melancholiac recapitulations of grief” (Sarah Stanbury, “The Body and the City in Pearl,”
Representations 48 (1994), 42). See also Theodore Bogdanos, Pearl, Image of the Ineffable: A Study in
Medieval Poetic Symbolism (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1983).
Others suggest that, although outwardly compliant, the dreamer leaves inwardly unconverted.
See David Aers, “The Self Mourning: Reflections on Pearl,” Speculum 68.1 (Jan. 1993), 71; Nicholas
Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian,” A Companion to the Gawain Poet, eds.
Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 305; Josephine Bloomfield,
“Stumbling Towards God’s Light: The Pearl Dreamer and the Impediments of Hierarchy,” The
Chaucer Review 45.4 (June 2011): 409; J. J. Anderson, Language and Imagination in the Gawain-Poems,
Manchester Medieval Literature (Manchester, U.K.; New York: Manchester University Press,
2005), 75-76; and Sheryl Overmyer, “Pearl and Aquinas: Rival Models for Transforming Grief,”
The Journal of Medieval Religious Cultures 48, no. 1 (January 1, 2022): 68-92.
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difficult process of grief and healing.* Along similar lines, Nicholas Watson and David
Aers charge that Pearl, along with the poet’s oeuvre as a whole, constitutes not a serious
but a somewhat superficial engagement with grace that hollows out the core precepts of
Christianity. Watson critiques the poet’s religious formalism and indulgence of
mediocrity, which he attributes as a servility to its aristocratic audience, and Aers his
elision of socioeconomic and ecclesial realities, particularly the very Christian
community, institutions, and sacraments that constitute the vehicles of grace.”” These are
serious charges from prominent voices.

How then can we read the poem and its ending, given the related problems of
ambiguity and apparent superficiality? In both cases, the form of the question perhaps
misunderstands the nature of conversion and the attendant processes of grief and
healing. Let’s examine each of these critical concerns in turn. On the first concern about
an ambiguous ending: we perhaps posit conversion as some kind of event, realization,
transformation —one locatable to a moment in time. We want to know: when did this
change happen—at what point between the ending of the vision and the ending of the
poem? What is the dreamer’s equivalent of Augustine’s moment in the garden: when he
hears “tolle, lege”? Augustine hears a child’s voice singing in the garden; heeding its

command he picks up and reads St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans chapter 13, verse 13; and

% Overmyer, “Pearl and Aquinas,” 79.
37 See Aers, “The Self Mourning,” and Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian.”
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is thereupon converted. But this isn’t quite right. We perhaps mistakenly imagine
conversion as some kind of efficacious injection of grace at a moment in time. Maybe
there is a when, but maybe there is not. The so-called “moment” of conversion perhaps
does not hold as much explanatory power as we might think. Augustine’s “tolle, lege”
moment does not elucidate as much as it fails to explain. Scholars, who speculate that
this dramatic moment may be “literary artifice,” submit that it leaves much to be
desired.*® We have a when but still no how. We are left into the dark as to when grace
arrives, how it transforms the will, what the whole mechanism looks like. Conversion at
its heart remains deeply mysterious.

Onto the second set of concerns some critics have made about the poem’s
superficiality: it is not that the poem doesn’t take moral learning seriously but that it
takes them perhaps more seriously than these critics do. Consolation from grief and
conversion from sin are in the poem—as in life—mysteries. They are easy to moralize
but difficult to express and enact. Mysteries cannot be captured in linear narrative or
orderly theses, even in the most elegant Thomistic formulation. The poem and the
dreamer’s moral journey disclose a mystery. The poem touches upon a number of

mysteries: time, memory, and eternity; grace together with conversion; the will;

3% “It is a disputed question,” Henry Chadwick writes in his introduction, “how much of the
[conversion] narrative is intended to be sober history and how much is a more poetic truth. There
is an ambivalence to the writing.” See Saint Augustine of Hippo; translated with an introduction
and notes by Henry Chadwick, Confessions, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), xxiii. See also James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 139-40.
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suffering and death; beauty and the good; healing and consolation; and the sacraments,
to name a few. Our minds cannot encompass mysteries the way that we might an apple
or a chair or a contractual exchange: an eye for an eye. They are beyond us, and often
they are the ones who master us—not the other way around. (Humility is thus
paramount when encountering a mystery.)* We perhaps can’t understand one without
experiencing it but neither does experience necessarily elicit understanding. Certainly
we don’t understand sin when we’re engulfed in it, and neither does experiencing
suffering necessarily correspond with making sense of it. Job’s friends didn’t understand
his suffering, but neither did the suffering Job himself understand, as he ultimately
declares: “I have spoken unwisely, and things that above measure exceeded my
knowledge.”# The critics who deprecate the poem’s superficiality perhaps need to
exchange their moralizations for mystery.

What changes when we express conversion as a mystery? Mysteries—such as sin
and suffering, conversion and healing—can’t be understood except as a unity, a
narrative nearing completion. They are as such fundamentally bound up with the
human predicament of time. At times we glimpse this unity of time gathered together

into a meaningful whole. We might speak of being able to understand sin and suffering

¥ Grace Hamman'’s dissertation chapter, “Becoming ‘Precious Perlez’: Form, Formation, and
Humility in Pearl” argues that the vision teaches the dreamer humility and attendant self-
knowledge —an important insight. See Grace E. Hamman, “Matter of Meekness: Reading
Humility in Late Medieval England” (Ph.D. dissertation, Durham, N.C., Duke University, 2019).
40 Job 42:3.
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when we see “the whole story,” and likewise we may understand grace and healing as a
retrospective unity. It is likewise with conversion in the poem. To understand it we want
not to locate a particular moment in time —the so-called “moment of conversion” —but
to find the unity of time. That is to say: we want to apprehend it as a whole located
outside of the boundedness of scattered time, from the standpoint of fixed eternity: sub
specie aeternitatis. Such a vantage would afford a meaningful understanding of a
mystery. But how is this possible? We are, as Augustine explains, encompassed within
time’s distension rather than eternity’s unchanging unity. In time we are scattered and
we are gathered.*! Our placement in time means that we experience the present as a
momentary flicker, practically nonexistent (“tendit non esse”).#> Such a limited temporal
vantage hardly affords the unity of eternity. We can’t encompass time because it
encompasses us. As mutable creatures we have no way to escape our incomplete, time-
bound vantage point.

Our memory, however, James Wetzel argues of Augustine’s conversion, perhaps
offers a means that approaches, if never achieves the vantage point of eternity.
Memory’s repeated and recursive recollection of grace past, grace given toward
conversion affords “an asymptotic approximation of eternity.”*> Even on a superficial

level this makes some sense. We likely don’t discern the full significance of an event

4 Augustine, Confessions, X1.29,39.
£ Augustine, Confessions, X1.14,17.
4 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 196.
20



right away, but in repeated retrospective remembrance we may begin to derive a more
intelligible meaning. Memory rehabilitates what our temporal distention renders
otherwise inaccessible: a unity to our experiences. It is thus in our memory that we may
find the beginnings of a graced conversion. Grace can in a sense, as it seems to us, work
retroactively. Perhaps through recollection we allow grace to permeate our past
memories and transfigure them. In theological terms, although our sphere of action is
limited to temporal linearity, God’s action is not. What he wills, he wills eternally. In
graced remembrance, we come to see some of the unity that God wills without change.
It is thus in our memory that we find the beginnings of grace and conversion.* Likewise
memory makes recognizable the slow and mysteriously irregular processes of healing

and consolation.#

4 David Aers also foregrounds the faculty of memory when writing about conversion and agency
in Augustine. Augustine’s model of conversion, he explains, “is not of an irresistible power
overwhelming a passive creature, or of a grace whose action is extrinsic, but of a transforming
gift whose work is intrinsic to the will” (20) —one in word “cooperati[ve]” (17). Such a
cooperative, intrinsic vision of conversion is one that is moreover deeply social (not individual)
and historical (in a sense). By historical, Aers refers to the converted person’s own history,
fraught with its convoluted loves and fears: “a past that has constituted a person’s identity: one’s
senses, emotions, thoughts, fears, loves, dreams—indeed, memory upon memory” (9). This
memory, despite its many meanderings, becomes the locus of conversion. “For in our memory,”
Aers writes, “that abyss with its fields, vast palaces, and treasures, is a massive power (“vis”), a
sublime (“horrendum”) mystery where we find God. For if I find you outside my memory
(“praeter memoriam meam”), Augustine confesses to God, I forget you; and how shall I find you
if I am not remembering you (Confessions, X.17.26)?” (10). See David Aers, “Augustinian
Prelude,” from Salvation and Sin: Augustine, Langland, and Fourteenth-Century Theology (Notre
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press., 2009), 1-24.
4 In writing about memory, I would be remiss not to reference Mary Carruthers’s The Book of
Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2nd ed., Cambridge Studies in Medieval
Literature (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008). Her book doesn’t explore
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To understand conversion in Pearl thus means that we must radically re-envision
the structure of moral progress in the poem. Perhaps there is in fact no so-called moment
of conversion to be found. Perhaps the dreamer isn’t converted through sequential
forward-action —in a locatable albeit fleeting moment in time —but by recursive past-
recollection that gathers itself into a decisive whole. “Love’s labor,” Wetzel declares,
“begins in the field of memory.”# So too does the converting power of grace begin in
memory. By the time that we consciously apprehend it it is already long begun, but far
from finished. Conversion thus defined is an unfinished and in fact unfinishable task in
this life, as much for the dreamer as for ourselves. (The necessarily incomplete nature of
conversion perhaps explains why the poem’s ending is so difficult to read. The dreamer
is, in a very real sense, in the middle of a conversion.) Conversion by this account

remains temporally vulnerable and contingent rather than fixed. But nonetheless it

how memory mediates between time and eternity. But it is perhaps congruent in its emphasis on
how memory constitutes an essential component of our personhood and very self. We haven't
read or understood a text (an experience, a person) until we have processed it through memory:
“[B]ooks and language... have no meaning except in relation to [memoria]. A work is not truly
read until one has made it part of oneself —that process constitutes a necessary stage of its
textualization” (11). Medieval theories of human personhood likewise accorded a high status to
memory. Aristotle and Aquinas regard memoria as a crucial power of the sensory soul, and the
correlated act of recollection as a habit of the soul (57-62, 79-81). Together memory and
recollection link “knowledge and action, conceiving of good and doing it” (81). Memory is thus
central to our formation in virtue. Carruthers puts it still more strongly: “A person without a
memory, if such a thing could be, would be a person without moral character and, in a basic
sense, without humanity” (14). Without memory, we are but shadows of persons, consigned to
Augustine’s “durationless present.”
4 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 216.
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meaningfully alludes to “the image of eternity in time—[in] the unity of a redeemed
memory.”# We thus like the dreamer may find coherence and congruence in the poem
not through a linear reading, but through recursions and rereadings which may
“asymptotic[ally] approximat[e] eternity.” Far from superficial, the poem’s account of
conversion is difficult and profound.

I don’t mean to suggest that the poem leaves us altogether without difficulties.
Such a memory-laden framework for conversion and consolation is almost entirely
introspective and inward, and indeed evades important questions about ecclesial and
sociopolitical realities. To the former evasion of ecclesial forms and structures, Aers
expresses his dissatisfaction most succinctly: “The Church continues to be a haunting
absence.”* Besides a passing mention to “bred and wyn” at the end of the poem, there
seems no recognition of Christian community, tradition, or sacraments.* Later on I will
argue that this brief reference to the Eucharist is extraordinarily important, but still this

doesn’t fully address Aers’s concerns. Much like Aers, Watson and Helen Barr contend

# In this passage Wetzel is writing about virtue, but his point nonetheless stands for its
complementary cousin conversion. Virtue and conversion are contingent and thus vulnerable as
long as we exist in temporal distention. Nevertheless the power of grace to redeem temporal
dislocation and sin is likewise considerable. Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 218.
4 Aers, “Self and Mourning,” 72.
4 Elsewhere Aers suggests that this late inclusion of the Eucharist seems too “breezy [in its]
optimism.” It seems to entirely occlude the difficult processes required to attain virtue in a
corrupted world. Overall the “lack of specificity in the poem's representations of the virtues and
contemporary impediments to their flourishing... is bound up with the marginalization of the
Church and the consequent occlusion of substantial problems currently troubling it.” David Aers,
“Christianity for Courtly Subjects: Or Pelagius Redivivus: Reflections on the Gawain-Poet,” in
Faith, Ethics, and Church: Writing in England, 1360-1409 (New York: D. S. Brewer, 2000), 89.
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that the Pearl-poet is so steeped in aristocratic culture that its concerns displace Christian
values altogether.® To this Jennifer Garrison describes an increasingly individualistic
fourteenth-century aristocratic religious culture: featuring private books of hours,
private pews and chapels, even a private pax with the ultimate goal of personal rather
than communal spiritual growth and benefit. Her position on the implications of these
developments is perhaps the best that I can muster. Although non-communal, Garrison
argues that such a practice of religiosity isn’t necessarily inauthentic, theologically
superficial, or wealth-directed.’! It may be an inadequate expression of Christian faith,
but it is not wholly inadequate. It still means something. Second, to the latter elision of
sociopolitical realities, Charles Muscatine perhaps best expresses the poem’s
conundrum. The poet certainly wouldn't have been “unaware of plague, corruption,
war, revolt, schism.” His refusal to acknowledge these in his art suggest “a kind of
escapism or reaction.” Perhaps his ornate style itself functions as a defensive tactic.>> All

these well-meaning concerns certainly warrant further consideration. Still despite

5 Watson, “The Gawain-Poet as a Vernacular Theologian,” and Helen Barr, “The Pearl-Poet,” in
The Blackwell Companion to the Bible in English Literature, ed. Rebecca Lemon et al. (John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd, 2009), 100-115.
51 Jennifer Garrison, Challenging Communion: The Eucharist and Middle English Literature,
Interventions: New Studies in Medieval Culture (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press,
2017), 54-58.
52 See Charles Muscatine, Poetry and Crisis in the Age of Chaucer, Ward-Phillips Lectures in English
Language and Literature (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1972), 37. Many of
these sociopolitical contexts are described in detail by John M. Bowers, The Politics of “Pearl”:
Court Poetry in the Age of Richard 1l (Cambridge; Rochester, N.Y.: D. S. Brewer, 2001) and more
recently by David K. Coley, Death and the Pearl Maiden: Plague, Poetry, England, Interventions:
New Studies in Medieval Culture (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2019).
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whatever inadequacies I maintain that the poem’s exploration of grief, grace, and
consolation is beautiful and profound. It is to this vision that I now turn.

In light of Augustine’s insight about conversion and memory, we may also need
an unconventional, recursive mode of reading and recollecting the poem. I read the
poem three times or in three iterations (although memory’s recollection of grace could
just as easily be endless): first the dreamer’s primary, present-tense experience of the
vision, second his memory of the vision, and third his remembrance woven into a unity
that approaches eternity’s vantage point. In the first iteration or first section, I chart the
dreamer’s present-tense experience of the vision—which seems to be where most
criticism has understandably focused its discussion. In this present-tense experience, the
dreamer follows his desires without much self-reflection. He glimpses beauty and is
enthralled, soothed, and healed by it. He recognizes his daughter and is stunned and
flooded by grief. He will do anything to be reunited with her, even what we perceive as
disorderly and disobedient. He reacts rather than responds. His agency seems restricted
to knee-jerk, reflexive action bounded by unwitting habit in the Augustinian sense. In
the dreamer’s present-tense experience, his capacity for “free choice” and his ability to
recognize grace are severely curtailed. He is neither converted nor consoled merely by
experiencing the vision.

In my second iteration, I trace the dreamer’s remembrance and recollection of his

vision. That is, we examine his vision through memory. It is this gradual “hallowing of
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memory” rather than the primary experience of the vision itself that constitutes the
vehicle of the dreamer’s patient, painstaking conversion. Critics frequently chastise the
dreamer for being “hopelessly literal-minded.”* Certainly this is true of his present-
tense experience of the poem. In memory, however, the dreamer begins to access
another interpretive register and learns to read allegorically. Through the polysemy of
memory the polysemy of allegory is also revealed. What he thought in the vision were
things, what he repeatedly and reflexively responded to as things to overmaster or
possess (the stream, the Pearl-maiden), were actually signs-of-things. He slowly
develops from a carnal reader into a spiritual one. In the process, the dreamer begins to
glimpse the grace that everywhere haunts the poem: “footfalls [that] echo in the
memory,” moments of doubled agency that were previously undiscovered. It is thus the
recognition rather than the temporal advent of grace that marks the supposed beginning
of his conversion.

Finally, in my third reading, I chart how the dreamer’s memory, his experience
of grace, and his conversion are gathered up into a unity. As we’ve discussed, such a
unity can only be properly apprehended from the vantage of eternity so is not wholly
accessible. But figures of perfection and unity interwoven throughout the poem evoke
and approach this standpoint sub specie aeternitatis. Numerous critics have noted, for

instance, the poem’s exquisite formal artistry. Its beginning and ending, joined together

% A. C. Spearing, The Gawain-Poet, 152.
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by concatenation, form an “endle3 rounde” (738) or a pearl-shaped spherical intimation
of eternity. The dreamer perhaps does not so much attain to eternity as do figures of it,
what I term intimations and imitations of eternity, touch upon him and shape his
memory into its form. It is this glimpse of the eternal vantage point, of time and memory
gathered up into a whole, that affords the dreamer an intelligible representation of
himself: that is, God’s representation of him. This recovery of self-intelligibility is bound
up with and marks the dreamer’s healing and conversion. The dreamer’s conversion is
thus something of a hermeneutic task: to recollect the grace given at every turn. To
remember grace, perhaps, is part of the work of receiving it. I conclude by considering
how memory and allegory afford the multivocality of a shared life and agency with

God.

The present of things present

“The present,” Augustine meditates bemusedly, “reduces to a moment having

no duration.”> What can a moment of nearly no duration offer? Perhaps it suggests

5 This is Wetzel's translation in Limits of Virtue, 27. Chadwick’s translation meditating on the
present runs thus: “See —present time, which alone we find capable of being called long, is
contracted to the space of hardly a single day. But let us examine that also; for not even one day is
entirely present. All the hours of night and day add up to twenty-four. The first of them has the
others in the future, the last has them in the past. Any hour between these has past hours before
it, future hours after it. One hour is itself constituted of fugitive moments. Whatever part of it has
flown away is past. What remains to it is future. If we can think of some bit of time which cannot
be divided into even the smallest instantaneous moments, that alone is what we can call “present.’
And this time flies so quickly from future into past that it is an interval with no duration. If it has
duration, it is divisible into past and future. But the present occupies no space.” See Chadwick’s
translation of Augustine, Confessions, X1.15,20.
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fleeting sense-impressions —some transcendent, some mundane —for example the
dreamer wonders at the captivating beauty of his vision. Perhaps it affords habitual
knee-jerk responses—hardly the most thoughtfully considered version of ourselves—
such as the dreamer’s seeming peevishness. The present in this picture, disappearing
instantaneously, forever slipping away from our grasp, seems to dissolve before we are
even fully aware of it. Do we have any agency in these short-lived moments? At times
we hardly know that the present moment of choice is upon us when the moment has
come and has gone. Such a series of “durationless presents” seem rather like a sequence
of points in a line. Perhaps we can calculate or at least approximate the points using an
algorithmic formula: our past experiences factored into our present circumstances gives
us the present moment. We see, we react or respond, the moment is over. We act more
out of past habit and unconscious desire than deliberate and active willing. Yet we also
know intuitively that the present affords our only means for action and agency.
Certainly we cannot rewind to act in the past, nor fast-forward to act in the future. The
present enfolds both our past and our future: it contains our agency over the past’s
repercussions, our agency over the future’s possibilities. Altogether considered, the
present and our agency therein seem utterly perplexing.

Time and its discontents did not always pose such a predicament to Augustine.
In his earlier works advocating a Christianized Stoicism, virtue and self-determination

perfectly intersect. We are wholly motivated by the power the good to act in the present.
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“[Vlirtue is what we are,” Wetzel paraphrases Augustine’s early Christian-Stoic autarky,
and “distinguish[es us] from the world outside of us.” The virtuous Christian becomes
like the passionless Stoic sage, whose “right reason has excluded irrational passions and
brought about a state of apatheia, fixity and tranquility of mind.”* Such a falsely
Christianized Stoicism seems implicit in many criticisms of the Pearl-dreamer. In his
excessive grief he fails to attain “a state of apatheia, fixity and tranquility of mind,” so
fails to be a “god Krystyin [Stoic]” (1202).% But is such a reductive moral agency possible
or even desirable? And is it Christian? Augustine in his later writings and the Pearl-poet
perhaps think not. Stoicism fundamentally misunderstands how we are bound up in
time. First, it discounts the power of our past and habits. Our past profoundly shapes

our modes of willing and obstructs our vision and motivation for God and the good. In

5 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 60, 102.
% For instance, Jennifer Garrison bases her entire reading of Pearl around this Stoicized ideal of
emotional control. “The poem argues that the dreamer sins by not containing his emotions within
the boundaries of his body,” she writes. “He refuses to acknowledge his own emotional agency
and prefers to let external stimuli overwhelm him... His heart and his mind are not active or in
control; instead they are acted upon, and he feels that he must endure whatever violence they are
dealt from the external world... He fails to rule himself properly” (Challenging Communion, 65).
Sheryl Overmyer is more circumspect in her treatment of Thomistic habituation into virtue. But
overall she also seems impatient that the dreamer doesn’t have more self-determinative
willpower: “There is scant evidence of genuine or lasting change in the Dreamer’s desires or
understanding. His old habits remain in full force as he willfully defies the tradition the Maiden
just revealed to him. He awakes with ‘a longeyng heuy’ [a heavy longing] (1180) and lamenting,
in familiar self-assertion. This serial failure marks the impotence of the will and in ineffectual
intellect—a total failure of virtue” (“Pearl and Aquinas,” 79). Surely there is more mystery
involved in the interplay of grief, grace, and willing. Finally, Jim Rhodes seems to overprivilege
the dreamer’s self-determination in his Christian humanist derived reading. In contrast with
Garrison and Overmyer, he argues that by the end of the poem the dreamer succeeds in his “self-
redemption” —which most would find unlikely. See Rhodes, Poetry Does Theology: Chaucer,
Grosseteste, and the Pearl-Poet (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 130.
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this life we never have perfect virtue and self-determination. (I will discuss habit’s hold
in much more detail in this section.) Second it attempts to remove us from all
vulnerability and grief. Although undone by his daughter Tullia’s death, Cicero
supposedly philosophizes his way out of it. The Stoic ought not to be affected by such
concerns. But such is not a Christian vision of loss: Christ wept for his friend’s death,
and we weep for Christ’s. We are subject to the past’s pain and the future’s loss; we are
always morally and materially vulnerable. Stoic virtue and apatheia aren’t attainable;
even if they were they wouldn’t be desirable.’” Instead we are left with the dreamer’s
conundrum of the present moment: “having no duration,” yet containing profound

loss.58

5 Augustine critiques such Stoic invulnerability to grief on the grounds that it’s neither possible
nor desirable. To the first: we can’t achieve a virtuous self-definition invulnerable and
impervious to loss of any kind. It is beyond our human scope. See Wetzel, Augustine: A Guide for
the Perplexed (London; New York: Continuum, 2010), 27. And to the second point we shouldn’t
want to: “If we could craft a perfect inner peace for ourselves and live untroubled by (but not
necessarily indifferent to) the troubles of others, should we want that? Or is there some lesson,
vital to wisdom, that comes of having a more porous self and so less of a capacity to keep others
and their otherness on the outside?” (Perplexed 12). We would be blind and insensitive to pain
and suffering. And how could that be virtuous? See also Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 12.

% Ann Astell is perhaps one of the few critics whose reading of Pearl incorporates loss into a
robust vision of Christian formation. She reads the poem in complement with Bernard of
Clairvaux’s Sermon 26: “Scholars have often been disturbed by the troubled emotions that
condition the ending of Pearl, noting that the narrator's final state is little better than his initial
one. What they fail to understand is the degree to which both Bernard and the Pear! poet affirm
the necessity of longing in the salvific process, and the possibility of a tender and intense human
sorrow in combination with a perfect acceptance of God's wish and will” (133). In such a
framework human desire and sorrow aren’t erased or sublimated, as “intense” and unwieldy as
they may be. When subordinated to God’s will, these very experiences may become the very
passageway through which the soul is united to God (132-135). Whether or not this is true for the
dreamer, we will have to see. See Ann W. Astell, “Mourning and Marriage in St. Bernard’s
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Against such a reductive Stoicism Augustine explores how grace intersects with
“the intricacies of time-bound willing,”* a considerably more complicated but more
meaningful project. I'll follow his line of thinking as explicated by Wetzel, and chart
how the dreamer is both gathered up and scattered in time. In my first iteration of
reading, I attempt to follow the present of things present and distinguish it as best I can
from later remembrances of it as past event. What is the dreamer’s present or present-
tense experience like? Does he have agency? Two things stand out in the dreamer’s
present tense experience: his repeated encounters with healing beauty and the
persistence yet impotence of his disordered desires. Embedded in these are attendant
freedoms and unfreedoms, agency and lack thereof: what I term the present of perpetual

invitation and the present of habitual self.®® He is free and yet he is not. As we will see,

Sermones and in Pearl,” in The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1990).

% Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 110.

6 Most critics have, perhaps sensibly, chosen to frame the central opposition in the poem as one
between the dreamer and the Pearl-maiden, whereas in my reading the conflict is more interior to
the dreamer himself. For instance Jim Rhodes frames their relationship not as Boethian but
Bakhtinian dialogue, and contends that their exchange articulates an incarnational theology that
rehabilitates human effort and dignity (Poetry Does Theology, 126-43). Nicolette Zeeman's
admirable elucidation of allegory’s arts extends Rhodes’s position by arguing for an
“epistemological and ontological opposition” between the two. His position is one human, hers
one approaching the divine. Their perspectives are altogether incommensurate, albeit mutually
edifying, unless incorporated into a whole by God. See Nicolette Zeeman, The Arts of Disruption:
Allegory and Piers Plowman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 154, 158-59. My approach
instead locates the central opposition or incommensurability within the dreamer himself. His
own agency, his freedoms and unfreedoms as I term it, constitutes the setting of the central
drama of the poem.

31



grace in the form of visionary beauty is continually extended to the dreamer, but his
habitus of undisciplined desire and despair prevents him from receiving it. In this
present of things present, the possibility of free agency and participation in grace is for
the dreamer just barely visible but repeatedly thwarted. The present as it’s experienced
in time is in a profound sense both free and unfree.

The poem’s opening frame sets the stage for this inner conflict and predicament.
Slumped forlornly at his daughter’s gravesite, the dreamer mourns her loss with some
obduracy. His “precios perle wythouten spotte” (36, 48, 60) is now “so clad in clot,” its

anis

“color” “marre[d]” and disfigured by mud (22-3). In his despair, the dreamer’s
experience of time seems disoriented, his present inextricably blurred with his past. He
can’t seem to experience the present as it is present, only as a function of what he has
lost. Not even the momentary sweetness of music brings anything akin to lasting peace:
“3et po3t me neuer so swete a sange / As stylle stounde let to me stele” (19-20). He
admires the flowers: “Gilofre, gyngure, and gromylyoun, / And pyonys powdered ay
bytwene” (43-44). He even philosophizes about the plants” cycle of life and death: “For
vch gresse mot grow of graynez dede” (31). But both his admiration and his philosophy
are feeble attempts at distraction. Despite August’s flowering abundance all he can see is
a landscape of rot and waste, grains dying, corn cut down, beautiful flowers that

commemorate a grave site (39-40). “Pat erber grene” (38) first and foremost reminds him

of his lost pearl, which he refers to repeatedly through his apparent digression: “Per hit
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doun drof in moldez dunne” (30), “On huyle per perle hit trendeled doun” (41), “Of pat
/ My precious perle wythouten spot” (36, 48). His departure point and arrival point in
his observations about nature all circle back to his pearl. The present seems to have no
meaning besides in reference to his past loss.

The dreamer’s dislocation in time—in which the past threatens to subsume the
present—furthermore manifests in a fragmented, frenetic interior experience. The
regularity of rhythm and meter in the first section belie his deeply tumultuous inner
state. Physically, his heart is so oppressed by past memories and grief that it now seems
close to bursting: “Pat dotz bot prych my hert prange, / My breste in bale bot bolne and
bele” (16-7). He also seems to be splitting apart emotionally and mentally.®! The dreamer
seems to have evacuated his own agency and left a vacancy for others to fill. His interior
thus features a variety of figures external and internal who vie for preeminence.

Bifore pat spot my honde I spenned
For care ful colde pat to me cast.

A deuely dele in my hert denned

ba3 resoun sette myseluen sa3t.

I playned my perle pat per was penned
Wyth fyrce skyllez that faste fast.

Pa3 kynde of Kryst me comfort kenned,
My wreched wylle in wo ay wra3te. (49-56)

61 Bogdanos describes “a violent splitting of the [dreamer’s] self into two antithetical voices”:
reason and the “kynde of Kryst” on the one hand and the dreamer’s “wretched wylle” on the
other (Image of the Ineffable, 29).
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“Care ful colde” catches him, and “[a] deuely dele” lurks as if to ambush him unawares.
Reason, plaints, kynde of Christ, and his will campaign against one another although all
to no avail. We can perhaps imagine the sequence: a desolating darkness —some offering
of comfort—a renewed attack of grief and despair—rinse and repeat. Time seems
without any linear progression but repeatedly returns to a site of grief and trauma
without resolution. The rewind loop has been set to play automatically and the present
has become entirely captive to the past. The ultimate result is exhaustion and the
dreamer falls asleep: “I slode vpon a slepyng-slazte” (59). All these fragments, although
strung together in the seeming linearity of time, do not approach any intelligible
narrative.

Immediately thereafter the dreamer is transported by “Godez grace” into his
dream vision.® In this first glimpse of otherworldly beauty, the dreamer is invited into a
different experience of time: to participate in the eternal. Such an experience of visionary
and healing beauty affords a different mode of the present: what I call the present of
perpetual invitation. In this mode the dreamer recovers a form of his agency and

becomes receptive and responsive to grace. Four moments of amazement and wonder at

62 Most scholars accord with the poem’s own characterization that the dreamer experiences a
graced vision. Cecilia Hatt is a notable exception. Most critics find implausible her thesis that the
vision is no more than a “natural” “arrangement of mental furniture,” “
were already present in the mind of the dreamer,” “subjected to craft and embellishment” with
“no visionary or mystical element.” See Cecilia A. Hatt, God and the Gawain-Poet: Theology and
Genre in Pearl, Cleanness, Patience and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer,
2015), 19, 28-29.

ideas and worries that
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otherworldly beauty particularly stand out: the dreamer’s initial sensory-psychological
immersion in the dream landscape, his first dazzling glimpse of the Pearl-maiden, his
vision of the heavenly Jerusalem and the Lamb, and his final invocation of the Eucharist.
In these moments of wonder, the dreamer finds himself overpowered, at a loss, beside
himself, but not in a way that altogether strips him of agency. Beauty affords the
dreamer a means to apprehend and even at times to participate, if momentarily, in the
immutable. His apprehension of beauty suggests, in however inchoate figuration, the
immutability of its eternal form: “Beautiful things prompt the mind’s idea of beauty,
but... [the mutable mind’s] idea comes from elsewhere,” that is, from its immutable
origin.®® The dreamer thus, albeit temporarily, glimpses another vantage point apart
from —and, being immutable, far preferable to—his own, which are so painfully
entwined with change and loss.

Let us begin by examining the dreamer’s first encounter with otherworldly
beauty: his immersion in the dazzling dream-landscape. The addubement or splendor of
the otherworldly landscape so overwhelms the dreamer that he momentarily forgets his

s

grief.** He wonders in amazement at the “klyfez cleuen,” “crystal... so cler of kynde”

6 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 64.
¢4 Aers observes the dreamer’s temporary self-forgetfulness in this encounter with beauty. “The
landscape into which he is immediately thrown is consoling and stimulating,” he writes,
“drawing him away from the fixation on death and the dead. Unfrozen, he begins to experience
joy, to forget his grief as his memory's hold over him is loosened (see 85-88, 92, 101, 123-28, 133-
36). Significantly, he feels nourished: ‘As fode hit con me fayre refete’ (88). There may, then, be
other sources of nourishment for him than the lost pearl” (Aers, “Self and Mourning,” 59).
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(66, 74); “rych rokkez,” of “glemande glory... glent” (68-9); “[h]oltewodez bry3t... as
blwe as ble of Ynde” (76-7). His surroundings suggest a sense of vast spaciousness in
which the dreamer is encompassed: steep cliffs, glowing glory, the brightness of Ynde.
Moreover the things seem more themselves, somehow: the blue a sheer blue, the crystal
as clear as can be, the rocks richly, sheerly, gloriously rock-like.®> Not only sights but
sounds are also profoundly beautiful. The sweet song, previously blocked by grief, now
becomes perceptible: “[QJuen pose bryddez her wyngez bete, / Pay songen wyth a swete
asent” (93-4). Earthly or humanly made sounds, however, whether “sytole-stryng [or]
gyternere,” could never recreate such a melody (91-2). Only a sound that transcends the
loveliness of earthly music rouses the dreamer to listen amid his grief. Most notable,
however, are the references to pearls in this section. The dreamer describes the pearl-
strewn gravel crunching underfoot (81-2), and the bejeweled and glistening stream bed

(117-18).% These passing observations, however, unlike in the first section, are

65 Spearing’s description expressively captures the dazzling quality of the vision: “But in the
dream this has been transformed into something less languidly autumnal, something sharper,
harder, brighter, even painfully bright. There are glittering cliffs of crystal; trees with indigo-blue
trunks and silver leaves; river-banks as bright as gold thread; and the very gravel underfoot and
the pebbles on the river-bed are made of pearls. The hardness of this jeweled landscape is present
in the very sound of the verse” (Spearing, Medieval Dream-Poetry, 114). Moreover Ann Astell
observes a striking correspondence between Bernard of Clairvaux’s description of the soul as
God’s bride (specifically of his dead brother Gerard) and the Pearl-maiden. Both are described in
with adamantine sharpness: “In his presentation of the Bride’s eternal beauty... Bernard resorts
(as the Pearl poet does) to using the enduring hardness and brightness of metals, gems, and stars”
(Astell, “Mourning and Marriage,” 127).

¢ The central motif of the pearl takes on a new valence. Earlier it perhaps represented transience
and material loss (albeit of a human person and immortal soul), and now it takes on luminous,
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understood in their own right and not merely with reference to the dreamer’s lost pearl.
They do not, perhaps surprisingly, prompt solipsism or despair, a return to the site of
grief and trauma. The dreamer notices the pearlescent gravel and jeweled stream bed
and composedly continues on. He looks at and drinks in more of his gorgeous
surroundings. The glorious beauty of the vision is so overwhelming that it jars the
dreamer outside of himself and his grief-stricken fantasies.®”

The dreamer’s experience of beauty rather resembles the culmination of
Augustine’s ecstatic vision of Platonic introspection in Confessions VII. From the sensibilia
of beauty Augustine ascends to the intelligibilia of it. His mind —“flooded” by the light of
beauty and thus unmoored from “the ruts of habit” and “the contradictory swarms of
imaginative fantasies” —declares “the unchangeable preferable to the changeable.”

This power [of judging sensory experience], which in myself I found to be

mutable, raised itself to the level of its own intelligence, and led my thinking out
of the ruts of habit. It withdrew itself from the contradictory swarms of

heavenly valences. Bogdanos puzzles over the ambivalence inherent in this motif. He
acknowledges that it both represents “the depravity of worldly riches... mutability and even
moral corruption,” as well as “a symbol of perfection”: heaven itself and its divine mysteries
(Image of the Ineffable, 17).

67 Jessica Barr argues that the dreamer’s preoccupation with the materiality of the otherworldly
landscape “demonstrates that he is unprepared to turn away from the physical in favor of the
supernal... [he] is thoroughly entrenched in [the world’s] beauties, comforts, and temporal
rewards” (Willing to Know God, 142). This seems incorrect. As we recall, the dreamer hasn’t been
roused by worldly and earthly beauties. They have only served as a reminder of transience and
death. The dreamscape’s beauty is different in quality from earthly beauty; as we have discussed
it is somehow sharper and more adamantine; it is analogized to it but points away from worldly
attachment.
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imaginative fantasies, so as to discover the light by which it was flooded. At that
point it had no hesitation in declaring that the unchangeable is preferable to the
changeable... So in the flash of a trembling glance it attained to that which is. At
that moment I saw your ‘“invisible nature understood through the things which
are made’ (Rom 1:20).%
Beauty at least momentarily is the key that unlocks “that which is”: unchanging reality
itself. The dreamer, perhaps, does not describe or undergo a process by which his mind

i

“rais[es] itself to the level of its own intelligence,” “so as to discover the light by which it
was flooded.” He has no ecstatic vision, strictly speaking. Yet the vision of
overpowering beauty nevertheless generates some of this sensory “flooding.” He does
still experience an out of body vision of wondrous beauty difficult to describe in words.
Such unimaginable beauty shocks the dreamer’s system and, at least temporarily,
affords him renewed presence of mind. Momentarily he is detached from “the ruts of
habit” and “the swarms of imaginative fantasies” that compel grief and despair. Thus is
the dreamer freed to participate consensually, albeit momentarily, in this revelation of
beauty and immutable reality.

The present of perpetual invitation thus beckons as wondrous and moreover
healing beauty. The dreamer, despite his earlier intractable grief, discovers perhaps to

his surprise that he participates consensually in this healing beauty. Surroundings of

such splendor, he explains, quell his pain and heal his grief.

6 Augustine, Confessions, VI1.17,23. All quotations unless otherwise noted are taken from Henry
Chadwick’s translation of Augustine.
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The dubbement dere of doun and dalez,

Of wod and water and wlonk playnez,

Bylde in me blys, abated my balez,

Fordidden my stresse, dystryed my paynez.

Doun after a strem that dry3ly halez

Ibowed in blys, bredful my braynez.

Pe fyrre I fol3ed those floty valez

Pe more strenghpe of joye myn herte straynez. (121-28)
A friend once remarked to me, when I was grieving what I perceived as a profound loss,
that the recognition of beauty may be an early sign of healing. Perhaps it is so here. No
longer is the dreamer altogether alienated from creation’s beauty, as he was previously.
No longer does he see only rot and waste, a desolate gravesite in place of summer’s
bounteous harvest (39-40). In this section, quite to the contrary, the dreamer views his
surroundings under a wholly different aspect. Full of wonder and amazement, he seems
to have become coextensive with and a participant in his surroundings. It acts on him:
“The dubbement dere... / Bylde in me blys, abated my bales, / Fordidden my stresse,
dystryed my paynes.” Somehow as he drinks in his visual landscape it soothes and
refreshes his soul. The flooding of beauty liberates him from the anguish and pain of the
past. The dreamer assents to the healing powers of such beauty: “I bowed in blys,
bredful my braynez.” The farther he pursues this beauty the more it cheers and consoles
him: “Pe fyrre I fol3ed those floty valez / Pe more strenghpe of joye myn herte straynez.”
While earlier despair had exhausted him, now joy strengthens his heart with

refreshment. He thus by following participates in his own healing. The formal

patterning of meter complements this cooperative process. The stresses fall on
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alliterative consonants almost with the regularity of following footsteps, and the
occasional deviations account for pauses of wide-eyed wonder. In this version of the
present, the dreamer is free to assent, to follow, to participate in the beauty around him.
The vision of “Godez grace” thus offers healing, but the present of habitual self
also beckons. Soon the dreamer’s joyful experience is curtailed by his undisciplined
desires and unwitting habits. The ambivalent status of his growing desire, becoming
“more and more” all the time, captures this transition well.*” “More and more” is the
word-group that binds together the third section of the poem. At first glance, the
dreamer’s desire for “more and more” seems innocuous, perhaps even worthy of
commendation. Shouldn’t we want more of a beauty that figures the eternal? Yet as the
dreamer continues along the stream the status of his desire becomes increasingly

ambiguous.” He seems to register on some level that he is on somebody’s land, treading

% Anderson identifies the phrase “more and more” exclusively with pleasure: “His experience of
pleasure has led him to want still more pleasure” (Language and Imagination, 26). His desire for
pleasure isn’t blameworthy, but isn’t necessarily praiseworthy either.
70 Nicolette Zeeman's book on Piers Plowman and the Medieval Discourse of Desire ambitiously
ascribes a similarly mysterious bivalency to desire. Augustine in part serves as her inspiration:
“Augustine is the psychologist of a labile and oscillating desire, a desire whose ends and objects
can ever be partly apprehended or situated; this desire is only ever partly under the control of its
subject, and its movement always occurs in relation to the mysterious purposes of an
unknowable divinity” (30). Zeeman’s book admirably enlarges the possibilities of failure,
temptation, and sin as forms and acts of desire that may ultimately point toward God. I don’t
fully agree with her description of the process by which these are assimilated to the good. But I
do think that, as Zeeman argues of Langland’s Will, there is a profound mystery and productive
bivalence to the dreamer’s desire that can be redeemed. See Nicolette Zeeman, Piers Plowman and
the Medieval Discourse of Desire, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature (Cambridge, UK; New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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on hallowed grounds.” Yet he acts on his desire at every turn anyway. Not bothering to
ask his “Pryncez paye” (1164), he longs to cross the stream into the city that he thinks is
paradise. He forgets that “Godez grace” governs his vision (63) and attributes it instead
to Fortune. 72

As Fortune fares peras ho fraynez,

Wheper solace ho sende oper ellez sore,

Pe wy3 to wham her wylle ho waynez

Hyttez to haue ay more and more. (129-32)
“More and more” in this context seems to suggest an undisciplined desire that, eager to
make the most of Fortune’s caprice, is unaware of its requisite limits. Soon the dreamer
introduces another word that perhaps describes his inner state: the faintest glimmer of
daring, a vice opposed to Christian fortitude. He longs to ford the stream but doesn’t
dare: “pe water watz depe, I dorst not wade / And euer me longed ay more and more”
(143-4). He nonetheless makes every attempt to do so, enacting his daring in attempt if
not in deed. The Pearl-maiden later chides his audacity: “Pou saytz pou schal won in pis
bayly; / Me pynk pe burde fyrst aske leue— / and 3et of graunt pou my3tez fayle” (315-

7). Has it crossed the dreamer’s mind that his desire might be presumptuous, even

inappropriate? It does not seem so. The status of his desire thus seems ambivalent: both

7t Andrew and Waldron explain that the language in this third section is suggestive of social
inferiority and trespass: “The Dreamer’s state of mind is that of a social inferior trespassing in the
grounds of a castle. Later the Maiden finds him “vncortoyse” (303) and criticizes his manners
(313ff); the same metaphor of social class is implicit or explicit in many of the exchanges of
Dreamer and Maiden” (61 n149-54).
72 This is a rather odd locution for such a demonstrably Christian poem. His otherworldly
surroundings, instead of indicating Fortune’s caprice, ought to attest to a transcendent good.
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commendable yet potentially audacious. Perhaps we might say that, although his desire
itself is innocuous, it needs to be disciplined by authority and obedience.

The dreamer soon glimpses the Pearl-maiden arrayed in dazzling pearl-like
garments. Her beauty overjoys and overwhelms him: “Such gladande glory con to me
glace” (170), “My joy forpy watz much pe more” (234). For the sake of brevity, we won't
investigate this second instance of wondrous beauty at length. Suffice it to say that it too
“floods” and overpowers the dreamer. Yet this ravishing vision soon crashes into the
ruts of habitual desire. Thus are the two presents, as I am calling them, at contraries with
one another. The present of perpetual invitation is constrained and obscured by the
present of habitual self. We might again recall Augustine’s ecstatic vision. He is caught
up by beauty and ascends to the intelligible and finally the immutable: God himself. Yet
he can’t sustain this vision. His old desires and habits come calling and he falls from his
contemplative height.

I was caught up to you by your beauty and quickly torn away from you by my

weight. With a groan I crashed into inferior things. This weight was my sexual

habit...

In the flash of a trembling glance [my intelligence] attained to that which is... But

I did not possess the strength to keep my vision fixed. My weakness reasserted

itself, and I returned to my customary condition [that is, his everyday habits and
sins].”

73 Augustine, Confessions, VI1.17,23.
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Wetzel suggests that we might think of ourselves —our wills—as a veritable palimpsest
of desires figured through time. We might wholeheartedly desire one thing in the
present: for instance, the dreamer may desire to participate in the healing beauty of his
vision. Yet the gathered momentum of our past desires as force of habit oftentimes
overturns our good intentions in the present.
Augustine submits that whenever we seek to pursue better things (meliora), our
desires for beatitude always encounter the inertia of past sins and habits of the
flesh (“consuetudo facta cum carne’). The history of how we have desired and acted
on desire, registered in our present experience as the cumulative force of habit,
will have an obstructive influence on our ability to allow new kinds of desires,
for example, ones framed by beatific knowledge, to determine our willing.”*
Our willing thus takes into account both our present and our past states of willing. The
dreamer’s ascent and descent is perhaps not unlike Augustine’s. He too glimpses “better
things,” healing beauty, something akin to beatitude itself. Yet due to habit he too
crashes into “inferior things.” The dreamer’s habitual self asserts itself and disrupts his
enjoyment of visionary beauty.
The present of habitual self obscures present reality and subsumes it under its
own premises and prejudices. Our habits perhaps mistake what the good is—even when
it is right before us—and would exchange the better for the inferior. My reading of the

dreamer’s habitual self in this section is indebted to, even as it ultimately departs from,

David Aers’s influential article “The Self Mourning: Reflections on Pearl.” In his reading

7 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 94.
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the toxic male ideology of both Chaucer’s Troilus and the Pearl-dreamer produces a
habitus of egoism and possessiveness. The dreamer imagines that the Pearl-maiden exists
solely for his needs:
He tries to induce a sense of guilt in her, trying to make her see herself as a
failing female, one whose refusal to fill the received role of female love object
causes him great pain... He reasserts his possession of her (‘my perle,” 242: cf. 24,
48), and quite as readily as the males in Troilus and Criseyde perceives female
beings purely in terms of male needs.”
In other words, mourning has become Freudian melancholia for the dreamer. It is no
longer about the lost object per se but about his own “neediness,” becoming a self-
subsuming process.” Complicit in this fantasy is also the illusion of
“pseudoimmortality”: the desperate, egoistic desire to “control space, time, and those
whom we summon up in remembrance past.” Perhaps to some degree or another we all
subscribe to this fantasy. We imagine that our lives and the lives of those we love are
under our control. But taken to its logical end it becomes “a... denial of our transience,
which is at the same time a denial of our creatureliness and, necessarily, of God as
understood in Christian traditions.””” I agree with Aers that the dreamer’s prejudiced
habitus precludes his ability to respond meaningfully to the Pearl-maiden. His habits are

indeed a serious impediment to grace. But Aers seems overly harsh in his assessment.

The dreamer’s loss of his daughter is immeasurable, and his grief ought not to be

75 Aers, “Self and Mourning,” 64, 61.
76 Aers, “Self and Mourning,” 66.
77 Aers, “Self and Mourning,” 62-63.
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artificially if appropriately contained. The dreamer after all is no Ciceronian Stoic, nor
should we want him to be. Moreover I will argue that the dreamer’s unreformed habitus
does not encompass the entire moral arc of the poem.

Let’s examine, to understand what I'm calling the present of habitual self, the
first few sections of the exchange between the dreamer and the Pearl-maiden. For
context, their interchange spans sections V-XVI, the bulk of the poem. In it they spar on
roughly three topics: the contrast between his grief and her bliss, her “vnresounable”
status as queen and bride (589 —a particularly lengthy dispute), and the heavenly city of
Jerusalem. Throughout their discussion and the rest of the poem, the dreamer exhibits a
veritable profusion of mostly harmless and understandably human vices: grief, desire,
longing, incredulity, rashness, boldness, bitterness, and grievance. These seem mostly
venial and even elicit our sympathy, although they repeatedly inhibit his receptiveness
to grace. Yet at times these habit-hardened vices perhaps begin to intimate more serious
sins. If left unconfessed and unconsoled, they begin to resemble unbelief, despair,
presumption, envy, contention, lust, daring, and incontinence.” I would not attribute

these directly to the dreamer as some critics do.” But as we'll see even the first set of

78 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. John Mortensen and Enrique Alarcén, trans. Laurence
Shapcote, Latin/English Edition of the Works of St. Thomas Aquinas (Lander, Wyoming: Aquinas
Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012).

7 W. A. Davenport lucidly expresses my judgment on this: “I am continually astonished by the
readiness with which interpreters of Pearl condemn the grief of mourning, and argue from the
point of view of the learnt lesson rather than of the ignorant sufferer. Why should we assume that
we are in any position to judge? It is inevitable that bereavement should cause an excess of
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apparently harmless human vices prelude grace. Despite his surroundings of joy and
beauty, the dreamer repeatedly returns without realizing it to an earlier habitus: his grief-
stricken, grace-resistant condition at the grave site. There it seemed as though he had
evacuated his own agency and here he too has lost any ability to act on his own volition.
Practically unbeknownst to himself he is governed by devastating sorrow and
undisciplined desire. His sense of grievance also belies a presuming possessiveness.®

The first quarrel between the dreamer and Pearl-maiden neatly demonstrates
some of the unwitting constraints of habit: the dreamer’s present of habitual self. Gazing
with recognition at the Pearl-maiden, the dreamer declares himself the happiest man
alive: “No gladder gome hepen into Grece / Pen I” (231-32). He attests to unequivocal
joy: “My joy... watz much the more,” “Wel watz me pat euer I watz bore!” (234, 239).
We can imagine his joyous greeting full of gladness for her current state. Yet the
moment he opens his mouth a very different aspect emerges: one petulant, even bitter.
The dreamer’s first speech abundantly illustrates habit’s tenacious hold:

“O perle,” quob I, “in perlez py3t,

Art pou my perle pat I haf playned,

Regretted by myn one on ny3te?
Much longeyng haf I for pe layned

feeling, which time and reason gradually diminish.” See W. A. Davenport, “Pearl,” in The Art of
the Gawain-Poet: New Edition (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001), 9.
8 For instance Beaston attributes Augustinian cupidity to the dreamer: “He loves his pearl not for
God's sake nor, one could argue, even for her sake; he loves her for his own sake.” See Lawrence
Beaston, “The ‘Pearl’-Poet and the Pelagians,” Religion & Literature 36, no. 1 (2004), 24.
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Sypen into gresse pou me agly3te.

Pensyf, payred, I am forpayned,

And pou in a lyf of lykyng ly3te

In paradys erde, of stryf vnstrayned.” (241-48)
The dreamer speaks rather in spite of himself.?! Perhaps he had intended a gracious,
joyful greeting. But his longstanding grief and despair dictate that he responds
otherwise. We see this impotence in various ways. First in his rushed eagerness he lacks
tact. The Pearl-maiden has greeted him by bowing and taking off her crown (237). He
has not done anything courteous of the sort: no gracious greeting, no deferential
acknowledgment. He gets so caught up in what he wants to say that, forgetting himself
and his setting, he merely launches into his plaint.®? Second is his sense of grievance.
Something, or someone, has been unfairly taken from him, whose absence leaves him
utterly disconsolate: “Art pou my perle pat I haf playned, / Regretted by myn one on

ny3te?” He frames the question as one of identification, but in fact emphasizes his

relation to what he’s lost, even defines it by his grief. “[His] perle” (italics mine) has been

81 At one point the Pearl-maiden remarks upon his “speaking in spite of himself,” speaking
entirely thoughtlessly and rashly, speaking out of the passion of his disordered desires. She
thoroughly rebukes him for doing so: “So madde 3e be! / Pre wordez hatz pou spoken at ene: /
Vnavysed, forsope, wern alle pre. / Pou ne woste in worlde quat on dotz mene; / Py worde byfore
py wytte con fle” (290-4).
82 The dreamer perhaps also presumes a degree of intimacy that the Pearl-maiden does not
return. He calls her “his” pearl, but at no point does she admit that she belongs to him. Aers’s line
of reasoning in “The Self Mourning” seems remarkably apt here. The dreamer acts remarkably
like a spurned lover in the courtly love genre with all its attendant desperation and bravado. In
this he resembles Troilus: who presumes on Criseyde even when she has chosen to be another’s
lady. The Pearl-maiden does not entertain his illusions of intimacy. She responds to his speech
“soberly” (256), gravely, and with proper decorum.
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taken away from him. Where is the justice or reason in that?® He feels aggrieved, too,
when he compares their situations. The slightest hint of accusation is suggested:
“Pensyf, payred, I am forpayned, / And pou in a lyf of lykyng ly3te / In paradys erde, of
stryf vnstrayned.”# He knows nothing about the Pearl-maiden’s life in paradise, but
projects onto her a frivolous, carefree existence: “a lyf of lykyng ly3te.” The dreamer is
unable to enjoy her company, celebrate her bliss, and wonder about her life. He instead
is constrained by his habitus. He can’t see beyond what he wants: to have his pearl
back.®

The dreamer’s straitened moral vision isn’t too surprising. To choose, to change,
following Wetzel’s earlier delineation and also Iris Murdoch’s account, depends on the

“moral fabric” of our person, stitched together from a palimpsest of past moments:

8 The dreamer’s repeated declarations later in the poem that things in heaven are “vnreasonable”
perhaps stems from this basic sense of grievance. The dreamer, not being able to see himself as
the recipient of grace but rather of injustice, is unable understand why it would be extended to
others. Only when through memory he exits this aspect of despairing grievance can he begin to
receive and be encompassed within grace.
8 Andrew and Waldron note, “The injured, self-pitying tone of the second half [of the stanza]
establishes the Dreamer’s partial blindness at this stage of this experience and complicates the
reader’s sympathy for him” (241-52 n. 66).
8 Numerous critics have bemoaned the dreamer’s seeming petulance when conversing with the
Pearl-maiden. “[The dreamer’s] voice, if not quite that of an old, half-witted sheep, is insensitive
and stupid, and sinks to bewildering depths of bathos in his questions to the Maiden,” Davenport
writes scathingly (“Pearl,” 24). More lightheartedly Spearing terms him “ridiculously inept,”
“hopelessly literal-minded,” and “amusingly undignified.” See A. C. Spearing, “Poetic Identity:
Was the Gawain-Poet a Poet?” A Companion to the Gawain Poet, eds. Derek Brewer and Jonathan
Gibson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 49.
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memories, desires, and choices.® Moral choice for Murdoch occurs not instantaneously

and decisively but diffusely and even unconsciously.
If we consider what the work of attention is like, how continuously it goes on,
and how imperceptibly it builds up structures of value all around us, we shall
not be surprised that at crucial moments of choice most of the business of
choosing is already over... The exercise of our freedom is a small piecemeal
business which goes on all the time and not a grandiose leaping about
unimpeded at important moments.®”

Murdoch’s account of moral choice, although it perhaps over-privileges self-

determination and human freedom, helpfully elucidates the dreamer’s predicament. He

has exercised his freedom in the “small piecemeal business” of everyday choices, and its

“imperceptibly buil[t] up structures of value.” Thus when he meets his daughter, a

ai

“crucial moment,” “most of the business of choosing is already over.” His habitus has
foreclosed any possibility of a joyful, celebratory reunion. Murdoch and Augustine both

assert the necessary congruence between our moral choices and our ingrained habits of

virtue, our implicit moral vision. We don’t make moral choices, we don’t convert—at

8 For Murdoch, our attention or lack thereof determine the parameters of moral choice. Our
successes or failures of attention afford attendant moral choices: “I can only choose within the
world I can see, in the moral sense of ‘see.”” See Iris Murdoch, “The Idea of Perfection,” The
Sovereignty of Good, (New York: Schocken Books, 1971), 37. Sarah Beckwith helpfully glosses this
trope of virtue as vision. “In [Herdt’s] picture of moral agency,” Beckwith explains, “’choosing’
aright is not the operation of an autonomous will freely selecting among alternative courses of
action, but rather a question of vision: the good woman sees the world differently from the
wicked or akratic woman” (107). In other words, we can only see the options and alternatives
that we have, consciously or subconsciously, trained and taught ourselves to see. See Sarah
Beckwith, “Language Goes on Holiday: English Allegorical Drama and the Virtue Tradition,”
Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 42, no. 1 (January 1, 2012): 107-30.
87 Murdoch, 37.
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least not intelligibly —out of the blue. Murdoch thinks how we choose depends on how
we pay attention, and that better attention may lead to better choice. Her account is
progressivist and perfectionist. It moreover follows a linear notion of time: we attend
better, so we choose better, or vice versa, and so on. Augustine to the contrary thinks
that how we choose depends on our present and past desires in the form of habit and, as
we will see, that grace frees us from disordered desire and habitual sin. His account does
not much allow for self-determination in virtue, and limits but does not wholly obviate
the scope of human freedom. Grace moreover does not necessarily work in a linear
notion of time.

So far our Augustinian framework almost suggests an absolute opposition
between vicious habit and graced freedom. Such a potentially dualistic vision of agency
may be worth pausing on. If the dreamer is thus constrained, how exactly may his
habitus be reformed by grace? Put another way, where is the dreamer’s own agency, if
he is governed on the one hand by vice and habit (which seems internal but also unfree)
and on the other by graced beauty (which seems external)? He seems to have only the
slimmest of margins for free action in this present of things present. He could choose

differently from the bent of his usual habit, but it is not likely.* I suggest two modes

8 We observe, if implicitly, that Augustine’s definition of habit is largely negative, tending
toward sin and corruption. Given the best of intentions the sinner and addict may undergo
reformation, but more likely will return to her customary choices and habits. On the other hand,
the virtuous person isn’t at all guaranteed to continue in virtue. She perhaps has better chances,
but is likewise subject to sin and corruption. Even saintly virtue is in this life always precarious.
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through which this slimmest of margins for free action may be opened up: one more
native to the Wetzel-influenced reading of Augustine that I've been following, and
another that draws on a more recognizably Thomistic tradition of habit. First, we have
not yet overlaid this present of things present with the retrospective and reflective unity
of memory —which will be the subject of the subsequent sections of this chapter. We do
not live in a present devoid of past and future, nor are we lacking in memory and
expectation. Grace when mediated by the retrospective unity of time may heal the
dreamer’s habitus and make actionable agency in the present possible once more. I'll say
more about this in the sections to come. Second, recourse to a more Thomistic tradition
of habit may both rehabilitate the possibility of a virtuous habitus and the centrality of
the will in the formation of habit.? For Aquinas there is no sense in a wholly unwitting
habit devoid of voluntary willing. Habit “is principally related to the will,” he insists
following Aristotle. ““Habit is that whereby we act when we will.””* By this perspective

Augustine perhaps overly etiolates human agency (and wrongly so) even in this almost-

Augustinian habit is largely construed in this negative sense, and belongs more to the sinner than
the saint. In my subsequent chapter on Julian of Norwich, I'll further explore Augustine on this
mysterious and deleterious pull toward sin’s nothingness.
8 On the first point, Aquinas seems to have a much less pessimistic and existential view of
human anthropology and psychology than Augustine. Aquinas introduces health as his
paradigmatic example of habit, and elsewhere he analogizes it to the impress and likeness of fire
on a combustible —neutral images that suggest a potential disposition to either “well orill” (ST Ila
lIae qq. 49, aa. 1 resp; qq. 51, aa. 3 resp.). Habit for Aquinas is not inherently inflected by sin and
corruption.
% Summa Theologica, la Ilae qq. 49 aa. 3, qq. 50 aa. 5.
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durationless present moment. We are more free to respond to grace than such
Augustinian habit would suggest. But a more thorough exploration of Thomistic habit is
perhaps beyond the scope of this poem and the ambitions of this chapter.

Let’s return to the picture of habit suggested by the dreamer’s experience.
Throughout the rest of their lengthy exchange —and indeed all the way to the very
ending of the poem —the dreamer is governed by his habits and all-too-human vices.
The Pearl-maiden repeatedly reproaches him, and he repeatedly apologizes, although
never to any noticeable change of aspect. His attitude continues to be one disconsolate,
aggrieved, and at many points intractable. “Bot a quene... mad on pe fyrst day!” he
scoffs rather disbelievingly (492, 486). He implicates even Christ’s judgment in his
disbelief: “Quat kyn pyng may be pat Lambe / Pat pe wolde wedde vnto Hys vyf?” (771-
72). He never quite gets it, although at times he seems apologetic. “My herte watz al
with mysse remorde,” he excuses himself lamely, “As wallande water gotz out of welle”
(364-65).°' He is right, in a sense. He has no means to stem the “wallande water” of grief
and desire, no means to rehabilitate his habits. He is stuck in a rut of twinned despair
and desire, and finds no possible resolution to his plight.®> At the end of his vision, even

after the Pearl-maiden’s explicit injunction against his entrance (965-6), he’s driven by

91 The Pearl-maiden later discusses another “welle” that springs from Christ’s wound and brings
the saving waters of baptism: “Innoghe per wax out of pat welle, / Blod and water of brode
wounde” (649-50).
%21 don’t quite mean despair as a mortal sin, although certainly it could take this direction. Rather
I mean despair more in the more everyday sense of hopelessness.
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audacious daring to cross the river. This ill-considered, half-unconscious action is the
dreamer’s most serious sin of the poem. It is a direct act of disobedience against God.
Clearly the vision of beauty and of the Pearl-maiden isn’t enough to transform his
person. To be changed and converted, the dreamer will need something that can
mediate between his vision and himself, between his present and his past expressed in
habit.

Let’s summarize —by setting the dreamer and Augustine side by side—habit’s
hindrance to grace’s invitation. The dreamer’s vision, like Augustine’s vision in
Confessions Book VII, although suggestive, is inefficacious in and of itself. The dreamer’s
habitual resistance to grace impedes his participation in the healing beauty around him.
Augustine’s ecstatic vision is likewise unfruitful. As Wetzel explains, “God’s voice calls
Augustine from on high and invites him to become like God, but Augustine’s habits,
which express the self he has known, soon bring him back to earth.”* “I was caught up
to you by your beauty and quickly torn away from you by my weight,” Augustine
laments.* Thus the vision experienced in the present tense is in and of itself impotent
and inefficacious. Moreover habit’s hindrance, although perhaps most clearly
conspicuous amid ecstatic vision, extends beyond it into everyday life. Thrown back into

reality after their respective visions, the dreamer continues to grieve inordinately and

% Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 4-5.
% Augustine, Confessions, X11.17,23.
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Augustine continues to struggle with sexual desire.”> We imagine that the dreamer
returns to his thwarted attempts at self-synthesis from the beginning of the poem: “Pa3
resoun sette myseluen sazt... / Pa3z kynde of Kryst me comfort kenned, / My wreched
wylle in wo ay wra3te” (52, 55-6). He hopes for virtuous resolution but only finds
internal division. Augustine likewise details his tortuous incapacity for self-integration:
“Yet I was not doing what with an incomparably greater longer I yearned to do... The
one necessary condition... was to have the will to go—provided only that the will was
strong and unqualified, not the turning and twisting first this way, then that, of a will
half-wounded, struggling with one part rising up and the other part falling down.”?
Habit for both the dreamer and Augustine manifests as self-division and self-alienation.
Thus do we come to the end of self-determination and Stoic virtue. “Habit’s hold over
us,” Wetzel writes of Augustine and we extend to the dreamer, “will then have defined
the internal limit of our self determination and set the stage for divine entry.”?” Cue,

then, the help of grace for the hindrance of habit.

% St. Paul himself describes habit’s tenacious hold in our everyday lives. “For I do not that good
which I will,” he famously laments, “but the evil which I hate, that I do” (quod enim operor non
intellego non enim quod volo hoc ago sed quod odi illud facio, Douay Rheims and Vulgate Bible, Rom.
7:15). Even when we see and desire the good, according to St. Paul, we cannot always follow
through in action.
% See Augustine, Confessions, VIIL.8,20, 8,19. As Wetzel puts it, “At the limits of persuasion and
self-recrimination, his knowledge found a formidable opponent in habit, whose force derived
from the volitional inertia of discredited knowledge, the lingering hold of all those reasons for
acting once thought to be viable” (Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 128). Despite “discredited knowledge,”
Augustine’s still subject to “volitional inertia” and habit’s “lingering hold.”
%7 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 139.
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The hallowing of memory

The dreamer fails to find the resources for transformation in his present-tense
experience of his vision. He exits his dream chastened, but almost certainly still
unconverted. The dream is not an injection of grace that results in an efficacious
conversion at a locatable moment in time. Grace doesn’t quite work this way. It does not
enter into a moment in time and abrogate the dreamer’s agency in it—an agency that
encompasses his past and present desires, his habits and his hopes. Nor does it
temporarily or permanently usurp the dreamer’s powers of willing and desiring. Its
work is much more subtle than that. It must instead do something that extends and even
distends over time to bind up his divided parts. Put another way, grace doesn’t enact a
momentary intervention but rather enables a slow recognition: a gathering and a
recollection of one’s self into an intelligible whole under the aspect of the good. Only
thus can grace effect a transfiguration of the past that affords the rehabilitation of the
present and that culminates in conversion.

What is this gathering of oneself as a whole under the aspect of the good? And
what does it have to do with grace and conversion? As we have seen from the poem so
far, we are fundamentally bound up in time. Augustine links this temporal
fragmentation with our failure to be meaningfully self-intelligible: that is, our inability to
find a unified, paradigmatic representation of ourselves. Let us see how. Recall our

earlier puzzle about “the poverty of a durationless present,” in which the dreamer
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hardly has time for reflection or agency before the present moment has passed. His
interior experience is fragmented both as a result of grief and sin, and of his temporal
situation. In this apparently durationless present the dreamer can’t apprehend himself
as a whole unity. To solve this conundrum Augustine associates time with distention, “a
stretching out or an extension” of our mind.” In distentio our mind distends, extends,
and stretches to encompass time and its contents; it orders time into a past, present, and
future; in measuring time it produces an awareness of time and its unity. “[I]t is in you,
my mind, that I measure periods of time,” Augustine concludes. (conf. XI.27.36) But—
how can our mind encompass time when it is itself encompassed in time? Augustine
admits that we attempt but can never fully encompass time. After all we are
encompassed within time, we are stretched and sundered in it, we remain bound in it.*
The perplexities of time and the self’s distension are thus, although not mutually

causative, expressively coordinate.!®

% Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 29.
% The point seems to be that, between human beings and time, none has the mastery: “Augustine
never claims that we cannot measure time. His point is that even when our minds bind up time
in recollection and measurement, we remain bound by time” (Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 36).
100 Wetzel is careful to qualify that time and our inescapable human finitude do not collude with
sin to bring about dissolution and death (Limits of Virtue, 38). Hans ur von Balthasar likewise
affirms Augustine’s position of time as a created good: “[Whereas] for Plotinus, time is basically
the measure of the distance from the One —of the alienation and return—... for Augustine the
distance from the Creator to the creature is itself a good creation of God. In this view of creation,
time is neither evil nor sinful... Precisely because matter is not in opposition to God —which
Augustine vigorously maintained against the Manicheans—and indeed is the definite basis of all
the good created works of God, creaturely time is good in itself and does not express a fall” (23).
See Hans ur von Balthasar, A Theological Anthropology (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1967).
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This inability to master time reflects in a profound way our inability to
encompass ourselves and to master ourselves. We too are susceptible to a distentio—one,
however, distinctly damaging and ultimately self-destructive. In sin, the mutable mind
turns away from and forgets the immutable God, and substitutes its own value
judgments in place of eternal values. It thus acquiesces to what becomes a “deleterious
distentio.”’™ “Many of the things [the mind] does show that it has twisted its desires the
wrong way round as though it had forgotten itself,” Augustine writes.! Self-
forgetfulness seems the key theme. Unable to see ourselves as a unity over time and in
eternity, we lack authoritative self-knowledge, self-representation, and meaningful
intelligibility.!® Thus do we decline into this distentio. We no longer know who we are in
God sub specie aeternitatis. Without an intelligible picture of ourselves in relation to the
good, we fall to the whims of our own value judgments. We subsequently lack the
freedom to make self-determinative and virtuous decisions and, inevitably, fall into sin.
In this way, Wetzel explains, “inadequate self-knowledge (a failure of intelligibility)” is
identified with “depraved desire (a failure of will or attention).”’** As we have seen, the
dreamer in his resistance to grace suffers from this deleterious distentio. He is

characterized by a bad will and bad habits. To heal his “depraved desire” means also to

101 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 41.
102 De Trinitate, X.5,7.
105 Augustine describes his increasing unintelligibility to himself: “Often under the influence of
depraved desire the mind acts as if it has forgotten itself.” This I believe is Wetzel’s own
translation of Augustine, De Trinitate, X.5,7.
104 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 42.
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recover his “adequate self-knowledge.” Put another way, to rehabilitate our will will
also mean to recover the capacity to render ourselves intelligible in light of God, to find
an adequate representation of ourselves: “God’s paradigmatic representation [of us].”1%
Under the aspect of the good —eternity’s value-creating judgments —we may rediscover
our meaningful unity.

Time in part expresses (although again it does not invent) our vulnerability —but
also affords our grace-initiated perfectibility. The recollecting of time present, past, and
future under the auspices of eternity —the gathering of oneself under the aspect of the
good —the recovery of one’s own intelligibility: these all begin with grace’s activation of
the memory. Memory, Wetzel writes of Augustine and I extend to the dreamer, must
now do the transforming work that visionary experience could not.!® Grace in its
hallowing of the dreamer’s memory effects a transfiguration of his disordered desires

and habits, his jumbled unintelligibility. Grace invites the dreamer to remember, to use

105 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 43.
106 “Tt is his memory of God, and not his vision, which must now do the work of transformation”
(Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 5). Various scholars have touched upon the role of memory in the poem.
But generally they still conceive of remembering as a transformative and illuminative moment or
endpoint rather than a dense and ever-recursive process. Moreover none have made it absolutely
central to their reading of the dreamer’s emotional and spiritual trajectory. For instance Beal
(whose book I greatly admire) writes, “Whereas at the beginning of the poem, the Dreamer’s
memory is darkened by the contemplation of his great loss, at the end his memory is illuminated
by the hope of life beyond death... Light enters his mind, and his memory is changed” (137-38).
Later in her conclusion, albeit in passing, she does advocate for a meditative memorial process
that is repetitive and circular: “At the end, the poet returns to the beginning, and the process of
remembering again can generate deeper and deeper understanding of the Dreamer’s past
experience and future hope” (151).
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his memory, to recollect past grace: “[W]e appropriate grace in recollection, and through
recollection we are able to effect the gradual convergence of virtue and self-
determination.”'”” In the dreamer’s case, rather than virtuous self-determination, graced
recollection may “effect the gradual convergence” of a conversion, a turning back
toward the good and God. When we finally arrive at this moment of conversion, it is not
so much a decision as a gradual and dawning recognition that finally consolidates into
reality. For instance “Augustine’s... inner illumination” is not a moment’s work.!%
“[TThe divine presence had been with him all along,” Wetzel writes of Augustine’s
realization. “Conversion marks the moment when he has regained sufficient self-
possession to tell his story.”!® The dreamer too seems near to this dawning recognition
of the divine presence, “a frende ful fyin” (1204), and near to conversion. But he perhaps
has more to do to recollect himself and recognize grace. Thus his conversion perhaps
seems more contingent than Augustine’s, not yet as fully realized.
$otk

What happens when the dreamer begins to excavate his memory? Crucially he

learns in memory to read allegorically or spiritually. Or we might say that he discovers

the allegorical dimension to his vision. In the process, he begins to glimpse the grace that

107 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 125.
108 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 160.
109 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 160.
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everywhere haunts the poem: “footfalls [that] echo in the memory,”!"* moments of
doubled agency that were previously undiscovered. Such a mode of allegorical reading
departs substantially from the dreamer’s default orientation. In the vision he is
“hopelessly literal-minded,” as Spearing puts it.!'' He imagines that he can cross the
stream, possess his pearl, and locate Jerusalem in Judea. Yet—as becomes abundantly
clear —these are not material but spiritual realities. To properly apprehend his vision,
the dreamer needs to distinguish between the two. In other words, he needs to adopt an
allegorical, Scriptural mode of reading. What would properly medieval allegorical
reading of Scripture look like? When reading Scripture, meaning cannot be derived
solely from the material dimension, from the events themselves. To accord literal
meaning to the bare material events would be largely profitless. Such a reading would
miss the point: “We had the experience but missed the meaning,” Eliot laments.""> We
would be oblivious to the many non-literal, multidimensional meanings of Scripture.
Instead, as Henri de Lubac explains of Scripture, allegory affords meaning: “Allegory is
in truth the truth of history; the latter, just by itself, would be incapable of bringing itself

intelligibly to fulfillment; allegory fulfills history by giving it its sense.”!® To rephrase,

10 T, S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton” from The Four Quartets, in The Complete Poems and Plays: 1909-1950
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1962).
1 Spearing, The Gawain-Poet, 152. Spearing cites the narrator from Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess
as a comparison.
112 Eliot, “Dry Salvages.”
113 Henri De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, trans. E. M. Macierowski, vol. 2,
3 vols., Ressourcement (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W. B. Eerdmans, 2000), 201.
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allegory makes Scriptural history intelligible and meaningful, fulfills it and gives it its
sense. The meaning, by this account, can’t be found in or derived from the bare events in
and of themselves, but in the allegory: “in truth the truth” of the vision. The events are
only made intelligible when the allegory is understood: “And approach to the
meaning” —the mystery, we might say —“restores the experience / In a different form.”!4
Allegory in the Pearl-poem likewise makes visionary experience intelligible and
meaningful. To understand the vision, the dreamer likewise needs another register,
another dimension, another approach.!> The events themselves are not self-interpreting
or meaningful in and of themselves, but—just as in Scripture —require allegorical
interpretation. This blurring of sacred and secular, literary texts and their respective

modes of interpretation is characteristic of literature from the late medieval period."® A.

114 Eliot, “Dry Salvages.”
115 My emphasis on the poem’s allegorical dimension is particularly indebted to Ian Bishop and
Jane Beal’s sensitive treatment of Pearl. Much has been debated about the poem’s status as
allegory or not. Bishop and Beal, rather than limiting themselves to the question of allegory per se,
combine medieval Scriptural-exegetical and literary-theoretical schemes to build a much more
capacious framework for interpretation. They aren’t concerned with crude personification
allegory but a medieval literary theory of flexible, four-fold interpretation best exemplified in
Dante’s Commedia and Convivio and explicated in his Letter to Can Grande. Bishop carefully
distinguishes between the allegory of the theologians and the allegory of the poets, and Beal
meticulously charts layers of literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical meaning in the Pearl-
poem. Both confirm my sense of the polysemy of meaning everywhere in the poem. See Ian
Bishop, “Pearl” in Its Setting: A Critical Study of the Structure and Meaning of the Middle English Poem
(New York: Barnes & Noble, 1968), 52 and Jane Beal, The Signifying Power of “Pearl”: Medieval
Literary and Cultural Contexts for the Transformation of Genre, Routledge Studies in Medieval
Literature and Culture (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017), 4.
116 Beal explains, “In universities and monasteries, educated medieval readers familiar with the
tradition of allegorical and typological exegesis of the Bible began to apply their interpretive
skills not only to the scriptures but to classical literature as well” (Signifying Power, 46).
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J. Minnis and A. B. Scott chart how the “coming together” of the two over centuries
reach their culmination in Dante’s theory of literary criticism: “The discussions of
allegorical interpretation found in the Convivio and the Can Grande epistle seem to be
exploring the common ground which medieval literary theory was defining between
poetic fiction, which is in some sense true, and scriptural truth, which can on occasion be
expressed through figures, fictions, and enigmas.”"” That is, despite their different
provenance (divine and human), Scripture and literature’s figures when subjected to
allegorical interpretation both yield mystical and theological truth. Dante’s Commedia
and the Pearl-poem thus share this common ground. Like Scripture, their meaning opens
up to multidimensional allegorical truth. They perhaps even afford the possibility of
contemplative vision. Through allegory, their authors suffuse their works in Scripture’s
mystical porosities of meaning. The dreamer’s interpretation of his vision thus requires
allegorical understanding. His vision, like Scripture, is not merely a record of events but
expresses a mystery: Christ as a Lamb and in the Eucharist. The meaning of the vision
accordingly is found in the allegory: “in truth the truth” of the vision.

This retrospective revelation of allegory thus transfigures the dreamer’s memory.
What were previously things become signs—gross materiality becomes pregnant with

meaning —one register is exchanged for another. Things ought to be enjoyed in and of

117 Edited by A. J. Minnis and A. B. Scott with the assistance of David Wallace, Medieval Literary
Theory and Criticism ¢.1100 - ¢.1375: The Commentary-Tradition, rev. ed. (Oxford; New York:
Clarendon, 1991), 386.
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themselves, as Augustine explains, whereas signs ought to be used in our search for
things. These signs thus “help us on our way to happiness, providing us with crutches
and props for reaching the things that will make us happy.”"® The dreamer must learn
to distinguish between the two, and through memory to inhabit this new allegorical
register—one that de Lubac describes as “continual metaphor.” Ambrose perhaps puts it
most succinctly: “[T]here is allegory when one thing is being done, another is being
figured.”!” Augustine moreover explains that “the Trinity [is] the one supreme thing”
toward which all signs point.’?? De Lubac on the other hand takes a more Christological
approach. Allegory ultimately signifies Christ, the Church, or sometimes both. “It is a
great mystery,” he cites of St. Paul, “I am speaking about Christ and the Church.”*?! Both
Christ in the Lamb and the Eucharist, and the Church in the form of the Pearl-maiden as
teacher and the pearl as the kingdom feature prominently in the poem. As the dreamer
revisits his memory of the poem, he too learns to read allegorically and to distinguish
between signs and things. Christ and the Church serve as his hermeneutic key. Slowly
through this new mode of reading and remembering the dreamer begins to recall and to

recognize grace.

118 Augustine, translation and notes by Edmund Hill, Teaching Christianity, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 1996), 1.3,3.
119 Ambrose, in de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis Volume 2, 89-90.
120 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.5,5
121 De Lubac, 90.
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Let’s consider two signs, both particularly polysemous:!?? the stream and the
Pearl-maiden.!” The dreamer, never quick on the uptake when it comes to spiritual
things, approaches both of these with possessive presumption. He imagines that he can
ford the stream at will: “More and more, and 3et wel mare, / Me lyste to se pe broke
by3onde... / To fynde a forpe faste con I fonde” (145-46, 150). At the very end of the
poem, he makes his brash attempt to cross, ford, and over-master the perilous stream: “I
po3t pat nopyng my3t me dere / To fech me bur and take me halte, / And to start in pe
strem schulde non me stere, / To swymme pe remnaunt, pa3 I per swalte” (1157-60).
Unfortunately his daring fails and he’s thrown out of the vision altogether. So much for
the stream. The dreamer likewise presumes that the Pearl-maiden is his and that he has
a primary if not exclusive claim upon her. We’ve already noted his repeated designation
of her as “his”: “my perle” (242), “my juel” (249), “my blysfol beste” (279)—allusions to

intimacy that the Pearl-maiden does not deign to return. “Now were I at yow by3onde

122 Bishop locates, following Quintilian’s definition of allegory as “translatio continuata”
(continual transfer embedded in narrative), “metaphorical threads” in the poem, including but
not limited to: 1) the Kingdom of heaven is a medieval court and Christ is a prince; 2) the parable
of the pearl of great price; 3) the figure of the negotiator, merchantman, and jueler; 4) the crop of
mercantile metaphors: bargain, thief, unprofitable, loss; and 5) the parable of the laborers in the
vineyard (76-80). The poem is replete with allegorical meaning, and I could just as easily have
chosen any of these strands to elucidate in my discussion of signs and things.
123 My reading of the polysemous nature of the poem is, I believe, congruent with Bishop’s
reading, although it also departs from it. Bishop disentangles the many layers of allegorical
meaning of the poem using Aquinas’s distinctions: 1) the sensus litteralis (sometimes also the
sensus historicus), 2) the sensus parabolicus (identical with the allegory of the poets), and 3) the
sensus spiritualis (53-54). I concur with Bishop’s elucidation of these different allegorical layers,
but suggest that these only become visible and meaningful through recollection.
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pise wawez,” he declares, “I were a joyfol jueler” (287-88). At this point the Pearl-
maiden checks his presumption. “So madde 3e be!” she rebukes him (290). His
“[vlnavysed,” thoughtless speech cannot be (292). Until, perhaps, the coming of death,
the two will not be reunited “by3onde pise wawez.” Certainly they will not reunite on
the terms that he imagines and determines. His eagerness and desire—both to master
the stream and possess the pearl —are perhaps driven by the confusion of grief but
approach the avidity of appetite. He has mistaken these signs for things.

What or how do the stream and the Pearl-maiden sign? The Pearl-maiden seems

more straightforward, so I'll begin with her.!?* “[Her] arrival... is abrupt and dazzling,”

12¢ Much has been written about the Pearl-maiden’s identity, which although important is not
strictly pertinent to my reading of the poem. I mention it in passing for context. Richard Morris
first identified her as the dreamer’s child and many subsequent critics followed a parental and
autobiographical reading; feminist criticism of the 1990’s such as Sarah Stanbury and Jane Gilbert
instead suggested an incestuous relationship between the dreamer and the Pearl-maiden; and
more recent scholarship such as Jane Beal and Claude Willan argue for a courtly although chaste
relationship between the two as lovers. I find the first reading most likely. Finally, there’s also the
critical controversy over the Pearl-maiden’s identity as autobiographical or allegorical. To this, I
find Ian Bishop’s elucidation of the Pearl-maiden in terms of the Scriptural and literary senses
particularly helpful. Against those who would read the Pearl-maiden as “pure” allegory, Bishop
discerns and illuminates the many layers that she signifies. The Pearl-maiden, in his reading, like
Dante’s Beatrice, is a historical entity of sensus litteralis who's figured in a sensus parabolicus (as a
dazzling heavenly being) in order to express the sensus spiritualis (her allegorical sense —the
Church, the kingdom of God, in my reading) and lead the dreamer to salvation (Pearl in Its
Setting, 61). See Richard Morris, “On the Pearl: An Excerpt,” reprinted in The Middle English Pearl:
Critical Essays, edited by John Conley (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970);
Norman Davis, “A Note on Pearl,” The Review of English Studies 17, no. 68 (1966): 403-5; Jane
Gilbert, “Gender and Sexual Transgression,” in A Companion to the Gawain-Poet, edited by Derek
Brewer and Jonathon Gibson (Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 59; Sarah Stanbury, “Feminist
Masterplots: The Gaze on the Body of the Pearl’s Dead Girl,” in Feminist Approaches to the Body in
Medieval Literature edited by Sarah Stanbury and Linda Lomperis (Philadelphia: University of
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Cherniss observes, which suggests a figure powerful in and of herself, “and the
visionary is [initially] slow to recognize her.”1?> She is no object to be possessed, despite
the dreamer’s misunderstandings about proprietorship. Instead, to his dismay, she is a
veritable and admirable theologian in her own right.?® As his teacher, the Pearl-maiden
at times seems to resemble the Church. She reminds him about God’s commands,
teaches him Scripture (whether Jesus” parable of the vineyard or John’s New Jerusalem),
and elucidates theological enigmas that he finds difficult or distasteful. In this aspect she
belongs to a literary family of impressive and authoritative allegorical women:
Boethius’s Lady Philosophy, Deguilleville’s Grace Dieux, Dante’s Beatrice, and
Langland’s Holy Church.’?” On another level, the pearl suggests another one of Jesus’
parables: the pearl of great value that signifies the kingdom of God.!?® The merchant sells

everything for one priceless pearl: “Again the kingdom of heaven is like to a merchant

Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 109; Beal, Signifying Power of “Pearl”, chapter one; and Claude Willan,
“Pearl and the Flawed Mediation of Grace,” Modern Philology 112, no. 1 (2014): 65-68.
125 Cherniss, Boethian Apocalypse, 154.
126 Sarah Stanbury’s incisive critique and inversion of Maurice Blanchot’s “feminist masterplot”
beautifully renegotiates the Pearl-maiden’s authority and agency. Much like Boethius’s Lady
Philosophy and Dante’s Beatrice she possesses verbal and visual authority: “a graphically
embodied woman, powerful, articulate, infinitely desirable.” Far from disembodied by the male
gaze, the Pearl-maiden “dares to stare back.” See Stanbury, “Feminist Masterplots,” 102-3, 111.
127 In this line of reasoning, Bishop suggests that, in the sensus parabolicus, the Pearl maiden and
the dreamer at times resemble personifications of reason and the will: “The maiden’s function in
the debate is similar in some respects to that of Boethius’s Lady Philosophy and Guillaume de
Lorris’s Lady Reason, whereas the impetuous and unstable dreamer may at times appear to
behave almost like a personification of Wylle” (Pearl in Its Setting, 74).
128 Bishop, Pearl in Its Setting, 35.

66



seeking good pearls. Who when he had found one pearl of great price, went his way,
and sold all that he had, and bought it.”'?* In both these instances, the dreamer can no
longer possess the pearl because she’s outgrown his categories for her. No longer a two-
year old girl who can fit comfortably in his lap, the pearl signifies realities large enough
to encompass him and then some: the Church, the kingdom of God.!*®* How could the
dreamer possibly dream of possessing these? The Pearl-maiden thus is not to be enjoyed
in her own right, but is a signpost for other heavenly realities. As the dreamer recollects
his vision, her true lineaments —no longer obscured by her dazzling sensible form and
her apparent physical likeness to his daughter —become more clear. His desire for her
perhaps too transmutes. No longer is she a thing to be possessed but a sign to a more
profound reality.

What the stream signifies is harder to discern.’® It is the centerpiece of the

otherworldly landscape and, as Spearing notes, is one of the identifying characteristics

129 Matt. 13:45-46.
130 Another one of Christ’s parables, recorded in the same chapter as the one about the pearl,
charts the immense and all-encompassing nature of the kingdom of God: “Another parable he
proposed unto them, saying: ‘“The kingdom of heaven is like to a grain of mustard seed, which a
man took and sowed in his field. Which is the least indeed of all seeds; but when it is grown up, it
is greater than all herbs, and becometh a tree, so that the birds of the air come, and dwell in the
branches thereof’” (Matt. 13:31-32). Something so small that one could fit a handful of it in one’s
palm becomes something so large that it houses the birds and their nests. The Pearl-maiden
allegorically undergoes a similar transformation of stature and magnitude: from a child in his lap
to a kingdom in which the dreamer’s encompassed.
131 We know, of course, as the Pearl-maiden repeatedly reminds us, that it is a sundering stream:
“to pas pys water fre: / Pat may no joyfol jueler” (299-300). It represents “the severing power of
death” (Bishop, Pearl in Its Setting, 91) and thus demarcates between those dead and alive,
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of paradise.’® In the Cotton Nero A.x manuscript, three of the four images prominently
exhibit the stream. The images are admittedly rudimentary, as the manuscript is likely a

lesser copy of a more ornate original.

whether physically or spiritually. Thus it resembles the dividing rivers of classical mythology,
such as the Styx or Acheron that Odysseus and Aeneas must cross into the underworld of the
dead. Another allusion seems apt. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, Ulysses’s attempt to cross through
the waters into the end of the world is thwarted as it does not please “Another,” while Dante’s
entrance by water into purgatory pleases “Another.” The dreamer likewise can’t cross the stream
unless it pleases God. The likeness seems resonant, and Spearing suggests probable influence:
“The poet’s knowledge of Dante cannot be regarded as absolutely certain...but it seems highly
likely” (Spearing, The Gawain-Poet, 17).
132 “[There’s] this time the running stream which is a constant feature of the landscape of
paradise, a refreshment which was perhaps significantly missing from the earthly garden”
(Spearing, Medieval Dream Poetry, 114).
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Figure 1: The British Library, Cotton MS Nero A X, public domain images
Although the landscape as a whole is radiant and healing, the stream repeatedly serves
as the focal point of the dreamer’s desire and interest. For instance, the second section
about the “dubbement,” dazzling splendor of hills and woods and streams, reaches its
intended climax when the dreamer arrives at the stream, glistening with gemlike gleams
(109-20) —just as the third section about the dreamer’s desire growing “more and more”
reaches its summit in his recognition of his daughter (169-80). The stream seems to be an
ambivalent and ambiguous figure of desire. Even before the dreamer meets and
recognizes his daughter, he’s drawn to the stream and desires to cross it. It, or
something just beyond it, calls to him. Paradise, he imagines, is on the other side:

More and more, and 3et wel mare,
Me lyste to se pe broke by3onde,

For if hit watz fayr per I con fare,
Wel loueloker watz pe fyrre londe...

Forpy I po3t pat paradyse
Watz per ouer gayn po bonkez brade... (145-48, 137-38)
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The stream stirs his desire: “Me lyste to se pe broke by3onde.” Yet the object of his
“lyste” is of yet undetermined, and he does not necessarily desire to cross the stream for
any particular reason. The dreamscape is already lovely beyond description: “More of
wele watz in pat wyse / Pen I cowpe telle pa3 I tom hade” (133-34). Yet somehow the
dreamer knows the “fayr” land just beyond, although unknown, is “loueloker” and
more desirable. It is not until he meets the Pearl-maiden that his desire to cross the
stream focuses on her: “Now were I at yow by3onde pise wawez, / I were a joyfol jueler”
(287-88). And it is his glimpse of her beside the Lamb that prompts his doomed crossing:
“Delyt me drof in y3e and ere... / Quen I se3 my frely, I wolde be pere, / By3onde pe
water pa3 ho were walte” (1153, 155-56). Yet as we have already noted the dreamer is
not much good at reading signs. Just as the Pearl-maiden signifies a category larger than
the dreamer had imagined, so too perhaps does the stream. He misunderstands his
desire to cross the stream and mistakenly projects it onto the Pearl-maiden. Only with
further recollection is he able to discern the difference.

Desire, as we have repeatedly observed, is after all an ambivalent category. The
stream perhaps initially merely reflects and refracts the dreamer’s disordered desire. Yet
the dreamer’s desire to cross the stream outstrips the supposed object of his desire (his

daughter). It also predates the Pearl-maiden’s arrival on the scene. With remembrance,
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the stream becomes something more: a figure of Christ or desire for Christ.'** The
stream, after all, with the Pearl-maiden’s guidance leads the dreamer to the heavenly
Jerusalem, as described in John’s Apocalypse (983-4). Thus it alludes, albeit imperfectly,
to the river St. John describes in Revelation’s New Jerusalem: “And he shewed me a
river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding from the throne of God and of the
Lamb.”%3* This river seems to find its source and its end in “the throne of God and of the
Lamb.” It is moreover “the water of life”: appropriately the consummate object of desire.
Christ, that is, as in any good allegorical exegesis, is the ultimate thing. The stream
signifies Christ or desire for Christ. It is this water that Christ offers to the Samaritan
woman in place of well-water: “Jesus answered and said to her... ‘the water that I will
give him shall become in him a fountain of water, springing up into life everlasting.””1%

Perhaps this spring may replace the dreamer’s overflowing wells of grief: “As wallande

133 My disagreement at this particular point with Aers’s incisive reading is perhaps paradigmatic
of the difference in our approaches as a whole. Aers suggests that the dreamer’s desire for “more
and more” and to cross the stream into Paradise seems motivated by inarticulate desire that has
nothing to do with God but everything to do, perhaps, with greed for possession. “Bliss has
generated a new sense of lack in the dreamer,” he writes disparagingly, “even though this has
definitely not been in response to any theocentric yearnings, at least none that were conscious or
identified by the poet” (Aers, “The Self Mourning,” 60). I have also been critical of the dreamer’s
disordered desire and pervasive possessiveness. But I suggest that the often-observed polysemy
of the poem affords, in repeated recollection, a receptivity to grace. To be fair, Aers does not
entirely rule out the possibility, either. He admits, “[it] is not to say... that ‘Gode3 grace’ (63) is
not mysteriously at work” (60).
134 Revelation 22:1.
135 John 4:13-14.
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water gotz out of welle” (365).1% It is also this water that the Psalmist ascribes to the
thirsting doe: “As the hart panteth after the fountains of water; so my soul panteth after
thee, O God.”?¥” The dreamer too figures as a “do” (345), albeit one unsuccessfully
resisting capture. Read in such an allegorical framework, the stream reveals a plethora of
Scriptural resonances to the living waters that signify Christ. In recollection, the stream
too becomes a larger-than-life reality. The dreamer’s desire for it is perhaps more than
that for which he bargains.

-

Let’s recapitulate memory’s transfiguration of signs and things. The dreamer had
perhaps previously imagined that the stream was an object to be overcome, and the
pearl a person to be possessed. Yet when in memory these figures transmogrify he
realizes that they signify realities and categories larger than he’d imagined: the Church,
the kingdom of God, Christ himself. Not only is he unable to possess or master them, he
can hardly even approach and touch them, so dazzling and immense are they. Just as
bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood, the stream and the Pearl-maiden
express realities beyond what the dreamer had dared to imagine. Things that he would

have possessed are transformed into signs of realities that are beyond him, categories

136 In fact, in St. John’s Apocalypse, living water is explicitly contrasted with the tears of grief
which will be no more: “For the Lamb, which is in the midst of the throne, shall rule them and
shall lead them to the fountains of the waters of life: and God shall wipe away all tears from their
eyes”” (Rev. 7:17).
137 Psalm 41:2. In today’s numbering, this would be Psalm 42:1.
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too large even for his comprehension. Moreover, as the dreamer recollects, the story
shifts around him in a still more fundamental way. His own role—as one who seeks,
possesses, masters—is called into question and turned upside down. He begins to
realize that—joke’s on him —in fact his unconverted self is the one to be overcome, he is
the one to be possessed. He rediscovers “God’s paradigmatic representation [of him]”1%
and in the process recovers his own intelligibility —previously lost in the fragmentation
of time, his “wreched wylle” (56), and grief. This rehabilitation of vision, as we recall,
and the rehabilitation of the dreamer’s volition must go hand-in-hand.'®

We're given a few clues—scant but illuminating —to this reversal of perspective
in three images of the hunt scattered throughout the poem: the hawk, the doe, and the
quail. In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, another poem by the same author, images of
the hunt reveal the inner predicament of its protagonist. A hapless doe, a ferocious boar,
and a seeming-shrewd fox: these hunting spoils seem fittingly to describe Gawain’s
plight day by day. These images, interpolated with scenes from the bedroom, intensify
our sense of Gawain’s moral peril. After all, he is initially unawares, subsequently
tenacious in his resistance, but finally falters (thinking himself very clever) and accepts

the green girdle. The images of the hunt in Pearl likewise express the dreamer’s

138 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 43.

139 Put in negative form, a bad will and a bad vision are related: “There is, on the contrary,
something willful about failures of moral vision” (Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 43). Thus do volition
and vision need to be rehabilitated together.
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condition, although often unbeknownst to himself. When he first recognizes the Pearl-
maiden, he resembles a hawk in his surprised and watchful attention: “Wyth y3en open
and mouth ful clos /I stode as hende as hawk in halle” (183-84). A “hawk in halle,”
despite its origins as a wild bird of prey, has been made “hende,” meek and courteous,
watchful for its master’s command.'* Perhaps the dreamer thinks that he acts and
desires on his own initiative, but the image demonstrates that even from early on in the
poem he is beholden to another. He may think that he is the one who seeks, but even his
seeking, as the image reveals, is on another’s initiative.

The doe and the quail further reinforce the dreamer’s subordinate agency. Their
capture suggests the capture of the dreamer’s will —albeit one realized only through the
slow and arduous process of recollection. Earlier in the poem, the doe resists capture,
but toward the end the quail hardly demurs. The Pearl-maiden describes him as a doe
struggling fruitlessly against the cords of suffering and grief that entangle him.

Who nedez schal pole, be not so pro;

For po3 pou daunce as any do,

Braundysch and bray py brapez breme,

When pou no fyrre may, to ne fro,
Pou moste abyde pat He schal deme. (344-48)

140 Jane Beal correlates the poem’s avian imagery with the dreamer’s emotional trajectory toward
eventual consolation—a beautifully suggestive possibility although perhaps one too tidy in its
linear temporality (Signifying Power, 71-78). The dreamer is figured as hawk and quail, Mary the
queen of heaven as a phoenix of Arabia, the Pearl-maiden as a “maskellez bryd” (770), and the
final view of Jerusalem given from John the Evangelist’s eagle-eyed perspective. All this “bird-
watching,” Beal suggests, leads to a consolatory vision of the Lamb which transforms his grief to
joy and “delyt” (1117).
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The dreamer, entrapped by suffering, “daunce[s] as any do” and attempts in vain to
escape. His grief-laden suffering, however, is merely the vehicle by which the dreamer is
entrapped, and has no active agency of its own. In fact it is another who has designs on
him. Divine agency devises his capture, that is, the capture of his will: he “moste abyde
pat [God] schal deme.” At this point in the vision, he still resists, “[b]Jraundysch[ing] and
bray[ing],” but eventually, the Pearl-maiden explains, he will realize that struggle is
futile: “pou no fyrre may, to ne fro.” This perhaps comes to pass in the final hunting
image of the quail. The dreamer, utterly astonished at the beauty of the heavenly
Jerusalem, is figured as a dazed quail: “I stod as stylle as dased quayle... / So watz I

V/ai

rauyste wyth glymme pure” (1085, 1088). This “rauyste” “quayle” completes the sense
of capture. Perhaps a hawk or doe still may have some strength and tenacity, but the
quail—much smaller, more defenseless—when dazed hasn’t a chance against its hunter.
Moreover the quail, unlike the doe, overwhelmed by beauty and splendor assents to her
own capture: “rauyste wyth glymme pure.” The final line of that stanza additionally
forebodes her unequivocal capture, and the capture of the dreamer himself. The dreamer
declares that whoever would see such a sight is lost: “His lyf wer loste anvnder mone”
(1092). He is lost, we might say, to his own modes of volition and vision. This

transformation does not, of course, occur instantaneously in the dreamer’s present-tense

experience of the vision. Instead, his capture becomes more manifest with each
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remembrance of the vision. Through his exercise of his memory the capture of his will
becomes more complete.

In remembrance, two further images suggest the dreamer’s transformative
trajectory: the child and the lamb. Unlike the images of the hunt, these point to a
relationship of mutuality with Christ, and even the possibility of friendship. The
dreamer, wracked by loss and forlorn with grief, lacks their docility and trust. He must
recover his innocence, as the Pearl-maiden insists. In this respect, although he is the
elder, he has much to learn from her. She was no more than a child, as the dreamer
exclaims in disbelief —and yet she was made a queen.

Pou lyfed not two 3er in oure pede;

Pou cowpes never God nauper plese ne pray

Ne never nawper Pater ne Crede -

And quen mad on pe fyrste day! (483-86)

When he chafes at her seemingly unwarranted rank in heaven, she responds with
Christ’s valuation of children. The disciples, not unlike the dreamer, would have turned
the children away. Why should young children become queens and kings? But Christ
welcomes them and entrusts his kingdom to these very children. On this, the Pearl-
maiden bases her non-meritocratic vision of heavenly hierarchy.

“Jesus thenne hem swetely sayde,

‘Do way, let chylder unto me tyght;

To suche is hevenryche arayed.’
The innocent is ay saf by ryght.” (717-20)
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Still more poignantly, Christ elsewhere enjoins his disciples to become like children: “I
say to you, unless you be converted, and become as little children, you shall not enter
into the kingdom of heaven.”*! Complementing the image of the child is that of the
lamb —figured through Christ himself as the Lamb. Scattered throughout the Gospels is
imagery of straying sheep, scared sheep: all of whom nonetheless belong to a Shepherd
who was himself a Lamb.'*> The dreamer, cornered in the hunt, may eventually be
rehabilitated into relationship with his God as trusting child and docile sheep.

-

One final image —the closing image of the poem —crucially transforms the
dreamer’s understanding from one material to one allegorical: the Eucharist. The
dreamer, although he still languishes in grief (1205-6), is consoled and rehabilitated in
his daily encounter with “bred and wyn.”

And sypen to God I hit [my perle] byta3zte

In Krystez dere blessyng and myn,

Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn

Pe preste vus schewez vch a daye. (1207-10)

What is the meaning of this life-renewing, grief-consoling “bred and wyn”? Its meaning
depends on the distinction between signs and things. Bread and wine are continually

transformed before the dreamer into Christ’s flesh and blood, a profound mystery

among the many mysteries of the poem. Its transmutation thus reiterates and renews the

141 Matt. 18:3.
142 Matt 18:12-13, for instance.
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many other transmutations of register in the poem. What had seemed a theological
perplexity becomes spiritual nourishment—what seemed a vision of hope forlorn and
desire frustrated he discovers is threaded with grace—what were ostensibly things
transmute into signs of more real things. The Eucharist, in its transmutation of registers,
repeatedly requires the dreamer to read spiritually or allegorically. It is a sign of a thing,
a sign of Christ. To fetishize a sign, whether the Eucharist or anything else —to act as if it
were the thing—is to misunderstand its nature and value. As the dreamer gazes upon
the Eucharist, he learns not to confuse the material for the allegorical.'*

Both the Eucharist and the vision point toward Christ, the ultimate thing and
final meaning. The dream culminates in a vision of the New Jerusalem whose
centerpiece is the Lamb, marred with “a wounde ful wyde and weete” (1135) but

nonetheless triumphantly victorious.

143 In her book on Corpus Christi theater, Sarah Beckwith writes expressively about the mystery
of the Eucharistic host. The Eucharist simultaneously figures presence and absence, it can’t be
entirely apprehended nor can it be dismissed: “God is neither dissolved into absence as
nothingness, nor fetishized as a dead body contained and constrained to concealment and burial.
He is rather endlessly disseminated in strenuous and difficult encounters where his strangeness
forever reproaches our own constant temptations to idolatry... To this extent, then, the eucharist
must be a kind of absence in presence.” See Sarah Beckwith, Signifying God: Social Relation and
Symbolic Act in the York Corpus Christi Plays (Chicago, I1l.; London: University of Chicago Press,
2001), 88. Jennifer Garrison follows this line of reasoning, and reminds us that the Eucharist
"simultaneously invite[s] and refuse[s] interpretation" (Challenging Communion, 51). Both these
support the sense of profound mystery in the poem’s ending. The dreamer hasn’t arrived at a
confirmatory result, an unmediated vision of the Lamb, a clear-cut conversion. Instead he
continues to live in a precarious, grief-wracked world. And yet the “bred and wyn” brings
consolation. Christ in the Eucharist is meaningfully “disseminated [albeit] in strenuous and
difficult encounters,” “a kind of absence in presence, a presence in absence, where absence is not
simply something not there, nor something fully enclosed or contained in the objectual world, or
in the concretion of a merely physical proximity” (Beckwith, Signifying God, 88).
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Pe Lombe byfore con proudly passe

Wyth hornez seuen of red golde cler...

Pise aldermen, quen He aproched,

Grouelyng to His fete pay felle.

Legyounes of augenelez togeder uoched

Per kesten ensens of swete smelle;

Pen glory and gle watz nwe abroched;

Al songe to loue pat gay Juelle. (1110-11, 1119-24)
The Lamb is the end to which the rest of the vision leads: the stream, the Pearl-maiden,
the city. He is proud and glorious, although his wound still wet memorably elicits the
dreamer’s pity (1138-40). The noble procession and angel legion’s obeisance —
“[g]rouelyng,” even—would suggest that the dreamer ought to do likewise. Indeed the
link word in this section is “delyt” at the sight of the Lamb, rapturous ecstasy in the face
of the beatific vision. The dreamer experiences what the rest of us could hardly imagine:
an unmediated vision of the Lamb. And surprisingly he does not lose “[h]is lyf...
anvnder mone” (1092). Yet despite being “rauyste wyth glymme pure” (1088) he is
unable to sustain such a vision.!* A momentary lapse in attention reinstates his “luf-
longyng” for his “lyttel quene” (1152, 1146), and his subsequent disobedience disrupts
the beatific vision. To the dreamer’s chagrin, the vision is lost to him, perhaps forever.

But thankfully the Lamb is not lost. “Bred and wyn” are offered to him daily, material

instantiations of once-glimpsed mysteries. The Eucharist—a mediated manifestation of

144 We have already discussed how Augustine too was unable to sustain his ecstatic vision in
Book 7. Both are constrained by the compulsions of habit. They need someone who will mediate
their ecstatic vision: Christ the mediator.
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Christ—is thus a kindness.!*> Perhaps for mere mortals it is a satisfactory and
substantive substitution, albeit one necessarily partial.

The Eucharist moreover crucially links our two topoi of memory and conversion.
It is situated at a critical moment in the so-called timeline of conversion. Following the
dreamer’s blatant, “rasch and ronk” disobedience (1167), both the vision and the poem
itself end abruptly. The ending spans no more than one short, five stanza section,'* a
hastiness at which many have wondered. In the first three stanzas the dreamer still
seems steadfast in his dissidence and disobedience. He expresses what appears to be
annoyance: “Me payed ful ille to be outfleme / So sodenly of pat fayre regioun” (1177-
78). Even as late as the fourth of the five stanzas, or the second to last stanza of the
poem, the dreamer still frames obedience and submission in the subjunctive: “To pat
Pryncez paye hade I ay bente, / And 3erned no more pen watz me geuen... / As helde...
/ To mo of His mysterys I hade ben dryuen” (1189-90, 1193-94). Is the dreamer lamenting
his unlawful disobedience, or merely regretting the displeasing consequence of it? It is

not obvious which. We perhaps sense regret more than repentance.’¥” Grace has work

145 Thanks to David Aers for this helpful distinction between unmediated and mediated vision.

146 For context, the five stanzas of the final, twentieth section run like this: the dreamer desires
and disobeys—is thrown out of his dream —finds the disruption displeasing, as if he were a child
interrupted at play: “Me payed ful ille to be outfleme” (1176) —acknowledges submission would
have been more suitable—and defers acquiescently to his God, “a frende ful fyin” (1204).

147 Aers is similarly critical of the dreamer’s self-representation in this stanza. The dreamer
fundamentally misrepresents his motivations for crossing the stream. It was not that the dreamer
didn’t respect limits of happiness, Aers argues convincingly, but that he knowingly chose the
lesser good (the Pearl-maiden) instead of the greater (the Lamb). He intentionally makes his
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yet to do, if the dreamer is to be converted. Such speed necessarily forces the possibility
of conversion to the very end of the poem and thus the figure of the Eucharist. The last
stanza’s submissive, acquiescent tone is a perplexing contrast to the ones previous. “To
pay pe Prince” the dreamer now judges “epe to pe god Krystyin”; continually he finds
him a faithful comfort: “A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin”; he who wanted to possess
now becomes possessed by another, a servant and a pearl: “He gef vus to be His homly
hyne / Ande precious perlez vnto His pay.” His inconsolable grief he commits to God:
“to God I hit bytazte.” The full stanza follows this acquiescent tone.

To pay pe Prince oper sete sa3te,

Hit is ful epe to pe god Krystyin.

For I haf founden Hym, bope day and na3te,

A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin.

Ouer pis hyul pis lote I lazte

For pyty of my perle enclyin,

And sypen to God I hit byta3te

In Krystez dere blessyng and myn,

Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn

Pe preste vus schewez vch a daye.

He gef vus to be His homly hyne

Ande precious perlez vnto His pay.
Amen. Amen. (1201-12)

What could possibly effect this transformation? Given the sudden change of heart, no

wonder many readers have found the poem profoundly perplexing.

disobedience seem less notable: “By assimilating his choice to a generalized problem of human
insatiability the narrator has made the nature of transgression less disturbing” (Aers, “The Self
Mourning,” 69). His refusal to acknowledge his misdeed seems concerningly unrepentant.
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The Eucharist—if we follow the structural logic of the poem —seems in some
way to effect the dreamer’s conversion. The vision, after all, during which the dreamer
was out of body and out of time, does not effect any substantive changes to the
dreamer’s habitus and grief. His glimpse of the Lamb is like a dazzling dream that
continually slips away from his grasp just out of reach. Just as Augustine cannot sustain
his ecstatic vision of the Lord, the dreamer likewise cannot meaningfully attain to these
contemplative heights. But the Eucharist, which exists in both in material form and
located time, isn’t out of reach. We have already discussed the significance of the
Eucharist as a mediated and materialized form of the Lamb —one more palatable to the
dreamer’s apprenticeship in faith. The Eucharist’s locatedness in time is no less
important. Twice in this stanza the dreamer refers explicitly to the passage of time,
specifically, the slow drip of day-to-day time. “I haf founden Hym,” the dreamer affirms
of God’s faithful friendship, “bope day and nag3te, / A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin.”
Unlike in the vision out-of-time, the dreamer now finds God in time, in his everyday
experience of time. “Day and na3te” evoke, perhaps, grief-stricken days and sleepless
nights. The dreamer, having returned to his everyday life, must learn to live with the
cruel reality of loss. Yet it is precisely in “day and na3te,” of commonplace sorrow and
everyday devastation, that he finds God’s companionship: “I haf founden Hym, bope
day and na3te, / A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin.” Perhaps he finds God’s

companionship all over the wide world: in prayer, in nature, and in dreams. But a few
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lines later he specifically references the Eucharist as his daily consolation, and the source
of Christ’s presence: “Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn / Pe preste vus schewez vch a
daye.” Day after day, “vch a day,” the dreamer tells us, he glimpses “pe forme of bred
and wyn.” It is in church, we thus speculate—perhaps with others, perhaps only in the
company of saints—that, gazing on the bread and wine, he discovers “[the] Lorde, a
frende ful fyin.” Christ in the Eucharist, having entered into the dreamer’s temporal

7 oa

boundedness, his “day and na3te,” “vch a day,” becomes a constant, everyday
comfort.48

It is moreover this sacrament, the exemplary figure of remembrance, that elicits
the dreamer’s own remembering. The Eucharist initiates the dreamer’s graced use of his
memory, and thus the regathering of himself in light of grace and the good. It is in the

Eucharist, and this memory of Christ, that his own memory of grief and his resistance to

grace is transfigured.'* The dreamer emerges from his dream still resistant and still

148 Beaston finds the daily “bred and wyn” no real source of comfort. In his view the Pearl-poet is
influenced by the fourteenth century Pelagiani moderni such as William of Ockham who depict a
God of absolute power. At points in the poem he characterizes God as “remote from the
narrator's world” and inaccessible to human apprehension. In particular the bleak ending for
Beaston supports the idea of a God “who is not totally present,” and in his view the Eucharist
only provides “slender links to God” (Beaston, 24, 26). Problematically this reading seems to
undervalue the efficacy of the Eucharist as expressed in the poem. Moreover, Beaston seems to
set up a false dichotomy between an “immanent” and “transcendent” God without any sense of
what a satisfying resolution would look like.

1499 Beal’s reading is congruent with mine: “Indeed, by participating in the Eucharist—through the
communal Christian memory of Christ’s past sacrifice as well as Christ’s future return—that
hope can be recalled again and again, bringing deeper healing to his soul each time. Thus the
Dreamer’s memory of trauma is illuminated, redeemed, and restored” (152).
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unconverted. But over time, the daily memorial of the Eucharist teaches him to read
differently, remember differently. Rather than grossly material goods—bread and wine,
daughter and stream —the dreamer begins to glimpse their allegorical significance. They
signify realities far greater than themselves. In the Eucharist, he reads and remembers
Christ. Over time, helped by his daily encounter with the Eucharist, he learns to read
and remember Christ in his vision too. Likewise through remembrance he comes to
realize that his vision demands an allegorical reading, one for which Christ is the
hermeneutic key. Repeated remembrance of his vision reveals the many-layered
allegories and delicately doubled agency that were earlier opaque to him. Like the
Eucharist his vision is a vehicle of grace, and grace when remembered reveals and
reconciles him to Christ. His experience in and out of his vision thus all point toward
Christ, who is the meaning.'>® The Eucharist as a figure of remembrance thus carries to a
large extent the necessary weight of this recursive, memory-laden conversion. It
rehabilitates his out-of-body, out-of-time vision to the ordinariness of time and of healed

habit. Only with this gradual dawning realization does the dreamer begin to find it “ful

150 The dreamer’s position is perhaps evocatively resonant to Julian of Norwich'’s. Both, following
the end of a ravishing vision, meditate on its meaning and mystery. Julian discerns that Love
showed the vision and Love himself is the meaning: “And fro the tyme that it was shewde, I
desyerde oftyn tymes to wytt in what was oure Lord’s menyng. And xv yere after and more I was
answeryd in gostly understondyng, seyeng thus, ‘What, woldest thou wytt thy Lordes menyng in
this thyng? Wytt it wele, love was his menyng. Who shewyth it the? Love. Wherfore shewyth he
it the? For love. Holde the therin, thou shalt wytt more in the same...” Thus was I lernyd that love
is oure Lordes menyng.” See Jacqueline Jenkins and Nicholas Watson, eds., The Writings of Julian
of Norwich: “A Vision Showed to a Devout Woman” and “A Revelation of Love,” Brepols Medieval
Women Series (University Park, P.A.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), XV1/86.
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epe” “[t]o pay pe Prince”; does he “founden Hym, bope day and na3te / A God, a Lorde,
a frende ful fyin”; does he learn to live with meek and marveling acquiescence. Only
thus is he healed —if not of grief, at least of his resistance to grace—and thus is hope,
earlier eclipsed by his “wreched wylle” (56), within reach once more. Conversion, albeit
one partial in this time-distended life, is at hand.

k%

To summarize: the dreamer, who thinks he has agency and seeks possession,
realizes that, to the contrary, he is the one who is sought, possessed, and mastered. His
memory reveals to him what his vision, obscured by his habitus of undisciplined desire,
could not: the traces of divine presence threaded throughout his vision and his volition.
Another presence has been there all along, one with designs on him. Grace in
recollection reveals a delicately doubled agency: one that works both to heal his will and
to rehabilitate his vision. On the first, his will: the dreamer may have willed one thing
during the vision—recalcitrance and resistance to grace, for instance—but even at that
time divine agency was already working from within to heal his wounded will. In
recollection the dreamer recognizes this grace for what it is. As grace heals past habit,
the dreamer is able to desire differently, if yet not wholly and completely. On the
second, his vision: his mutable judgments, earlier so belligerent and grief-absorbed,
slowly but surely in the recollection of this dazzling otherworldly landscape, become

rehabilitated to immutable ones. He begins to realize what he thought were objects of
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craven desire are signs that figure profound and even transcendent realities. Grace
allows him to remember, that is, to recollect himself, and begin to render himself
intelligible once more. Perhaps, in spite of all this, he is not yet all the way to his
conversion. His vision and volition still need further recollection and reformation. But
certainly the dreamer has come a far ways from the irreconcilable heights of vision and

entrenchments of habit.

Imitations and intimations of eternity

As the dreamer’s memory repeatedly gathers together the past, his experience
begins to weave together into a unity. No longer is the dreamer left merely with the
momentary flickers of sense-impressions and knee-jerk reactions—the effects of his
customary distention in time. Instead in recollection he begins to half-glimpse the
perspective of eternity. His recursive recollection in light of grace perhaps never
achieves but asymptotically approaches the standpoint of eternity.!>! Every time he
reads and remembers, allegory becomes more recognizable, divine reality more
luminous, and the eternal perspective more within reach. Such recollection is potentially

infinitely iterative. Although he cannot quite reach eternity, he can perhaps glimpse it in

151 ] pull from Wetzel here: “The anachronism of conversion will have swallowed up time in an
asymptotic approximation of eternity” (Limits of Virtue, 196). In contrast Claude Willan argues
that the poem fails to progress in part due to its circularity: “these formal circularities seem to
work against the linear processes innate to didactic literature.” By this point it is surely clear that
I disagree that grief and consolation is any kind of “linear process.” See Willan, “Flawed
Mediation of Grace,” 59.
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fits and starts. These flickers of eternity afford a momentary hermeneutic that unifies the
dreamer’s life and motives in light of the good. From this vantage point, the dreamer’s
grief, sin, and grace become intelligible once more. Thus is his conversion slowly
effected. As he remembers, he is continuously being converted, a process that from his
time-bound perspective is never complete. So too are the poem’s many mysteries,
although impenetrable from a time-bound perspective, from the perspective of eternity
thus gathered into an intelligible narrative and unity.

Yet how can this be? The dreamer is time-bound, susceptible to sin, grief, loss,
change, and conversion. His memory moreover by definition recollects and measures
time that is past. How can the dreamer and his memory attain to an eternity wholly
outside of time? The dreamer perhaps does not so much attain to eternity as does
eternity itself —figures of it, intimations and imitations of it—touch upon him.!*2
Everywhere in the poem it shapes his memory, casts its shadow, and leaves its imprint.
Through repeated remembrance, eternity becomes stamped, imprinted, and embossed
on his dream and his memory. The dreamer’s half-conscious remembrance, rife with
intimations of it, gradually becomes shaped into an imitation of it. But again —how does
this happen —this shaping of memory by eternity? Eternity is intimated and expressed

extensively throughout the poem in its formal-spatial and temporal dimensions. The

152 After all, attingere (to reach, attain) is drawn from from the root tangere (to touch). Perhaps the
dreamer attains eternity (or some semblance of it) by being attained and touched upon by it.
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dreamer in memory finds himself already inseparably entangled in figures and shapes
of eternity. The poem’s intricate formal artistry, both linguistic and numeric, and the
dreamer’s participation in liturgical time: these intimate eternity and effect a
transfiguration on the dreamer’s memory. These figures of eternity, like a rubber stamp
or a bronze cast, mold the dreamer’s memory into their likeness. Forms and shapes in
fact take on tantamount importance in the dreamer’s apprehension and enfolding in
eternity.15

Perhaps we should address one final reservation. Form, space, and time: it seems
like an illocution to speak of eternity through these figures, since by definition the
immutable has no form, and exists neither in space nor time. Time has parts, space has
parts: so they also are divisible and thus mutable. “Eternity and time” —where time is
logically coordinate to space —“are rightly distinguished on the ground that time does
not exist without some movement and change, while in eternity there is no change at
all,” Augustine thus explains.'® Time and eternity are entirely different, one a mutable
creature and one altogether immutable and uncreated.'®> Yet despite those who would
espouse an imageless devotion we may need these very figures to apprehend the eternal

and ineffable. As we’ve seen, the dreamer’s dazzling vision has had only limited

153 As Eliot puts it, “Only by the form, the pattern, / Can words or music reach / The stillness”
(“Burnt Norton”).

154 Augustine, The City of God (1-10), trans. William Babcock, The Works of Saint Augustine (Hyde
Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2012), XL.6.

155 Paul Griffiths’s spring 2018 seminar on Augustine’s City of God was very helpful for shaping
my observations on Book XI.5-6.
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efficacy. Transcendence does not come so easily. The earthly and its images and figures
are thus needed to comprehend the eternal and immutable, imitations and intimations
of eternity to approach its reality. Let us turn then to these “imitations and intimations.”
First we'll consider the poem’s formal artistry. Both its language and its numbers create
encircling, echoic formal unities that suggest eternity’s vantage point. Second the poem’s
participation in liturgical time also rehabilitates the dreamer’s fragmented temporal
awareness into one coordinated with God’s. Through these allusive figures, the
dreamer’s recursive recollection of grace is gathered into a meaningful whole.

k%

The formal construction of Pearl suggests a transfiguration in the dreamer’s
awareness: from a fragmented present-tense experience to one that in repeated
recollection apprehends albeit imperfectly the eternal. Let’s begin by discussing the
poem’s intricately patterned language. Scholars disagree about the origins and

defensibility of a so-called fourteenth century alliterative revival.’* But all acknowledge

15 Most scholars trace some kind of lineage between late medieval alliterative poetry and its
predecessor in unrhymed Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse. But given sparse manuscript evidence
the mechanism for transmission over several centuries is unclear. Various theories have been
proposed, such as a continuous oral alliterative tradition that didn't survive in manuscript form
(R. W. Chambers), a continuous written tradition of alliterative poetry preserved in the southwest
midlands monasteries but eventually lost (Derek Pearsall), and a self-constructed haberdash of
many different oral and written traditions, prose and verse, rhymed and unrhymed, all combined
together (Thorlac Turville-Petre). See R. W. Chambers, “On the Continuity of English Prose from
Alfred to More and His School,” in Nicholas Harpsfield’s Life of Sir Thomas Moore, ed. E. V.
Hitchcock and R. W. Chambers, EETS 186 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1932), xi, xiv—clxxiv;
Derek Pearsall, “The Origins of the Alliterative Revival,” in The Alliterative Tradition in the

89



that Pearl is a poetic feat possibly unrivalled in the English language. " 1 Every element

of the poem is astonishingly wrought. Lines are alliterated; stanzas rhymed; and each

Fourteenth Century, ed. Bernard S. Levy and Paul E. Szarmach (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University
Press, 1981), 1-24; Thorlac Turville-Petre, The Alliterative Revival (Cambridge, England: D. S.
Brewer, 1977). On the other hand, Elizabeth Salter among others have questioned the existence
and critical usefulness of an alliterative revival altogether. See Elizabeth Salter, “Alliterative
Modes and Affiliations in the Fourteenth Century,” in English and International: Studies in the
Literature, Art, and Patronage of Medieval England, ed. Derek Pearsall and Nicolette Zeeman
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 170-79. In more recent years,
following Salter’s lead, revisionist critics have turned from these historico-formal questions to
interrogate the affordances of the alliterative form. Ralph Hanna refutes the assumption of an
alliterative tradition “hermetically” “seal[ed] off” in its “defiant regionalism” and
“[de]centralizing tendencies” from other fourteenth-century concerns. Instead he argues that it
too like Chaucer and Langland is preoccupied with “the vernacular appropriation of
learnedness,” but unlike Chaucer is explicitly troubled by domination, conquest, lordship, and
“the tyranny inherent in rule.” See Ralph Hanna, “Alliterative Poetry,” in The Cambridge History of
Medieval English Literature, ed. David Wallace, The New Cambridge History of English Literature
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 497, 499, 511. Others have built upon Hanna’s
suggestive thesis to further investigate alliterative romance. Foremost among these is Christine
Chism, who argues that late medieval alliterative romance performs the “archaic, traditional, and
glamorously illustrious” tradition of Anglo-Saxon alliterative poetry in order to interrogate the
unsettling sociopolitical-cultural transitions of its own time. See Christine Chism, Alliterative
Revivals (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 15-16. Interestingly however
neither Chism nor Randy Schiff and Alex Mueller’s psychoanalytical and decolonial approaches
to alliterative poetry incorporate Pearl into their argument. Randy P. Schiff, Revivalist Fantasy:
Alliterative Verse and Nationalist Literary History (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press,
2011), and Alex Mueller, Translating Troy: Provincial Politics in Alliterative Romance (Columbus:
The Ohio State University Press, 2013). Despite its unquestioned status as a great alliterative
poem (albeit one rhymed), Pearl as we noted earlier eschews sociocultural and political concerns
so perhaps stands apart from other fourteenth-century alliterative verse.

157 As P. M. Kean remarks to unanimous critical agreement, “Pear! is the most elaborately, and
successfully wrought of the Middle English poems which remain to us.” See P. M. Kean,
“Numerical Composition in ‘Pearl,”” Notes and Queries 12, no. 2 (February 25, 1965), 50.

158 The astonishing formal artistry of Pearl far exceeds (as far as I know) even the most highly-
wrought instances of English poetry. Pearl’s construction almost resembles that of classical

Chinese (and thus tonally-patterned) liishi poetry (##15). Liishi poetry requires precise,
alternating level and oblique tones at the line and stanza level, an unbelievably intricate
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section’s strung together by a concatenated word or phrase that appears in the first and
last line of each stanza. The few lines of the poem abundantly illustrate these formal
features.

Perle plesaunte, to prynces paye

To clanly clos in golde so clere:
Qute of oryent, I hardyly saye,

Ne proued I neuer her precios pere.
So rounde, so reken in vche araye,
So smal, so smope her sydez were,
Queresoeuer I jugged gemmez gaye
I sette hyr sengeley in synglure.
Allas! I'leste hyr in on erbere;

bur3 gresse to grounde hit fro me yot.
I dewyne, fordolked of luf-daungere
Of pat pryuy perle withouten spot.

Sypen in pat spote hit fro me sprange...

i\./[.y priuy perle withouten spotte. (1-24)
Alliteration as we can see everywhere proliferates. For instance in the first line the
stressed consonants are alliterated: Perle plesaunte, to prynces paye. But the alliterative
patterning in the poem is more intricate than can be grasped by reading only individual

lines. For example, “Perle plesaunte,” we find multiple threads of alliteration woven

patterning of near mathematical rigor. One of its central principles, nian (#4), also stipulates strict
rules for the continguous lines that end one stanza and start the next. If not for Pearl, I would
otherwise think this effect and level of formal intricacy impossible to replicate in English. Thanks
to Julianne Werlin’s 2020 graduate course on the Theory of Poetry for these connections. See
Zong-Qi Cai, “Rules of Tonal Patterning,” How to Read Chinese Poetry, (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2008), 169-72.
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through the passage, connecting lines through stressed and unstressed alliteration: “So
rounde, so reken in vche araye, / So smal, so smope her sydez were, / Queresoeuer I
jugged gemmez gaye / I sette hyr sengeley in synglure.” The “[ac]cumulative” “delight
in richness and profusion” that Dorothy Everett and Thomas Turville-Petre describe as
characteristic of both the Anglo Saxon and fourteenth-century alliterative tradition is
displayed from the poem’s onset.' It is a feast of conjoined sound and sense. The end
rhyme also interweaves lines together resonantly in the idiosyncratic rhyme scheme
ABABABABBCBC.

Perle plesaunte, to prynces paye

To clanly clos in golde so clere:

Oute of oryent, I hardyly saye,

Ne proued I neuer her precios pere.

So rounde, so reken in vche araye,

So smal, so smope her sydez were,

Queresoeuer I jugged gemmez gaye

I sette hyr sengeley in synglure.

Allas! I leste hyr in on erbere;

Pur3 gresse to grounde hit fro me yot.

I dewyne, fordolked of luf-daungere

Of pat pryuy perle withouten spot.
Finally concatenation links the stanzas of each section. “Spot,” oftentimes in conjunction
with “perle,” joins together the five stanzas of the first section, as well as the first line of

the second section (61). See for instance the last line of the first stanza and the first and

last line of the second stanza:

1% Dorothy Everett, Essays on Middle English Literature, ed. Patricia Kean (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1955), 23; and Turville-Petre, The Alliterative Revival, 6.
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Of pat pryuy perle withouten spot. (12)

Sypen in pat spote hit fro me sprange... (13)

i\;[.y priuy perle withouten spotte. (24)

Moreover “perle” and “[prynces] paye” in the very first line of this stanza concatenates
with the stanzas of the last, twentieth section: “Perle, plesaunte to prynces paye... / And

precious perles unto His pay” (1, 1212). Thus are the very first line and the very last line
of the poem joined together into a wreath or circle.

These formal features weave the transient and troubling fragmentation of time
into an appreciable formal and narrative unity: the dreamer’s ecstatic ascent and descent
sub specie aeternitatis. In other words, the formal patterning of the poem transforms an
experience of the temporal into a likeness of the eternal. It does this in at least two ways:
first through the encircling produced by concatenation, and secondly through the
associative and “echoic”1® logic developed through repeated similarities in sound. Both
contribute to the poem’s formal unity and thus its narrative intelligibility when viewed
in light of God’s eternity. On the first, many have remarked upon the encircling effect of
the poem’s concatenation. The poem, its beginning and end joined seamlessly into a

whole, seems like the pearl an “endle3 rounde” (738).¢' To others, the poem’s repeated

160 “Introduction,” Pearl, edited and with an introduction by Sarah Stanbury, TEAMS Middle
English Texts Series (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 2001).
161 Bishop, “Pearl” in Its Setting, 29.
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concatenation suggests something still more ornate: not a simple pearl but a bejewelled
courtly object. “[The concatenation] strings stanzas together like pearls on a necklace,”
Sarah Stanbury writes, and Ian Bishop speculates that it resembles beads on a rosary or a
pearlescent ecclesial candelabra or chandelier, known as a corona (crown or garland).!6?
Regardless of which allusive image —a full-throated necklace of pearls, a bejeweled
crown, an elaborately designed stitching'®®, or otherwise —these all produce an
encircling effect. They suggest a sequence whose beginning and end are conjoined.
Memory becomes entwined with the vision itself, fragmented segments of time become
incorporated into a circular sequence: suggesting the unity of time as glimpsed from an
eternal perspective. In this way, the poem as an elaborately designed and encircled
formal artifact transfigures memorialized experience into an intimation of the eternal.
The associative and echoic logic of the poem’s formal features likewise
remediates time’s fragmentation. Let us begin with associative logic.!** Here I draw

upon contemporary theory of poetry to explore some of the poem’s poetic intricacies. By

162 Bishop, “Pearl” in Its Setting, 30-1.
163 As the literary historicists Michael J. Bennett and John M. Bowers argue, splendid objects of
this kind would no doubt have been prominent and plentiful at Richard II's Cheshire court, of
which the Pearl-poet seems suggestively to have been a member. The historian Nigel Saul
likewise repeatedly references a love for sumptuous decadence and sartorial extravagance as a
defining, although not unique, characteristic of Richard II's reign (336-40, 353-6, and elsewhere).
The poet, whose imagination would have been thus shaped by surroundings of magnificence,
could accordingly model his own formal artistry on these rich exemplars. See Michael J. Bennett,
“The Historical Background,” in A Companion to the Gawain-Poet; Bowers, The Politics of “Pearl”;
Nigel Saul, Richard II, Yale English Monarchs (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997).
164 David Caplan, Rhyme’s Challenge: Hip Hop, Poetry, and Contemporary Rhyming Culture (Oxford;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 9.
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David Caplan’s account of rhyme, which I broaden to include alliteration and
concatenation in Pearl, sonic similarity produces meaningful semantic significance. That
is, words that sound alike —those rhymed, alliterated, and concatenated —may also be
conceptually linked.!®> In effect, these poetic devices function as a synaesthaesic
pathway: one sensory or cognitive passage becomes associated with another sensory or
cognitive passage that is not intrinsically related. For instance, through alliteration, the
poem reinforces both the sonic and semantic relationships between “precios” and
“perle,” “Prince” and “paye.”1% [ wish to suggest a more ambitious possibility, however.
Might the poem’s elaborate linguistic patterning gather together not only the local
dimensions of the poem (words, concepts, individual lines) but its overarching unity?

Perhaps we may again imagine the poem as an intricate mosaic or weaving: whose local

165 Adam Bradley, writing about rhyme in the work of hip hop artists such as 50 Cent and Public
Enemy, puts it elegantly: “Rhyme works on the brain as well as the ear. A new rhyme forges a
mental pathway between distinct but sonically related words and carries with it both linguistic
and cognitive meaning. It invites the listener to tease out the semantic threads embedded within
the sonic fabric of the words... MCs don’t just rhyme sounds, they rhyme ideas” (53-4). See
Adam Bradley, Book of Rhymes: The Poetics of Hip Hop (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2009). Since
Pearl is everywhere replete with alliteration, rhyme, and concatenation, I'm less interested in the
specific sound and sematic associations between these. I attempt a “global” rather than a local
argument, hopefully without losing the force of this language.
166 Numerous critics also note (although I won’t discuss at length) the significance of repeated
words such as deme, perle, and hyne, whose meaning when repeated is subject at times to
relativistic appropriation and at times to allegorical enrichment. For example, as Spearing and
Hamman note, the meaning and value of “perle” —initially a material gem, later a young girl,
finally the kingdom of God and the Christians in it—transforms over the course of the poem so
that their use in the first and the last lines carries markedly different weight. Repeated sounds
and words, by their argument and mine, are profoundly resonant and contribute meaningfully to
the logic of the poem. See Kean, “Pearl”: An Interpretation, 178-9; Barr, Willing to Know God, 139;
Spearing, Gawain-Poet, 138; Hamman, “Becoming ‘Precious Perlez,”” 129-35.
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arrangements of shape and color incorporate into a gorgeous whole. Let’s consider one
possible example of how this might work. Earlier in the first section, we explored in the
tirst section the obstinacy of grief and the healing power of beauty. At that time—
present tense time —beauty only seemed partially efficacious. It granted temporary
respite from despondency but its healing had no staying power. Yet what if —when
repeatedly ordered by memory and poetry’s formal artistry —beauty could become
efficacious? Specifically, might alliteration’s sonic-semantic links synaesthesically
conjoin beauty, grief, and healing?

Let’s consider how this alliterative synaesthetic passageway might work.
Alliteration in the poem produces a kind of aural decadence. It is perhaps most
noticeable during moments of heightened emotional and aesthetic tension. That is: it
conveys both the emotional extravagance of the dreamer’s misery as well as the dazzling
brilliance of beauty.’” The two seem to get layered atop one another and gathered
together: grief’s excesses are matched only by beauty’s abundance. Perhaps when
gathered by alliteration’s ordering in repeated recollection grief becomes overlaid with
beauty’s healing power. That is, alliteration becomes associated with and weighted by

the rehabilitative properties of beauty —which in remembrance reshapes the dreamer’s

167 Turville-Petre likewise observes that alliteration is particularly compelling in these moments:
“the poet knows the value of emphatic alliteration for passages of rich description and for
moments of great emotional tension, but recognizes that for speeches of rational argument and
exposition (of which there are many in Pearl) less obtrusive alliteration is more suitable” (66). In
other words the poet uses demonstratively showy alliteration for “rich description and... great
emotional tension.”
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alliterated experience of grief. First let’s consider how alliteration expresses grief. In
stanza two, for instance, the alliteration conveys both rich emotional texture and
sensuous aural decadence.

Sypen in pat spote hit fro me sprange

Ofte haf I wayted, wyschande that wele

Pat wont watz whyle deuoyde my wrange

And heuen my happe and al my hele —

bat dotz bot prych my herte prange,

My breste in bale bot bolne and bele.

Yet po3t me neuer so swete a sange
As stylle stounde let to me stele... (13-20)

i

The soft w’s in “wayted,” “wyschande,” “wrange” suggest weakness and weeping; the
harder b’s in “brest,” “bale,” “bolne,” and “bele” acute disconsolation. Together these
reflect the dreamer’s immediate pathos and despair. His heartbreak is moreover no
ordinary loss but is particular and profound, and perhaps demands an extraordinary
exhibition. Rich emotional texture is thus allied with alliteration’s aural extravagance.
Repeated consonants coupled with long vowels abound throughout this stanza. A feast
of sound for the ear, it is perhaps the sonic equivalent of an opulent and bejewelled
necklace or crown of gorgeous pearls. Given the subject-matter, we might also imagine a
sumptuously arrayed funeral with effusively mournful dirges. Alliteration is in this
sequence thus emotionally gripping and aurally and sensorily dazzling.

As we progress in the poem, aural extravagance no longer expresses emotional

despondence but sumptuous pictorial surroundings. Even at his daughter’s gravesite

the dreamer observes signs of beauty, if ones that are ephemeral: “Gilofre, gyngure, and
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gromylyoun, / And pyonys powdered ay bytwene” (43-4). Once he falls into his dream
vision, imperishable beauty floods and overpowers him:

Toward a forest I bere pe face,

Where rych rokkez wer to dyscreuen

Pe 11y3t of hem my3t no mon leuen,

Pe glemande glory pat of hem glent...

Dubbed wern alle po downez sydez
With crystal klyffez so cler of kynde... (67-74)

The hard r- and c-/k- consonants, like glittering adamantine in sonic form, forcefully
induct the dreamer into a new, more dazzling reality. They are as aurally powerful —
and beautiful —as the “rokkez” and “klyffez” are visually. The gl- sounds convey a sense
of glittering grandeur and glory. The overall effect is that alliteration itself in this
passage seems to take on dazzling, gemlike qualities. Lines that express transcendent
beauty are, as it were, themselves studded with alliterative opulence.®® Although
alliteration proliferates everywhere in the poem, its cooperative intensity in moments
like these meaningfully affiliates it with transcendent beauty and its attendant qualities.
In the process alliteration, as if itself burnished by beauty, takes on some of beauty’s
remedial properties. When in remembrance the dreamer revisits his alliterated grief it

becomes synaesthesically associated with beauty and its attendant healing. His grief-

168 Other memorable passages —such as the dreamer’s encounter with the Pearl-maiden and the
New Jerusalem —likewise conjoin alliterative extravagance with ravishing beauty. For instance,
in the dreamer’s first, awestruck glimpse, New Jerusalem is brightly burnished and its gems are
everywhere aglow: “The borgh was al of brende golde bryght, / As glemande glas burnist broun
— / Wyth gentyl gemmes anunder pyght, / Wyth bauteles twelve on basyng boun” (989-92).
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induced alienation, a product of time’s fragmentation, is slowly recuperated.
Alliteration’s reassociative, remedial properties reincorporates his misery into a once-
more intelligible whole. He has been undergoing healing even before he knew it.
Alliteration, assisted by the recursions of remembrance, mediates the dreamer’s grief
and his healing encounter with beauty. In doing so, it affords the dreamer a transient
vantage point of eternity.

How might we account for the other forms of associative logic in the poem?
Alliteration is everywhere plentiful, including at moments largely unrelated to
emotional or aesthetic tension. Elaborate end rhyme as well as concatenation likewise
contribute to the formal and narrative unity of the poem. We might describe their
overall effect as one “echoic.” Every time we hear a sound we are bound to hear it again
and again, whether in the space of a line, stanza, or section. “Perle, plesaunte to prynces
paye” (1), the poem begins, and ends, “And precious perles unto His pay” (1212). Over
time it becomes difficult to tell where the poem’s echoes begin and end. Does the first
line’s concatenation echo the last line, or is it the other way around? Vision and memory,
beginning and end all seem to blur into one another. But these echoes don’t fade into
meaninglessness. The poem’s echoic resonances perhaps parallel allegory’s refulgent
signs. The echo-like sounds nudge us to the thing itself, to allegory’s meaning. What
comes before the echo, what comes first? The further we follow such signs and echoes in

the poem, the more we discover a narrative unity. The devastation of sorrow signs
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something else. It points beyond itself toward the thing itself: the eternal and stable
starting point. We arrive there by following the echoic resonances of memory. Memory,
burnished repeatedly like glass, gradually attains to a glimpse of the eternal. Like the
grain of sand, it becomes layered with iridescence and conceives “a parfyt perle pat
neuer fatez” (1038): an image or imitation of eternity. Thus do the formal dimensions of
the poem —encircled, associative, echoic—intimate a perspective of eternity. The
reiterative rehearsal of memory becomes the luminous layerings of a pearl which over
time resembles a perfect spherical unity.

k%

Not only the verbal but also the numerical artistry of the poem allude to
encirclement and eternity. But before we discuss numbers and eternity, it's perhaps
worth motivating the significance of the poem’s numerical structure in the first place. In
our contemporary milieu, which largely eschews intricately patterned verse forms, the
idea of numerical artistry in poetry conveying significant meaning perhaps seems
strange or foreign. But it would not have been so for the Pearl-poet or his times.
Medieval scholars and theologians invested significant meaning in numbers,
proportions, and ordering. Edward Condren, citing Martianus Capella and Boethius,

observes “the Euclidean-Pythagorean principles establishing the mathematical
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foundation of everything in the universe.”'® Numbers and their ordering in this
worldview aren’t only descriptive of material realities but bear metaphysical realities
and implications —weighty effects indeed. Building upon this framework, Christian
scholars posited a proportionate order to the universe that discloses providential design.
That is, divine reason (wisdom or sapientia) manifests in the universe as ratio, the
relationship between quantities, their proportionate ordering in the physical realm.”
Numbers and their ordering thus reveal the mathematical foundation of the universe
and the proportionate ordering of creation. In a wackier direction: no less an authority
than Augustine himself advocates the exegetical art of numerology. That is, numbers in
Scripture inherently encode mystical meaning just as much as events and persons do.!”!
In all these premodern thinkers deem numbers metaphysically, theologically, and
mystically meaningful.

Against this backdrop we may contextualize the numerical ingenuity of Pearl.
The elaborate numerical design of the poem’s formal dimensions evokes and perhaps

even exceeds that of Dante’s much-celebrated Commedia. Each line has four stresses,

169 Edward I. Condren, The Numerical Universe of the Gawain-Pearl Poet: Beyond Phi (Gainesvillle:
University Press of Florida, 2002), 4.
170 Condren, Numerical Universe, 12.
171 For instance, the numbers six, seven, ten, and twelve are particularly notable. Six, representing
the days of creation, Augustine explains, is a “perfect number”; seven indicates “totality,”
completion, the day of God’s rest; ten designates the Law (and eleven its trespass); and finally
twelve, which signifies the number of patriarchs, tribes, apostles, and thrones at the Last
Judgment, signifies something like the “total multitude” —perhaps of those elect. See Augustine,
City of God, XV.20, XX.5.
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which generally conforms to iambic tetrameter and includes a caesura;'”2 each stanza
contains twelve lines; each section five stanzas (with one exception: section fifteen has
six stanzas); and the poem twenty sections. In all, the poem has 1212 lines and 101
stanzas. Such numerical intricacies are both important and intentional. “[TThere seems
too much [arithmetic] to be coincidental,” as P. M. Kean writes.”® In the poem’s content,
too, numbers exist in such plenitude as to demand our attention. For instance there are
144,000 brides of the Lamb, all of equal status and honor (869-70); there are roughly
100,000 virgins in the heavenly procession (1107); and the Lamb proudly displays seven
red-gold horns (1111-12). Once we get to the spatial geography New Jerusalem numbers
proliferate still more abundantly. What is the meaning of all these numbers? How do
they contribute to the meaning of the poem? I suggest one tentative reading that draws
on two of Condren’s concepts regarding the poem’s numerical construction.”* In
particular we’ll discuss two eternity-allusive numerical constructions: first the geometric

figure of the dodecahedron and second the sexagesimal system as a synthesis of the

172 Occasional irregularity is generally speculatively attributed to scribal error. Marie Borroff
describes the meter as "iambic tetrameter varied by an occasional anapest," which she compares
to Gerard Manley Hopkins's sprung rhythm. Marie Borroff, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: A
Stylistic and Metrical Study, Yale Studies in English 152 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962),
32.

173 For a medieval reader, the poem’s elaborate numerical and formal intricacies, far from being
merely incidental or ornamental, would demonstrate “an added proof of the writer’s
seriousness.” See Kean, “Numerical Composition,” 50.

174 My reading is meant to be more evocative of the possibilities of numbers in the poem than a
definitive account. In other words it is tenuous—just like the dreamer’s experience of the vision
and his subsequent conversion.
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decimal and duodecimal systems. As we’ll see, many of the poem’s numbers seem
congruent with dodecahedric and sexagesimal numbers. Thus they may not be puzzling
and arbitrary but designed with intention. For both the dodecahedron and the
sexagesimal system allusively figure eternity: the very vantage point which eludes the
dreamer but through which he can be made intelligible once more.

Condren suggests that Pearl may be built upon dodecahedric numbers and
concepts, and I extend his argument to suggest that these allude to eternity’s
encirclement. The dodecahedron’s twelve faces, comprised of five-sided pentagons, and
with twenty total vertices, corresponds neatly with Pearl’s twenty sections, each with
five stanzas, each comprised of twelve lines. Moreover the three four-sided, ¢-related
rectangles inscribed within the dodecahedron may transpose onto the New Jerusalem’s
entryways: the four-sided, cube-shaped city has three gates each on each side. And of
course both the formal structure of the poem and the spatial geography of the New
Jerusalem abound with twelves: in the first there are 1212 total lines in the poem, twelve
supersized, as it were; and in the second there are twelve foundation stones and steps;

twelve furlongs of length, width, and height; and twelve portals.
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The pentagonal dodecahedron; joining the centres of the faces gives three mutually perpendicular golden
rectangles, the length of the sides being in the golden ratio

Figure 2: Water Structured in the Golden Ratio, Digital Image, Science in
Society Archive, https://www.i-
sis.org.uk/Water_Structured_in_the_Golden_Ratio.php.

These numbers are suggestive, although perhaps not decisive. Perhaps the Pearl-poet
intentionally encloses the dreamer within these dodecahedric formal and spatial
dimensions. The dodecahedron alludes to eternity in at least two ways. First its basic
building block is the divine proportion phi (also known as the golden mean, ¢): which
in Platonic-Christian metaphysics represents “the relationship among all things in the
universe,” and “express[es] a path leading to infinity.”'”> The dodecahedron thus
structured upon phi’s proportions encloses the infinite. Second the dodecahedron’s
geometric shape also suggests a close affinity to a sphere: another allusive symbol of

encirclement and infinity. “A dodecahedron can be elevated, burnished, smoothed into

175 Condren, Numerical Universe, 8, 37. Indeed for centuries phi was widely investigated in
geometry, architecture, and art. It characterizes the Fibonacci spiral, the Kepler triangle, and
Penrose tilings, among other constructs. These are derivable and explicable, but also infinitely
iterable (so never complete in their representation).
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the shape of a sphere,” Condren writes. Such a spherical-approximating dodecahedron
contains both macrocosm and microcosm, all things great and small: “the shape of the
universe at its largest dimension, a pearl at a significantly smaller dimension.”'”¢ In all
these infinity-allusive, spherical-approximating dodecahedric figures may gather and
incorporate the dreamer’s memory into an intelligible whole.

Pearl also seems to draw upon the sexagesimal system (base sixty), and I suggest
that the sexagesimal system may also be also eternity-allusive in that it approximates
“God’s time,” “golden time.”1”” The sexagesimal system coordinates between the
decimal (base ten) and duodecimal (base twelve) systems!'”®—two systems of
measurement widely used in our everyday measurements and in the poem. Condren
argues that the poem’s formal dimensions likewise depend on both systems: the poem’s
101 stanzas accord with the decimal system, and its 1212 lines with the duodecimal
system. The intentionally intricate numerical construction has long begged the question:
why are these (101 and 1212) incommensurate? Critics have generally failed to provide a
compelling answer. Perhaps Condren’s sexagesimal system supplies a tentative solution.

After all each section of the poem with five twelve-line stanzas totals sixty lines, so the

176 Condren, Numerical Universe, 63.

177 See Condren, Numerical Universe, 26. Condren, in his general aversion to numerology,
dismisses out of hand the suggestion that the sexagesimal system represents God’s time. This
seems to be a mistake. In my reading, this poem is all about mediating between time and eternity.
The sexagesimal system, alluded to in the (attempted) synthesis of the decimal and duodecimal
systems, meaningfully approximates God’s time, or eternity.

178 In the decimal system we count by tens (our default mode), in the duodecimal by twelves
(such as a dozen or a foot in measurement), and in the sexagesimal by sixties.
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poem’s fundamental unit can be understood as a marriage of fives and twelves which
produces sixty. How then might this sexagesimal system allude to eternity? The
sexagesimal (base sixty) and hexadic systems (base six) are closely affiliated. Augustine
through mystical numerology deems six a “perfect” number. Its divisors one, two, and
three are neither deficient nor superabundant but when added together sum to the
number itself —six. Six is also biblically correlated with God’s time: the six days of
creation, for instance. The hexadic-based sexagesimal system potentially alludes to the
perfect time of God. Yet God does not exist in time but rather eternally and immutably.
Perhaps then the virtues of six, sixty, and the sexagesimal system make it an imperfect
approximation, and we might even say an intimation, of eternity. The poem’s long-
debated formal incommensurability may suggest a more perfect system of measurement
built on eternity-allusive time. The dreamer through these sexagesimal formal-temporal
dimensions is enclosed in an intimation of eternity. Perhaps he may also be transformed
by it.

k%

Let’s turn to time more explicitly in the poem. We have seen that the poem’s
formal dimensions given by the sexagesimal system suggest one implicit way that the
dreamer might participate in eternity-allusive time. But what about time’s passage in the
poem itself? The opening section of the poem certainly does not seem to admit any kind

of eternal vantage point. Even in its bounty harvest-time is ridden with death and decay:
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“rychez to rot is runne” (26). Thus marred by disintegrative change, the passing of
mutable, seasonal time seems inimical to the immutability of eternity. Yet over the rest
of the poem this perspective of time is rehabilitated and reconfigured. For instance while
conversing with his daughter the dreamer begins to glimpse another temporal mode. In
this mode his daughter’s youth doesn’t disqualify her from queenship (481-500), and
workmen hired later in the day are compensated equally with those hired earlier (501-
76). “Thagh thay com late and lyttel wore,” the Pearl-maiden explains, “The merci of
God is much the more” (574, 576). The dreamer’s temporal vantage point—limited,
hierarchical and meritocratic—doesn’t meaningfully capture God’s perspective. No
doubt when in the middle of his vision the dreamer finds this all very obscure (and more
to the point unjust). But when the vision ends and memory begins to gather his
experience into a whole, the dreamer begins to realize the inadequacy of his temporal
position. If the Eucharist is the primary figure that rehabilitates the dreamer’s memory,
liturgical time (especially the daily liturgy of the Eucharist) is perhaps the principal
means that recuperates his temporal vantage point into one that alludes to eternity.
Together they gather time into an iterative imitation of eternity’s immutability. Time,
which previously like the season’s disintegrating harvest to “rot is runne,” takes on new
inflection and meaning when gathered around the daily liturgy of the Eucharist. In the

process, the dreamer’s experience of grief may too take on new resonance.
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Much ink has been spilled by critics debating the final stanza of the poem. More
than anything, it centers the passage of time —but now meaningfully structured through
the daily liturgy of the Eucharist.

To pay pe Prince oper sete sa3te,

Hit is ful epe to pe god Krystyin.

For I haf founden Hym, bope day and na3te,

A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin.

Ouer pis hyul pis lote I lazte,

For pyty of my perle enclyin,

And sypen to God I hit byta3te,

In Krystez dere blessyng and myn,

Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn

be preste vus schewez vch a daye.

He gef vus to be His homly hyne

And precious perlez vnto His pay. (1201-12)

Why does this closing stanza suddenly foreground everyday time? “[D]ay and na3te”
alludes perhaps to the relentlessness of grief, re-experienced day and night, even every
hour. But time in this stanza also carries another layer of significance: one liturgical,
salvific, and rehabilitative. For medieval churchgoers, hours, days, weeks, and years
were regularly punctuated by liturgically meaningful events —and in experience, were
defined by these events. The Hours of the Daily Office corresponded lauds, matins,

prime, tierce, sext, none, vespers, and compline to meditation on Christ’s Passion;!”

saints” days and other holidays such as Candlemas and the events of Easter Week

179 See Marion Glasscoe, “Time of Passion: Latent Relationships Between Liturgy and Meditation
in Two Middle English Mystics,” in Langland, the Mystics and the Medieval English Religious
Tradition: Essays in Honour of S.S. Hussey, ed. Helen Phillips (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer; Rochester,
N.Y.: Boydell & Brewer, 1990), 142.
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mapped salvation history onto present reality; and seasons of Advent, Christmastide,
Epiphany, Lent, and Easter enmeshed the daily lives of medieval parishioners in a
encircling and eternal temporal reality.’® Medieval communities would have been
wholly steeped in this daily and seasonal liturgy, as nearly everyone heard Mass at least
once a day or even multiple times a day.!¥! Sacred and secular time were in this way
inextricably imbricated. As Eamon Duffy writes, “the rhythms of the liturgy... [were]
the rhythms of life itself.”!$2 Time is thus defined in relationship to—even calendrically
palimpsested with —soteriologically meaningful events from Scripture and the saints.!s3
The Eucharist and the liturgy thus seem to be the point at which, if it were

possible, the temporal and the eternal would meet, “the still point of the turning

180 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, ¢.1400-c.1580, 2nd. ed.
(New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2005), 11-52.
181 Duffy attests to the profusion of daily Masses available for those at every level of society: “It is
a commonplace of the literary and religious history of the period that royalty, aristocracy, and the
gentry habitually heard several Masses each day... Gilds and parishes all over England...
secur[ed] several daily celebrations in their parish churches, including the dawn or ‘morrow
Mass’ for servants, labourers, and travellers. Doncaster parish church, in addition to daily sung
matins, Mass, and evensong, had six ‘low” Masses, provided by the various chantry chaplains,
hourly from five in the morning each day... Clearly, daily Mass attendance was commonplace”
(Stripping of the Altars, 98-100).
182 Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, 52.
183 So riveting is this sacred reality that at times it even extends and distends into temporal
experience. The closing passus of the Piers Plowman C-Text, for instance, depend on the liturgical
demarcations of Lent and Easter to organize Will’s otherwise fragmented dream-vision into a
meaningful narrative culmination. Marion Glasscoe argues that Julian of Norwich’s showings in
its sequential meditation on Christ’s Passion, correspond to the Hours of the Primer which does
likewise. Julian’s visions, however, conspicuously diverge at what ought to be the moment of
Christ’s death. See Marion Glasscoe, “Time of Passion,” 154-8.
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world.”% For the dreamer, such liturgically-inflected time is restorative and redemptive.
His grief and sin, made illegible through the fragmentation of time, may through salvific
time be healed. Time newly inflected thus becomes the vehicle through which the
dreamer daily discovers Christ: “For I haf founden Hym, bope day and na3te, / A God, a
Lorde, a frende ful fyin.” Perhaps he daily attends Matins and Vespers, day and night,
and daily finds consolation: “a frende ful fyin.” The Eucharist too has a central place in
this rehabilitative process: “Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn / Pe preste vus schewez vch
a daye.”!® In community, with “vus,” the dreamer finds nourishment in “bred and
wyn.” Day and night, each a day: these suggest a sense of dailiness, of everyday
repetition. Yet it is precisely in this repeated time and repeated encounter that
redemption is realized. Mutable time with its sin-damaged tendency toward entropic
disintegration, like sharp-sickled dead corn (40), is replaced with a liturgical intimation
of eternity whose stable narrative is ever repeating and renewing. Liturgical time —thus
infused and transfigured by “A God, a Lorde, a frende ful fyin” through “pe forme of
bred and wyn” —attains to an intimation of the eternal. Christ suffers, dies, and is risen.
Promises are made, waiting ensues, promises are fulfilled. Through these narratives the

temporal events of the dreamer’s life—such as the Pearl-maiden’s death—become

184 Eliot, “Burnt Norton,” The Four Quartets. As Glasscoe explains, “The Mass and the daily
Office... enact and order for believers their common sense of how an ultimate reality engages
with the processes of time” (“Time of Passion,” 141).
185 Staggered Masses, Duffy observes, even afforded multiple viewings of the Host in a limited
period of time (Stripping of the Altars, 98).
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meaningful once more. Through time, the dreamer is being healed, and beyond it,
healing has perhaps already been accomplished.

$ott
These are then the shapes and figures of eternity that touch upon and transform the
dreamer’s memory. The poem’s gorgeously intricate formal design, both verbal and
numerical, and its suggestive participation in liturgical time: all these imitate and
intimate eternity. Enclosed within their coordinates, the dreamer in his graced
remembering experiences alliteratively studded and liturgically consoling healing, as
well as conversion within dodecahedric- and sexagesimal-shapes. The dreamer, who
had been susceptible through sin and grief to a deleterious distentio, through these
eternity-allusive figures rediscovers God’s stable value-creating judgments. Through
eternity-inflected poetry, sound, numbers, shapes, and liturgy, the dreamer’s memory
and vision are reshaped and restored. He is thus able to reestablish his own value, the
pearl’s value, and God'’s value in light of unchanging eternity. These figures of eternity
complement the other forms of grace explored in earlier sections of this chapter: in the
first section, beauty’s consolation of habit’s hardening and, in the second, memory’s
gathering up of the many-layered glimpses of grace. The mental trinity of awareness,
memory, and expectation, to use Augustine’s locutions for present, past, and future as
distentio animi, all point toward one stable end —the Lamb, the Eucharist, Love who is

the meaning —so become an intelligible whole. Thus is he converted from sin and grief
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to grace and consolation. The dreamer’s healing from grief and conversion from sin in
this scheme does not happen at a particular moment in time, but occurs when time and
memory are gathered up into a whole. Given this memory-inflected, eternity-intimating
vantage point, the dreamer’s grief begins to be consoled and likewise his sin to be

converted.
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3. Knotted naughts: blurred agencies in Julian of
Norwich’s Revelation of Divine Love

Introduction

“What is sinne?” the fourteenth-century anchorite Julian of Norwich repeatedly
wonders in her much celebrated Revelation of Divine Love (I11/11.4).! “Sin is the sharpest
scorge,” she attests (XIII/39.1). Sin as described by Julian produces intense distress. “[It]
alle forbeteth man and woman, and alle forbreketh him” (XIII/39.2): sin debilitates us,
beats and breaks us, and leaves us in pain. Elsewhere she uses even stronger descriptive
language. “[I]t semeth to us oftentimes as we were in parelle of deth and in a party of
helle, for the sorow and the paine that sinne is to us,” Julian mourns. “And thus we are
dead for the time fro the very sight of oure blisseful life” (XV1/72.10-12). As a result of
our sin we seem to be near death, dead even, and to belong to hell itself. Throughout
Julian’s text sin poses a profound and preoccupying, even existential question. I mean
existential in the ordinary, everyday sense: it's something that we have to live with,

something that imperils our sense of self, world, and reality. When Augustine’s

s 7

childhood friend dies, for instance, his life becomes “a great question,” “a vast problem’

1 All quotations are taken from Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins, eds., The Writings of
Julian of Norwich: A Vision Showed to a Devout Woman and A Revelation of Love, Brepols Medieval
Women Series (University Park, P.A.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006). I have also
consulted Edmund Colledge and James Walsh, eds., A Book of Showings to the Anchoress Julian of
Norwich, Studies and Texts (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1978.
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(conf. IV.4.9).2 He has an existential crisis. Likewise for Julian sin poses a kind of question
and crisis from which she finds it difficult to “go on.” In this chapter I follow Julian’s
lead in treating sin as a profound and preoccupying question of our life, a kind of
existential condition with which we must learn to live. For sin isn’t an incidental but a
fundamental and defining component of our life. It raises “a great question” and “vast
problem” in our lives.

Julian has two reference points for sin’s “wrechednes” (XV1/73.31): her own
ordinary, lived experience, and the teaching of the church. The church’s teaching
redoubles Julian’s anguish over sin. “I knew be the comen teching of holy church and by
my owne feling that the blame of oure sinnes continually hangeth upon us,” she
explains (XIV/50.9-10). The lived reality of sin—“[her] owne feling” —and “the comen
teching of holy church” both indicate that sin is “blame,” “sorow and paine” (XV1/72.12).
Later, while meditating on her vision and “the comen teching of holy church,” she
reiterates this point. “Methought it behoved nedes to se and to know that we be sinners
and do many evilles,” Julian explains, “and... wherfore we deserve paine, blame, and
wrath” (XIV/46.16, 21-23). That is, whether according to her own feeling or the teaching
of the church, we ought to “se and... know” our sinful condition and its consequences.

Scholars corroborate the late medieval church’s dark and rather threatening emphasis on

2 All quotations unless otherwise noted are taken from Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry
Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).
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sin’s “paine, blame, and wrath.” The late fourteenth century church, according to Joan
Nuth, was “preoccupied with sin, guilt, and eternal punishment,” and parishioners
subject to “extreme demoralization, scrupulosity, and despair.”? A variety of factors
perhaps contributed to this culture and “theology of fear”:* the horrifying devastation of
the Black Death, more stringent penitential requirements after the Fourth Lateran
Council of 1215, and what some claim was an overly punitive Augustinian soteriology.
No doubt Julian, who believed herself to be on her deathbed when she received her

visions, would have been particularly preoccupied by such questions of sin and

3 For an account of the late medieval culture of sin and scrupulosity, see Joan M. Nuth, Wisdom’s
Daughter: The Theology of Julian of Norwich (New York: Crossroad, 1991), 117, 135. See also Denise
Nowakowski Baker, Julian of Norwich’s Showings: From Vision to Book (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1994), 83-84 and Jill Sirko, “Making ‘Penance Profytable’: Julian of Norwich and
the Sacrament of Penance,” The Journal of Medieval Religious Cultures 41, no. 2 (2015): 163-86, at
178.
¢ Amy Appleford, “The ‘Comene Course of Prayers’: Julian of Norwich and Late Medieval Death
Culture,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 107, no. 2 (April 2008): 190-214, at 194.
5 Grace Jantzen vividly describes the devastation of the Black Death. “People died, horribly and
suddenly and in great numbers,” she writes. “It was so contagious that one contemporary
witness describes how anyone who touched the sick or the dead immediately caught the disease
and died himself, so that priests who ministered to the dying were flung into the same grave with
their penitents.” The first outbreak occurred in 1348-49 and further outbreaks continued at
unpredictable intervals, ultimately killing a third of the population and up to half of the clergy in
England. See Grace M. Jantzen, Julian of Norwich: Mystic and Theologian (New York: Paulist Press,
1988), 7-8. Nuth moreover suggests that the horror of the Black Death likely “exacerbated feelings
of guilt and fear of eternal punishment.” See Nuth, Wisdom’s Daughter, 117. Nuth and Sirko also
chart the wide-ranging effects of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215: including higher standards
for educating clergy and laity about sin and the sacrament of penance, and the creation of new
penitential manuals. See Nuth, Wisdom’s Daughter, 117, and Sirko, 178. Finally, Denise Baker
argues that the prevailing “Augustinian” theology of retribution presupposes a juridical and
legal framework and imagines a wrathful and even malevolent God. It is accordingly
preoccupied with punishment, penance, and the Last Judgment. See Baker, From Vision to Book,
83-84.
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salvation. No doubt the imminence of death would have sharpened sin’s existential
edge.®
But the vision Julian receives after her apparent last rites attests otherwise. ““Sin

12

is behovely,”” Jesus insists. To be clear, he is still talking about sin: “In this naked worde
‘sinne,” oure lorde broughte to my minde generally alle that is not good, and the shamful
despite and the utter noughting that he bare for us in this life.” Indeed sin remains “alle
that is not good,” the perverse force that wreaks havoc and devastation in our lives. “ Al
shal be wel,”” Christ nonetheless assures Julian, ““and al shal be wel, and al manner of
thyng shal be wele”” (XIII/27.9-10, 11-13, 10-11). Julian cannot reconcile Christ’s
consolation with sin’s “wrechednes” (XV1/73.31). ““A, good lorde, how might alle be
wele for the gret harme that is come by sinne to thy creatures?’” she exclaims (XII1/29.2-
3). So great are the “harmes take” and so numerous are the “dedes evil done” that they

seem impossible to repair: “it were unpossible that ever it shuld come to a good end”

(X111/32.7-10). Throughout her text Julian struggles to reconcile the experiential,

¢ As Vincent Gillespie argues, “Real, serious, life-threatening illness entails a radical
simplification of the self, focusing inward... The liminality of Julian’s state of mind mirrors the
abject liminality of her physical health, breathlessly poised on the brink of dissolution.” See
Vincent Gillespie, “Seek, Suffer, and Trust: ‘Ese” and ‘Disese” in Julian of Norwich,” Studies in the
Age of Chaucer 39, no. 1 (2017): 129-58, at 138, 147. Not only death itself, but late medieval
deathbed practices would have heightened Julian’s fear and anticipation. Amy Appleford charts
how the aforementioned theology of fear was designed to come to a crux in the late medieval
deathbed: “The Church’s ritual for the sick [first] generat[es] terror—the affective response of
timor servilis, literally, ‘servile fear,” the fear of damnation—in order to assure their moral
reform.” Only after producing adequate terror does the ritual “offer... consolation to the dying.”
See Appleford, “Julian of Norwich and Late Medieval Death Culture,” 194.
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existential reality of our sin and the consolation of God’s love. It is a difficult task, and
one prone to misinterpretation. Indeed scholars disagree as to whether and how Julian
manages to resolve this seeming incommensurability. David Aers thinks that she
perhaps does not. In his view Julian fundamentally misrepresents sin and erases our
agency and responsibility for it.” On the other hand, Denise Baker and Denys Turner
deny that Julian is too easy on sin.® Baker argues that Julian productively amends
Augustine’s overly punitive and juridical account of sin, while Turner contends that
Julian’s eschatological perspective affords a more meaningful account of sin and
selthood. Both affirm Julian’s corrective vision of sin against church orthodoxy.

This chapter takes up Julian’s preoccupations: “what is sinne?” and “how might
alle be wele”? Quite unexpectedly I found that ordinary language philosophy, mediated
by James Wetzel’s reading of Augustine on sin, provides a generative roadmap for
Julian’s project. In what follows, I suggest a congruence between the threat and illusion
of skepticism and of sin, and between Wittgenstein’s vision of language and Julian’s
vision of God’s love. The aforementioned scholars each provide a piece but not the

entirety of the puzzle. Crucially Aers points us to sin’s utter seriousness —a seriousness

7 “Julian[’s] doctrine,” Aers writes, “is incompatible with Augustine and Augustinian traditions
of Christianity. For Julian never represents sin as ‘a perversity of will,” as rebellion against the
grace of God.” Thus are willful sin, culpability, and human blame repeatedly dissolved. See
David Aers, Salvation and Sin: Augustine, Langland, and Fourteenth-Century Theology (Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 155.
8 See Baker, From Vision to Book, and Denys Turner, Julian of Norwich, Theologian (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2011).
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that I argue Julian shares. Sin is perhaps the existential question and crisis of our life:
one we cannot escape, and one that inflicts deep pain and suffering. In my first section, I
consider both Julian and Augustine’s account of sin: the “great question” and “vast
problem” it poses to our lives. This sense of crisis is our starting point. From Baker I
borrow Julian’s therapeutic value. I mean therapeutic in the Wittgensteinian sense, not
in the palliative sense: we need therapy for “a picture that [holds] us captive.” Sin
produces guilt and shame, self-loathing and addictive impotence, and finally despair.
We do need to be rescued, as Baker argues, from sin’s corrosive secondary effects. But
we needn’t given up our agency and sin’s willful perversity in the process. My second
section draws more extensively on the resources and roadmap provided by ordinary
language philosophy to reveal the illusion in sin. Indeed Wittgensteinian therapy frees
us from a picture of sin that holds us captive. Turner’s reading of Julian helpfully
elucidates in part how sin, like skepticism, affords both truth and fantasy. In our sin we
mistakenly assume that we have a sin-stained selfhood separate from God; we imagine
that we are left to ourselves and thus God bereft. But it is not so.

Instead Julian’s Revelation recollects us to the truth of our God-shared and
saturated world. “[Y]ou were more inward than my most inward part and higher than

the highest element within me,” Augustine marvels (conf. I11.6.11). Even in deepest sin,

° Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, ed. P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte, trans.
G. E. M. Anscombe, Rev. 4th ed. (Chichester, West Sussex, U.K.; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell,
2009), §115.
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even in prodigal wandering, we are not God bereft. Such is the subject of my third
section. In particular Julian develops two central themes to express the depth of our
God-shared world, which I explore in turn: God as our mother and God as our
language. Just as we are profoundly entwined with our parents, especially at the
beginning of our life, we are intimately and inseparably interwoven together with our
mother God. “He is oure clothing,” Julian declares, “that for love wrappeth us and
windeth us, halseth us and all becloseth us, hangeth about us for tender love, that he
may never leeve us” (I/5.3-5). Likewise we are inextricably bound up in language. Just as
we cannot get out of language, so too we cannot get out of God’s love. “’Iit am,” he
declares repeatedly in Julian’s vision. He establishes himself as the beginning and
foundation of our life. Finally in my fourth section I consider the other pernicious
dimension of sin’s fantasy. We imagine that we know the meaning of our sin and of our
life. To borrow a few of Augustine’s images, we sinners seem like defoulers defouled
veering toward nothingness.!® Wetzel claims this literal hermeneutic is nothing more
than prideful presumption: a myopically misguided assessment of our predicament. To

refute this presumptive fantasy, Julian teaches a Christological and allegorical

10T borrow this language from Augustine’s description of sin in the Confessions and City of God.
Perhaps his paradigmatic description of personal and existential sin involves his adolescent theft
of a neighbor’s pears. Reflecting on this instance he writes of his apparently sin-suffused self: “I
became evil for no reason. I had no motive for my wickedness except wickedness itself. It was
foul, and I loved it. I loved the self-destruction, I loved my fall, not the object for which I had
fallen but my fall itself. My depraved soul leaped down from your firmament to ruin” (conf.
11.4.9).
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hermeneutic.! Not we but Christ defines the meaning of our sin. In distinguishing truth
from fantasy, Julian responds to “the pivot of our real need.”'? She returns us to the basic

certainty that we cannot get out of God and his love.

“What is sinne?”: sin’s existential question in Julian and
Augustine

A picture held us captive. — Philosophical Investigations, §115

In this first section I'll begin by sketching Julian and Augustine’s pictures of sin.
By “picture” I mean something very specific. In Wittgenstein pictures have an
ambiguous, if not discreditable status. Pictures reveal, but also obscure. They are bound
up with how something appears to us, how we take it. They are thus entangled with our
positions, assumptions, and blindnesses. Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations
attempts to free us from a particular picture of language that holds us captive. As long
as we are “captive,” we cannot think of or imagine an alternative possibility. “[W]e
couldn’t get outside [the picture],” he explains, “for it lay in our language, and language
only seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.”’® At times the wrong picture doesn’t much
matter; at other times it causes a profound crisis. In these moments Wittgensteinian
therapy affords us a change in register and a way to step outside the picture. Likewise

Julian and Augustine’s pictures of sin afford both truth and fantasy. They too hold us

11 Whereas Turner suggests eschatology, I offer allegory: a hermeneutics that doesn’t require us to
get “outside” of our temporal locatedness.
12 Philosophical Investigations, §108.
13 Philosophical Investigations, §115.
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captive, “repeat... to us inexorably” sin’s “wrechednes” (XV1/73.31), and bring us to a
crisis point. From where do such pictures of sin come? Fundamentally both their
pictures perhaps begin with ordinary lived experience. When Julian asks, “What is
sinne?” (III/11.4), she is asking about the pain and perplexity that she herself has
experienced. “Ther be many dedes evil done in oure sight and so gret harmes take,”
Julian grieves. “So gret” is this evil and its effects that any remedy “semeth...
unpossible” (XIII/32.7-9). Augustine’s picture is no less existential. He wonders why
“[wlickedness filled [him],” why he “became evil for no reason” (conf. 11.4.9). For anyone
wrestling to understand sin, our lived experience has to be our starting point. Sin
manifests “horib[ly]” (XV1/72.9) in our own lives and relationships and becomes “a vast
problem.” Only subsequently is it sharpened by theological teaching and speculation.
Julian and Augustine’s pictures, although related, present significant differences.
Both hold sin and our responsibility therein with utter seriousness. None but ourselves
are responsible: “[W]e holde not oure covenants,” Julian laments, “nor kepe not oure
clennes that oure lorde setteth us in.” We break faith with God and others; despite our
God-given “clennes” we are self-corrupting. We fall into sin: “[we] fall oftimes into so
moche wrechednes that shame it is to say it” (XVI/73.29-31). Yet Julian’s picture of sin
perhaps evades the perverse willfulness central to Augustine’s picture. Her language of
“fall[ing],” for instance, is ambivalent. We sin, but we also fall into sin. At times sin

seems a kind of weakness, infirmity, an inward state or condition suspended in time. We
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ought to take seriously Aers’s critique: even if Julian doesn’t altogether excise
Augustine’s ““perversity of will,”” our responsibility for “rebellion against... God,”* she
comes close at times (and can often be misread as doing so). Perhaps for Julian sin-
induced suffering is “wrechednes” enough. Certainly she focuses on the interior and
spiritual anguish of sin. Sin produces “sorows and anguish and trobil” (XIII/36.53), “gret
sorow and with gret shame” (XIII/39.8-9), and despair (XIII/39.33-34). Sin and its effects
perhaps become a form of suffering to be endured. In contrast for Augustine sin is no
passive thing. He stages sin in dramatic form: it has a plot, a storyline, a beginning and a
sequential momentum. Sin comes to be, converts our will to evil, and wrecks our life all
with a cruel and inexorable logic. Our wicked and perverse will is “twisted away” from
God, actively “rejecting its... life” and “swelling [up]” with pride (conf. VI1.16.22).
Overall their descriptions of sin have a distinctly different tenor. Julian’s is a slow-
spreading poison and a shadowy still life; Augustine’s is a wrecking ball and a drama
hurtling toward tragedy.

But we may be wondering: why should we even consider Augustine’s picture of
sin? Simply put, we can’t ignore him. Whether in Julian’s time or our own, Augustine’s
teaching is orthodoxy: “the comen teching of holy church” (XIV/50.9). His “perversity of
will” belies all subsequent analyses of sin and psychology. Nor was Julian, despite her

protestations of being supposedly “unletterede” (2.1), untutored in Augustinian

14 Aers, Salvation and Sin, 155.
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theology. Indeed Joan Nuth and Janet Soskice express admiration for Julian’s “thorough

7

grasp of Augustinian theology.” “[W]hoever taught Julian her theology made sure that
she had a firm grounding in the so-called ‘Augustinian synthesis,”” Nuth attests.!®
“Echoes of Augustine,” Soskice corroborates, are in Julian’s text “everywhere to be
found.” After all Augustine’s influence was pervasive. “Julian need not have read
Augustine to be Augustinian in her time,” she explains. “It was the orthodoxy.
Augustinian friars lived near her in Norwich, and contemporary sermons and spiritual
writings were suffused with Augustinian teachings.”® Augustine was in the water, so to
speak. The same can be said of our own time: Augustine remains orthodoxy. Like Julian
we are accountable to the Augustinian tradition; we respond to and out of it. Put
another way, to answer Julian’s questions, we must also answer Augustine’s. Her
preoccupations about sin are inextricably bound up with his. The scholars who have
taken the Augustinian tradition most seriously, however, differ in their assessments of

Julian. Baker argues that Julian’s position on sin remains faithful to the Augustinian

tradition but meliorates its overly punitive and juridical account.'” Aers, as we have

15 Nuth, Wisdom'’s Daughter, 9.

16 Janet Martin Soskice, The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2007), 127-28.

17 For Baker, Julian along with Plotinus, Augustine, and Pseudo-Dionysius “den[ies] the

substantial reality of evil” and defines it as a privation of the good (From Vision to Book, 65). Such

is the fundamental definition of sin and evil and the basis of Baker’s argument for continuity

between Augustine and Julian. However in Baker’s view Julian rejects the change from the

passive sense of sin as deprivatio to the active sense of depravatio (79). That is, she denies the

perversity of the will crucial to Augustine’s account: “it [wrongly] attributes both the origin and
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already noted, staunchly disagrees. “Julian[’s] doctrine,” he asserts, “is incompatible
with Augustine and Augustinian traditions of Christianity.”!® On this basis—her failure
to respond meaningfully to the Augustinian tradition —he deems her response to sin
deficient. But whatever their position, both scholars assert that we cannot read Julian
apart from Augustine. Let’s turn then to Julian and Augustine’s respective pictures of

sin.

“Sinne is the sharpest scorge”: sin as pain and anguish in Julian’s
Revelation

Let’s begin with Julian’s picture of sin. For Julian all life’s “wrechednes”
(XVI/73.31) may be traced back to sin. “In this naked worde ‘sinne,”” she explains, “oure
lorde broughte to my minde generally alle that is not good” (XIII/27.11-12). Sin by this
account encompasses everything bad, “alle that is not good.” “[F]or alle is good but sin,”
Julian attests, “and nought is evel but sinne” (XII1/40.34-35). Julian details two aspects of
“alle that is not good”: sin’s own badness and the shame-filled suffering it produces. On

the first, sin’s own badness is a wretchedness. “Sin is so vile and so mekille for to hate,”

Julian laments, “and to me was showed none harder helle than sinne” (XII11/40.32-33).

the persistence of evil in the universe to the decision of free creatures, either angelic or human,
who rejected good by the exercise of their unrestrained wills” (67). In this account sin becomes
abstracted into “teleological” and “pedagogical purpose” only (68): “sin is a means of achieving
self-knowledge and knowledge of God” (70).
18 Aers, Salvation and Sin, 155.
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More than once Julian draws such an analogy: sin is hell (XIII/39.4, XII1/40.33-34), sin is

pain worse than hell (XIII/40.30-32, XV1/76.4-5). Sin is “sorow and paine,” “horiblier,”

I awis s

“grevouser,” “wurse, viler, and painfuller than hell without ony liknesse,” “as we were
in parelle of deth and in a party of helle” (XVI/72.6-12, XIV/63.11-12). Sin is bad, and
there is nothing worse. But what specifically are the “many evilles [we do] that we
oughte to leve” (XIV/46.22); of what exactly does sin consist? Julian is more reticent on
the specifics, naming only one action and one disposition. We do not keep faith, we are
covenant-breakers: “we holde not oure covenants nor kepe not oure clennes”
(XV1/73.29). Moreover we are filled with “a wrath and a continuant contrariousnes to
pees and to love” (XIV/48.9-10). From here, surely we can imagine and extrapolate the
rest: we are prideful and selfish; we hurt, cause pain, forget, abandon, neglect, abuse,
and betray. In one way or another we prove faithless, we break trust with God and
others. We are only too familiar with our many shameful and sinful deeds. Such is our
wretched first-person experience of sin: “an horrible thing to see” (XIV/63.13).

On the second aspect of “alle that is not good”: everywhere sin-effected suffering
is our constant companion. Our sin causes ourselves and others to suffer; others’ sin
likewise wreaks havoc on our lives, breaks trust with us. “Ther be... so gret harmes
take,” Julian exclaims (XIII/32.7). We know all too well the personal and relational

damage, and the institutional and environmental impact of our sin. It brings about “so

gret harmes” indeed. Julian doesn’t, however, much elaborate on this topic. Instead she
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focuses on the interior, spiritual suffering that sin induces. For the sensitive soul, sin
produces deep sorrow and shame for our misdeeds: “gret sorow and... gret shame that
[we] hath so defouled the fair image of God” (XIII/39.8-9). Such a repentant response to
sin is appropriate, if painful. Sin acknowledged reveals our corruption: that we are
defouled by sin, that in our sin we have defouled God’s image in us. The result is a kind
of self-induced suffering. We realize our sin and its effects, and we are filled with
anguish. “[TThe beholding of this [sin],” Julian observes, “maketh us so sory and so hevy
that unnethes we can ony see ony comfort” (XVI/73.31-32). We are broken down and
debilitated, “forbeteth... and... forbreketh” by sin’s “sharpest scorge” (XII1/39.1-2). We
think ourselves hopeless: “not wurthy but as it were to sinke into helle” (XIII/39.3-4). We
fall into despair: “despair for ofte falling [or] for grevous falling” (XIII/39.33-34). Julian
recognizes that such despair and “false drede” are a temptation. They come from none
other than the devil. But still too often they make us wretched: “so hevy and so sory”
(XV1/76.34-36). Surely sin brings interior “sorows and anguish and trobil” (XII1/36.53),
“alle that is not good.”

Our wretchedness is redoubled when we realize our profound responsibility for
and profound impotence before sin. “We faile oftimes of the sight of him,” Julian
deplores, “and anon we falle into ourselfe, and than finde we no feling of right nought
but the contrariousnes that is in ourselfe” (XIV/47.33-35). In sin we fail and we fall, we

turn away from clinging to God and turn “into ourselfe.” Such falling, in keeping with

126



Christian tradition, attests both to responsibility and spiritual infirmity. On the one hand
our sin is ours alone. Regardless of the circumstances, Julian insists, “[our] failing is not
in God, but it is in oure party” (XIV/48.8). Yet simultaneously our weakness and
impotence before sin is everywhere evident. “Man... by frailte and uncunning falleth
into sinne,” Julian explains. “He is unmighty and unwise of himselfe, and also his wille
is overlaide in this time” (XIV/47.13-15). We can hardly help ourselves from falling, so
“uncunning” and “unmighty” are we. Our will has become weakened and enervated:
“overlaide” by sin. Such sin-induced wrath may “cometh of failing of might, or of failing
of wisdom, or of failing of goodnesse” (XIV/48.7-8). We have not the strength or wisdom
or character to refuse sin. Moreover such sin beckons not infrequently. Julian observes
our seeming powerlesness before sin’s persistence, our frequent “fall[ing]”: “But for the
changeablete that we are in, in oureselfe, we falle often into sinne” (XV1/76.25-26).
“Often” we feel the pull of sin, and perhaps involuntarily, half-unbeknownst to
ourselves we fall. Nonetheless our “febilnesse” and “blindhede” are no excuse. In Julian
as in Milton, our wickedness and weakness are bound together. The fault is in ourselves:
it is “oure owne febilnesse and mischef that we be fallen in by sinne” (XII1/36.53-54).
After all we are the ones who “holde not oure covenants nor kepe not oure clennes”
(XV1/73.29-30). Surely this leaves us “in tempest and in sorow and woe” (XIV/47.15).
Such suffering and wretchedness leaves us with an existential question and

crisis. Sin is bad, at times unimaginably so. At points it seems to take over our life: not
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only “alle that is not good” but even to encompass the good altogether. For constantly
we are sinning, “failing... falling... dying” (XIV/48.19-20). Despite its wretchedness, still
we can’t help but sin: “I shalle do right nought but sinne,” Julian grieves (XII1/36.4). We
are impotent and powerless before it; we seem defouled and corrupted, full of weakness
and shame (XIII/39.8-9). In this way it imperils our sense of self. Increasingly it also
threatens our sense of our shared world and reality. Julian attributes to sin “alle the
paines and passions of alle his creatures, gostly and bodely” (XIII/27.11-14). Indeed sin
seems a disintegrating force in our relationships and our world. Our sin causes not only
ourselves but also others to suffer hurt and neglect, abuse and betrayal; we suffer in a
world also ridden by sin’s greed and injustice. In all, sin generates no end of pain and
suffering for ourselves and for others. Thus does sin seem pervasive and plentiful: “Ther
be many dedes evil done in oure sight and so gret harmes take,” Julian laments, “that it
semeth to us that it were unpossible that ever it shuld come to a good end” (XII1/32.7-9).
Such disconsolation edges toward disaffection so deep that redress “semeth...
unpossible.” Sin seems to have the last word. Such is the spirit that raises Julian’s
question: “What is sinne?” Her question acknowledges that sin makes our life desperate
and at times hopeless. It agonizes over the pain and anguish of sin, and endeavors to

make sense of our wretchedness: “alle that is not good.”
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“It was foul, and | loved it”: sin as willed perversity in Augustine

To Julian’s disheartening picture of sin we must now addend Augustine’s.
Already we’ve touched upon a crucial difference. We are willfully perverse, and our sin
a perversity of will: this is central to Augustine’s account of sin. “I inquired what
wickedness is,” Augustine exclaims, “and I did not find a substance but a perversity of
will twisted away from the highest substance, you O God” (conf. VI.16.22). But what is
this perversity of will, and from where does it come? How do sin and its defection from
the good come to be?' Julian’s preoccupation with sin does not necessarily run in this
direction. Her anguish has to do with the fact that sin is, exists, and makes our life into
suffering; her questions are existential but not necessarily metaphysical. Augustine’s
anguish over sin likewise arises from lived experience and existential crisis but is
overlaid by a normative and metaphysical account of sin’s origins. Repeatedly he
attempts to excavate the narrative beginnings of sin: whether the angels’ fall, Adam and
Eve’s fall, or our own fall. Julian’s still life of sin is in Augustine transformed into a
philosophical drama. Yet not infrequently his inquiry is brought up short. Augustine
finds himself without an explanation, at the end of explanations: left only with the
profound mystery that is sin. Sin’s motivations are inexplicable, whether for the first

angels and humans or for us. Such incomprehensible perversity perhaps evokes a kind

19 Sin’s defection has a very particular technical meaning in Augustine. It means to fail to cling to
God, to turn away from the good, but without any motivation or cause. We’ll discuss this in more
detail below.
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of perplexity and panic. We want to know but cannot: from whence does sin come? If
we can’t even understand it, how can we anticipate it? Such are Augustine’s pressing
questions.

Let’s follow Augustine then to sin’s very beginning. From its origin, sin is
characterized by an aporia—an emptiness—an incomprehensible mystery. At the
beginning of time, Augustine explains, the devils “turned away from him who
supremely is and turned to themselves, who have no supreme existence.” They
“arrogate selfhood from God,” “cling to an empty center,” and “seek their own self-
generated light,” as James Wetzel paraphrases.?’ They have no reason to, but they do
anyway. Their human counterparts later mimic this “turn[ing] away” in their own fall:
they likewise fail to cling to God and turn toward themselves. But why would Adam
and Eve turn away —why would they exchange a greater good for a lesser, being for
non-being? No defect in circumstance existed: Eden was a paradise. Nor was there any
defect in nature or psychology: created perfect, Adam and Eve were still unclouded by
the “blindhede and unforsighte” of sin (Revelation I11/11.10, civ. dei XIV.23-26). Their
descendants might have some motivation or excuse, but Adam and Eve have none.
Augustine puts it simply: “[T]hey preferred what has lesser existence” (civ. dei XII.6). But

this is descriptive rather than interpretive. No reasonable motive would justify a

2 James Wetzel, “Augustine on the Origin of Evil: Myth and Metaphysics,” in Augustine’s City of
God, ed. James Wetzel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 167-85, at 177.
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preference for lesser existence. Why would they turn from the God who supremely is to
themselves, an “empty center” and a far lesser good? Moreover if the angels and Adam
and Eve were created good, how could those with good natures produce evil? “How can
it be,” Augustine asks, “that a good nature, although mutable, should, before it comes to
have an evil will, cause something evil, that is, should cause the evil will itself?” (XIL.6).
How does evil come from good? Such perplexity begets still more of itself, and panic
too. From whence does this evil will come?

When answering these questions, Augustine reiterates sin’s privation and lack of
existence: in other words, its philosophical status. As Julian explains, “Sinne... hath no
maner of substance, ne no part of being, ne it might not be knowen but by the paine that
it is cause of” (XI1I/27.22-23). Both writers affirm the traditional philosophical position
that evil lacks existence. Although this may seem puzzling, we follow Augustine and
press on. How then do we stage such nonexistence in dramatic form, give it a sequential
chronology? After all something that doesn’t exist—sin and evil—can’t cause the evil
will, can’t effect its coming into existence. Sin’s nonexistence doesn’t properly belong to
the logic of cause and effect. Instead to motivate the evil will Augustine introduces the
technical language of deficiency and defect. “No one should look for an efficient cause

for an evil will,” he exhorts. “For it is not an efficient but rather a deficient cause,
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because the evil will itself is not an effect but rather a defect” (civ. dei XII.6-7).2' By this
account the evil will is caused by deficiency (which is by definition no cause), and it is a
defect (which is by definition not any kind of effect). In a way then we have a whence (a
deficient cause) and a why (defect) for the evil will. Whether for the angels-turned-
devils—or Adam and Eve—or ourselves —although admittedly we have more cause and
motivation than the others—such is the origin of the evil will. Take as a paradigmatic
example Augustine’s story about stealing a neighbor’s pears. “I had no motive for my
wickedness except wickedness itself,” he attests. “It was foul, and I loved it” (conf. 11.4.9).

i

Augustine has no “efficient cause,” “no motive,” only a “deficient cause” for his
wickedness. His evil will is no effect but simply defect.

Perhaps this is a kind of answer. But although philosophically meaningful,
existentially it seems like no more than metaphysical tautology. “To defect” simply
reprises “to turn away” toward a lesser good: to do these is to sin, to have an evil will.22
Neither tells us anything more about why the evil will comes to be. Augustine merely
replaces one veiled concept (the evil will which has no motivation) with another (the

deficiency which is neither a cause nor effect). In other words the evil will simply has no

cause: “If we look for the efficient cause of this evil will, we find none,” Augustine

21 All quotations unless otherwise noted are taken from Augustine, The City of God (11-22), trans.
William Babcock, The Works of Saint Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2013).
2 “[T]o defect from what has supreme existence to what has lesser existence,” Augustine asserts,
“is itself to begin to have an evil will” (civ. dei XI1.6-7).
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admits. “To want to discover such causes is like wanting to see darkness or hear silence”
(civ. dei XIL.6-7). But how can sin be simultaneously without cause yet willfully
undertaken by an evil and perverse will? And again —why should we prefer lesser
existence, why should we choose deficiency? We still have a fundamental perplexity and
mystery. “To seek the answer [to the soul’s descent] in some stupid pride or in a reckless
daring,” Wetzel attests, “is to paste a label on an incoherence.”?* Adam and Eve’s
motivation ultimately “amounts to little more than their sheer willingness to be
deprived.”? This “sheer willingness to be deprived” is not so much a motivation as a
void, an emptiness. Sin is simply inexplicable. There’s no reason for it, even in perfect
circumstances. When we look back upon sin, whether Adam’s or our own, oftentimes
just as Augustine describes we cannot find adequate motivation, a reasonable cause. I
don’t mean that there is no motivation altogether. Certainly Adam had no reason at all
to defect from the good. But for us there at least isn’t adequate motivation. “Sinful
desire,” Wetzel explains, “is always out of kilter with the desirability of its object.”?
Such inexplicability is terrifying. For if sin is motiveless it may also begin to seem
inexorable and inevitable. “I shalle do right nought but sinne,” Julian grieves (XIII/36.4).
Given sin’s ubiquity, given our weakness, it may seem like the only possible conclusion

to our life. “I had no motive,” Augustine recalls of his theft in childhood. Nonetheless he

2 James Wetzel, Augustine: A Guide for the Perplexed (London; New York: Continuum, 2010), 61.
2 Wetzel, “Augustine on the Origin of Evil,” 178-79, 173.
% Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 44.
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is ineluctably drawn to sin’s void: “It was foul, and I loved it. I loved the self-
destruction. I loved [my wickedness]... I loved my fall, not the object for which I had
fallen but my fall itself” (conf. 11.4.9). Sin by such a scheme has a certain vertiginous
magnetism. Nothing meaningful could possibly induce us to sin, yet simultaneously we
are seduced. Sin is a perilous descent: “To abandon God and to exist in oneself,” he
explains, “[means that] one veers toward nothingness” (civ. dei XIV.13). Augustine’s
image is striking: its sense of acceleration suggests a possible motive for attraction and
excitement when there actually isn’t one. We would veer, perhaps, if we are hurtling
down a sheer cliff or accelerating into a black hole. Before us disaster is imminent and
we are speeding toward it. Likewise my sin forebodes a crisis: to lose all being, to
become nothing. But in this suspended moment of veering we are not yet obliterated,
and we feel all of the precarity, terror, and despair of our position. Such is Augustine’s
picture of sin as defective perversity: one that doesn’t resolve its existential question but
intensifies its crisis. If the evil will has no cause —if even Adam and Eve defected —our
wills have no hope of stability. At any moment our will could turn away and defect into
inexplicable sin, veer and hurtle toward nothingness. No motivating why remains, only
a tautology or dogma: “Deficiently motivated defectors choose deficiency.” Sin

“perpetually threatens” our stability in God.?

26 Wetzel, “Augustine on the Origin of Evil,” 179, 178.
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Sin’s mystery likewise transforms ourselves into a mystery. Just as we cannot
plumb the depths of sin, we cannot plumb the depths of our sinful hearts: we never
know what we may do. In sin we become a mystery to ourselves, a great question. We
sin, but we don’t always know why. “I stole something which I had in plenty and of
much better quality,” Augustine attests. “I became evil for no reason” (conf. 11.4.9). He
can’t figure himself out. Sin perhaps confounds our self-conception in two ways: first,
sin at times seems blurred with our own capacity and agency, and second, sin estranges
and divides us from ourselves. On the first: sin sometimes seems blurred with our own
selves. We hardly know where we begin and sin ends. On the one hand sin seems
powerful and pernicious: almost like a Manichaean external force that attacks and
invades us. Sin takes us over. On the other hand we consent: we are the ones who
possess an evil will, we ourselves have become evil, we become blurred with our sin.
Indeed Augustine at times imputes an original defect or evil onto the prelapsarian
Adam. After all as we recall the evil will has no efficient cause, and searching for its
beginnings merely presses us further back into a mystery. To resolve this unsolvable
mystery Augustine instead reasons that the evil will must require an antecedently evil
person. The first human beings, he insists, began to be evil “in secret.” “The evil act—
that is, the transgression of eating the forbidden food,” Augustine asserts, “was
committed by people who were already evil, and it would not have been committed if

they had not already been evil” (civ. dei XIV.13). But in such a scheme we seem to have
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never not already been secretly evil. We seem made up of sin and evil, tied to sin
irrevocably. It’s difficult even to know where “we” are in this picture. Sin’s mystery
subsumes us, threatens to dissolve our will altogether —a terrifying prospect.

Sin also turns us into a mystery in another way. In sin we become self-estranged,
mysteriously divided from ourselves—yet another consequence of considerable pain
and pathos. Far from producing freedom and autonomy, sin shackles us and impedes
self-determination. We are instead divided from ourselves: we cannot do what we want
to do. “Because [man] would not do what he could,” Augustine writes, “he now cannot
do what he would” (civ. dei XIV.15). We have become impotent, our wills ineffective to
command ourselves. Julian too writes about this impotence, but Augustine sharpens it.
Our bodies no longer serve our will, which Augustine deems no small loss, and likewise
our mind is often distressed “against [our] will” (civ. dei XIII.13, XIV.15). Thus when
Augustine desires to follow Christ, he finds himself both willing and unwilling, unable
to move forward. “In my own case, as I deliberated about serving my Lord God,” he
testifies, “the self which willed to serve was identical with the self which was unwilling.
I was neither wholly willing nor wholly unwilling.” We are internally divided and
estranged from ourselves so are unable to do what we want: “I was in conflict with
myself and was dissociated from myself,” he writes (conf. VII1.10.22, 25). Although he
has been “long disposed” to serve Christ, he remains “held back” by the part that’s

unwilling. His anecdote exemplifies the many ways that we lack self-determination in
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our lives. Augustine intuits a certain poetic justice to this self-division. Our disobedience
to God has produced self-disobedience: “To put it briefly, in the punishment of that sin
the retribution for disobedience was simply disobedience itselt” (civ. dei XIV.15). Such is
our sinful condition: self-disobedient, internally incoherent and dissociated. We are tied
down by chains and lack self-mastery —a sad and sorry state.

Our division from ourselves forebodes still a deeper division from others and
God. First on our estrangement from others: in sin we break faith with those whom we
would love, and likewise they may prove faithless to us. Too quickly Adam exchanges
his communion with Eve, flesh of his flesh, for accusation and blame: “The woman,
whom thou gavest me to be my companion, gave me of the tree, and I did eat” (Gen.
3:12 Douay Rheims translation). The mutuality and stable love they shared in Eden will
never be the same. To Augustine such alienation from others is endemic to sinful
relationships both personal and communal. He himself becomes estranged from a much-
loved childhood friend through both sin and death. Their friendship, “sweet to [him]
beyond all the sweetnesses of life that [he] had experienced,” is dominated by
Augustine’s pride and intellect. Augustine imagines that “[he] would be able to do what
[he] wished with him”: turn his friend away from Christianity to his preferred
Manichaeism. When his friend dies a baptized Christian, Augustine is inconsolable.
Death severs them corporeally but more than that Augustine’s sin and domineering

pride severs their intimacy and accord —which at least in this life can no longer be
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reconstituted. No wonder Augustine grieves (conf. IV.4.7-7.12).7” Likewise in communal
relationships our sin provokes division. Throughout the first half of the City of God
Augustine charts the earthly city’s internally divisive and self-consumptive qualities.
Rome —an apt stand-in for the earthly city —boasts a history fraught with fratricide,
parricide, regicide, kin killing kin, and civil war. It shares no sense of the common good,
the res publica, which “comes together in agreement by means of a consensus, modulated
by reason.” Human community in sin’s earthly city is nigh impossible (civ. dei 11.21,
III.13-17). We are filled with selfish greed and lust for domination; through sin we are
entirely alienated from one another.

Our estrangement from God is perhaps both more subtle and more profound.
Augustine’s prevailing image for our separation from God is the prodigal, threaded
thickly throughout the Confessions and to a lesser extent in his other works. “As an
adolescent I went astray from you,” he laments. “I wandered far away, separated from
you” (conf. 11.10.18, II1.6.11). The prodigal has a family and a father: he is a son,
Augustine still an adolescent. But he has left home, gone astray, and become lost in a
faraway land. He has become a wanderer, adrift, unmoored from his family and source
of life. Yet he does not fully understand or recognize his condition. Augustine likewise

lacks suitable self-awareness. He vicariously experiences Aeneas’s wanderings in his

¥ Thanks to Wilco de Vries for sharing this reading with me and my undergraduate class in
March 2021.
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readings, but the similitude is lost on him: “I was... forgetful of my own wanderings”
(conf. 1.13.20). He does not know that he has wandered from his home in Christ and
thereby disowned the source of his being. Thus is our estrangement from God more
subtle. Although it touches upon every part of our life, we have become accustomed to
the faraway land. For a time, it is enjoyable, even preferable: “I was glad to be in
bondage, tied with troublesome chains,” Augustine testifies (conf. II1.1.1). Home is only
darkly recalled if at all. Our amnesia only dulls with great difficulty. Deep into his
wanderings and far from home the prodigal reaches a point of near-total alienation.
Augustine echoes Scripture to suggest a loss of identity and even humanity: “I... [was]
not even granted to share in the husks of the pigs, whom I was feeding with husks”
(conf. 111.6.11). He does not have a share even with the pigs. In the pit of despair our
alienation from God our father becomes clear. But we have no happy return and ending
just yet. Let us stay in this distant land of amnesiac wandering.

Such is Augustine’s backdrop and complement to Julian’s picture of sin. To
Julian’s descriptive anguish of sin Augustine addends a normative metaphysics —one
that considerably darkens our despair. Sin is no longer simply profound suffering but
willed perversity: one for which we bear deep responsibility. It is an inexplicable
deficiency whose mystery threatens to subsume our own will and agency: we begin to
seem incorporated into sin, composed of it. As such we lose our sense of self and

become estranged from ourselves, others, and God. Such a normative account of sin
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transforms what seems hopeless in Julian to what quite possibly is altogether hopeless in
Augustine. Our life of sin seems to have an inexorable plot whose ending has been long
pre-determined: just like Adam and Eve, and Julian and Augustine, we cannot but sin,
non posse non peccare to put a spin on the theological maxim. Our existential crisis and
vertigo become a full-blown despair. For we are lost in this faraway land of sin, even
imprisoned in it. “I had become to myself a place of unhappiness, in which I could not
bear to be,” Augustine writes of his forced incarceration, “but I could not escape from
myself” (conf. IV.7.12). His blurred sin and grief reveal the gravity of his situation. He
can’t bear to go on as he is, but neither can he escape. His sense of self, world, and
reality are imperiled by sin. In fact sin seems to constitute his self, world, and reality, to
command and prevail in it. Augustine’s account further sharpens the existential edge of
sin and thickens our sense of anxiety and angst. Together Julian and Augustine’s
pictures of sin hold us captive, “repeat... to us inexorably” sin’s “wrechednes”

(XV1/73.31), and bring us to a crisis point.

“A picture held us captive”: distinguishing truth and fantasy in
sin

One might say: the inquiry must be turned around, but on the pivot of our real need. —
Philosophical Investigations, §108

Julian and Augustine’s picture of sin is sobering, even devastating. In sin we
have lost our way, seemingly irrevocably, and we cannot but despair. But as we’ve

discussed pictures can be misleading. They reveal but also obscure; they contain both
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truth and illusion. Pictures can hold us captive. When held captive, we need
Wittgensteinian therapy to change the register and to get us outside of the picture. In
this section, I'll draw upon the resources of ordinary language philosophy, mediated by
Wetzel's reading of Augustine, to disentangle sin’s insidious illusion. Ordinary language
philosophy provides both a suggestive roadmap and important conceptual groundwork
for understanding Julian’s project. For one their starting premises and questions have
resonant congruences. In ordinary language philosophy, we share a world of language,
judgment, and attunement with other persons; in Julian we share a life with God. Such
premises —a shared world with others, a shared world with God —are foundational to
Wittgenstein and Julian’s visions. But these are as profound as they are precarious. For
one we easily overlook or take for granted how much we share with others and with
God. But at times we’re brought up short and glimpse how seemingly uncertain these
shared worlds are. Just as nothing guarantees our continued understanding and
attunement with others, nothing assures our continued existence and stability in God. At
times our shared worlds whether with others or with God may seem frighteningly
precarious, contingent, and unstable. Each seems no more than “a thin net over an
abyss”? that could disintegrate at any moment, threatened respectively by skepticism

and sin. In these moments certain pictures begin to take hold —pictures as revealing as

2 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy, Galaxy Book
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 178.
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they are misleading. In skepticism we fear that perhaps we don’t share a word and
world with others; in sin we fear that perhaps we don’t share a life with God.

Let’s begin with the precarity and contingency of our shared world with others.
Stanley Cavell describes human life and language as one conditioned on a profound
mutual attunement. In language we look at and leap toward kittens —pumpkins—love;?
in judgments we agree on “routes of interest and feeling, modes of response, senses of
humor and of significance and of fulfillment, of what is outrageous”;** always we
gesture toward a shared word and world.*! But nothing guarantees our shared “[hJuman
speech and activity, sanity and community”:3? no reference system, no ontological
foundation, nothing indisputable: nothing but our “intimate and pervasive” agreement
in language and life.* We may realize one day —whether ssuddenly or gradually —how
precarious such attunement and agreement is. Certain forms of suffering, for instance,
may threaten our shared bonds and judgment. If we grieved the death of someone dear,
we might feel profoundly disconnected from those living normal lives. If on top of this
others give us reason to think that they don’t or won’t understand us, we may begin to
fear that they cannot understand us, that we don’t meaningfully share language and life

with them. Take Hamlet for instance: his uncle and mother’s refusal to acknowledge his

» Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 169-73.
% Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?: A Book of Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1976), 52.
3t Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 176-77.
32 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 52.
3 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 31.
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bereavement throws him into doubt, solipsism, and eventual skepticism. He imagines
that they don’t share a sense of what death is—what grief means—that thus they don’t
share anything at all.** Our shared word and world suddenly seem to rest on “very
shaky foundations—a thin net over an abyss.”® A thin net over an abyss is no
foundation at all, no more than chance or contingency. How can it secure our shared
language and life? What we had taken for granted —shared language and modes of
response, senses of humor, outrage, and rebuke—can begin to seem like no more than
illusion.3

In Julian too our stability in God, and indeed our very existence, seems
precarious. Our natural communion with God, compromised by Adam’s fall, is
continually threatened by sin’s corruption. Always we are falling away: “[we] fall

oftimes into so moche wrechednes that shame it is to say it” (XV1/73.29-31). Sin-induced

% Throughout this section Shakespeare’s Hamlet is my imagined, exemplary skeptic: for, when
grieving the particularity of his father’s death, he is denied recognition from his family and
community.
3 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 178.
% ] don’t mean to suggest that suffering causes skepticism, or that it’s the only route to it. We also
undoubtedly participate in and can even purposefully produce a disintegration in our shared
modes of life with others. In my reading, Hamlet's gradual descent into skepticism also involves
a degree of perverse willfulness. Just as he has been denied recognition, he also refuses
recognition and acknowledgment of others. For instance, see his utterly disrespectful and
dehumanizing treatment of Polonius in life and in death. Likewise Claudius willfully constructs
and others in his court participate in a world of “alternative facts.” Such a world of political
stagecraft, premised on conspiracy and untruth, inevitably and inexorably pulls apart Denmark’s
shared fabric of language and life. Whether through suffering or willfulness, we may glimpse the
precarity of our shared life and wonder if it meaningfully exists at all.
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insecurity dogs our life; we want but can’t get “a lifetime of stability with God.”¥ Even
beyond the insecurity of sin, our life is precarious in another related way: made from
nothing, we seem suspended between existence and nonexistence. Julian’s celebrated
image of the hazelnut-like world attests as much. She repeatedly wonders at its
“littlenes”: it is so small that it could easily disintegrate or disappear.
He shewed a little thing the quantity of an haselnot, lying in the palme of my
hand as me semide, and it was as rounde as any balle. I looked theran with the
eye of my understanding, and thought: “What may this be?” And it was answered
generally thus: ‘It is all that is made.” I marvayled how it might laste, for
methought it might sodenly have fallen to nought for littlenes. (I/5.7-11)
“All that is made” is figured in a “little thing,” as small as a round ball or hazelnut, tiny
enough to rest in Julian’s palm. It could be a child’s toy or a piece of a snack; it could be
visible one moment and lost the next. A few lines later Julian again reiterates her
astonishment: “This little thing that is made, methought it might have fallen to nought
for littlenes” (1/5.19-20). “[Julian] marvels that something so small (all that is) does not
just disintegrate,” Soskice writes. “Were God to cease loving the world for an instant, it
would simply slip out of existence.” It is simply astonishing that “all that is made,”

ourselves included —nothing more a tiny round ball in the universe of all that is—does

not spontaneously fall into nonexistence. Julian wonders and wonders anew at our

% Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 62.
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“fragile” and “precarious” existence.® Altogether our life seems composed of sin-
induced instability and natural vulnerability. We might at any time fall into sin; likewise
we might also “fall... to nought for littlenes.”

Augustine when meditating on sin and existence heightens Julian’s sense of
precarity by relating the two together. In both our inherited sin and natural existence we
seem inclined toward the same end: nothingness and nonexistence. To recall
Augustine’s striking image, in sin “one veers toward nothingness” (civ. dei XIV.13).
Moreover he speculates that, from our creation ex nihilo, we retain some of our proximity
to nothingness. “Only a nature created out of nothing,” Augustine writes, “could have
been perverted by a fault” (civ. dei XIV.13). Somehow our created condition seems
implicated in sin’s disintegrating properties. “We are in some mysterious way,” as
Wetzel puts it, “still knotted to that original nothingness. It is not the cause of why we
sin but it is, Augustine suggests, the condition of sin’s possibility.”+ Our very existence

and created nature thus seem the basis of precarity and potential corruption. Augustine

3 Soskice, The Kindness of God, 140. Nuth corroborates this assessment: "Created reality is
radically contingent, always teetering on the brink of nothingness, but it rests in the security of
being held in the love of God, who is the one sure reality, Being itself” (Wisdom’s Daughter, 99).
¥ Bernard McGinn remarks on what he calls Julian’s three noughtings, which are related together
in some mysterious way. “[In ST 4] Julian introduces the first of the ‘thre noughtes’” God showed
her,” he writes. “The first is the nothingness of creation in relation to God, which calls us to be
‘naughted of all that is created” for the love of God. The second and third will be taken up later:
the ‘nothingness of sin’ (ST 8.16-17 and 23.23-31); and finally the ‘nothingness,” or kenosis, that
Christ underwent in the passion (ST 13.45-51).” See Bernard McGinn, The Varieties of Vernacular
Muysticism, 1350-1550, The Presence of God, 5 (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 2012),
434.
4 Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 97.
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during his Platonic ascent in Confessions Book VII is tempted to think thus. “I considered
the other things below you, and I saw that neither can they be said absolutely to be or
absolutely not to be,” he muses. “They are because they come from you. But they are not
because they are not what you are” (conf. VII1.11.17). By a certain account we lack full
being — creation lacks full being—only God is fully real. The created order seems “a
realm of privation,” not fully real, always liable to corruption, and we seem related to
God as deprivation is to wholeness.#! Our life and existence seem defined by precarity:
at any moment we may fall into deprivation and nothingness. At many moments in sin
we do veer, however nebulously, toward nothingness. The thin net—if there is one—
seems obscured by the abyss.

Glimpsing these shaky foundations over an abyss is disorienting, even terrifying.
What we had taken for granted suddenly seems precarious and perhaps illusory: a
shared world with others, an existence sustained in God. How can we reconstitute our
shared language and life, whether with others or with God? Wittgenstein’s response to
skepticism continues to provide a resonant roadmap for Julian’s response to sin. Let me
foreground a few key concepts for what follows. First, skepticism and sin both evoke
fear and fantasy, which give rise to the respective pictures that hold us captive. The

fears—partially outlined above —are perhaps understandable, but the fantasies to which

4 James Wetzel, Parting Knowledge: Essays after Augustine (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2013),
127.
146



they give rise are self-defeating and destructive. Second, central to both pictures are
illusions or fantasies of privacy and autonomy.* The skeptic’s fantasy of privacy and the
sinner’s fantasy of autonomy are different, but also very much related, as we’ll see in
Wetzel's critique of Augustine’s estranged infant. These fantasies are insidious and
pervasive: we imagine one way or another that our language and life are our own, we
even imagine that we somehow got our language and life ourselves. We are deeply
entangled in these fantasies of privacy and autonomy —in many ways they form the
foundation of the pictures that hold us captive—so much so that, even when exposed,
we are often loath to give them up. But such fantasies, if left unchecked, are self-
destructive. In fact we do not have the privacy or autonomy implied, even demanded by
the skeptic and sinner’s pictures. Moreover we wouldn’t wish to. Finally, Wittgenstein’s
vision of shared language beautifully, if incompletely, analogizes Julian’s vision of our
shared life in God’s love. Their visions of shared language and life expose the illusion in
our fantasies of privacy and autonomy. For Wittgenstein, language runs deep, right to
the beginning and bedrock of our life. As infants we don’t have our own private
language; as adults we still have no way of exiting shared language. For Julian, God’s

life and love in us also run deep, even past the beginning and bedrock of our life. Just as

£ By “autonomy” and “autonomous selthood” I don’t mean the narrow sense of a post-Cartesian
self or duality. Rather I mean to suggest it in the broadest sense of the term: we human beings are
always susceptible to the illusion of autonomy. We imagine that we do not need others and God,
that we belong more to ourselves than to a shared world with others and God. We think that our
will and actions are wholly our own. This is a temptation and a falsehood.
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we have no way to get out of shared language, we have no way to get out of God’s
sustaining love.

In what follows, I will alternate between describing the problem of skepticism
and the problem of sin. We’ll first unpack what these concepts mean for the skeptic:
define our terms, if you will. Then we’ll turn to how they may illuminate the sinner’s
plight. Let’s begin with the skeptic’s double-sided fear and fantasy: his fear of
misunderstanding and his subsequent fantasy of privacy. Gradually or suddenly, we
may like Hamlet find ourselves painfully disjointed from others. In these moments we
may wonder whether we ever shared community and attunement in the first place.
Knowledge of others, always tenuous, now amid the pain of grief or the perversity of
willful refusal seems illusory. No longer do we recognize “the dense weave of shared
human meaning we [once belonged] to.”4* We feel confounded by “this feeling—of our
separateness.”* Pain may give rise to fear: we perhaps begin to fear that we are
powerless to know and be known, that despite our best efforts we can’t make ourselves
known and understood. Any subsequent effort to share ourselves—that for instance I
am suffering or in pain—if met with insensitivity or incomprehension, confirms our

fears. Our shared language and life seem to disintegrate before us. Fear now perhaps

4 Toril Moi, “A Woman’s Desire to Be Known: Expressivity and Silence in Corinne,” in Untrodden
Regions of the Mind: Romanticism and Psychoanalysis, ed. Ghislaine McDayter (Bucknell Review
42.2): 143-75, at 164-65.
4 Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” in Must We Mean What We Say?, 242.
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transmutes into self-defensive and destructive fantasy. Since language and expression
fail us: we renounce language and our responsibility for making ourselves known and
enact a skeptical retreat. We claim for ourselves a private language: “an inner, private

Vs

subjectivity unreadable and unreachable by all others,” “unplumbable inner depths.”*
We imagine that we don’t need to express ourselves: others won’t understand, and we
are already perfectly comprehensible and legible to ourselves. Thus we eschew a shared
world and fantasize that our private language affords transparent self-communion and
understanding. I'll say more about this central and entirely illusory fantasy of privacy in
the following pages. Thus do disjuncture and pain —producing fear and the seeming
loss of shared language and community —in turn generate a pernicious fantasy of
privacy.

Sin likewise elicits fear and fantasy —first the fear of the loss of a shared life with
God, and second the fantasy of an illusory autonomy from God. In the previous section
we mapped in detail sin’s existential question and crisis. Our sin-induced instability,
coupled with our seemingly tenuous existence, lead us to the edge of an abyss where a
fall seems inexorable and inevitable. Looking into this abyss, we fear that sin, “wurse,
viler, and painfuller than hell without ony liknesse” (XIV/63.11-12), dictates and

determines our lives. After all we seem magnetically pulled toward sin’s deficiency and

deprivation—as if we were reverting back to our original formlessness and

45 Moi, “Corinne,” 168.
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nonexistence. Moreover sin’s suffering overshadows much of our lives: filling us with
“despair for ofte falling [or] for grevous falling” (XIII/39.33-34), and continually
generating estrangement from ourselves, others, and God. Sin in our lives seems to have
the last word. With this fear —that we continually lose our agency and self-
determination to sin, that our lives are reduced to sin’s suffering—comes an attendant
fantasy of autonomous selfhood. We imagine that we are our own and moreover our sin
is exclusively our own: a stretch of selfhood most intimate to ourselves and devoid of
God. As Turner puts it, in our sin we imagine that we “establish an identity
independently of God's power and love,” that we “clear some space free of God.”* Just
as the skeptic imagines that she can live apart from the dense weave of shared language,
we imagine that we can and do live apart from our fundamental rootedness in God. The
skeptic retreats to her private language, and we decamp to an autonomous selfhood
where we have exclusive prerogative over and responsibility for our sin. We imagine
that our sin can’t be shared with anyone, and certainly not shared with God. “God
cannot share in this responsibility of ours,” Wetzel voices our attestation, “not even as
Jesus.” We presume after all that God can’t possibly plumb the depths of our sin, “[its]

terrible emptiness... absolute aloneness.” Our weakness and sin seem “a source of

4 Turner, Julian the Theologian, 104. At various points Turner writes expressively about our sin-
induced fantasies of autonomy and self-definition. Here he observes the impossibility of defining
our selfhood against God's being: "Sin is an attempt to establish an identity independently of
God's power and love, an attempt to clear some space free of God... It is to tell a story of self and
of God standing in relations of mutual exclusion, as if what were at stake is either my identity or
else God's, either my freedom or God's providence" (104).
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special human responsibility,” and precisely what define our “guilt and moral
identity.”#” Such is our fantasy of autonomous selfhood and sin.

This fantasy of an autonomous selthood begets a still more insidious fantasy. We
imagine that we know what our lives and our sin mean. Just as the skeptic imagines her
private language is effortlessly transparent to herself, we imagine that our life and sin
are self-interpreting and legible to us. We think that we know sin’s meaning: it corrupts
completely, and it ends in self-annihilation. We think also that we know the meaning of
our life: we are defoulers of God’s image (XIII/39.8-9), demonic parodies or lesser
Satans,* self-aggrandizers from birth.#> We are no more than our will to sin, conflated
into it and subsumed by it. “I shalle do right nought but sinne,” Julian mourns, seeming
to reduce much of our actions, volition, and life to sin (XIII/36.4). For Augustine this
fantasy of self-definition seems particularly alluring. He imagines himself as a “bad
lover” of God, who has “willfully absented himself from... God’s presence.”* Recall his
paradigmatic portrayal of sin in the Confessions. He emphasizes his lack of motive, and
reduces his will to a love of “wickedness,” “foul[ness],” “[the] fall itself.” “I became evil
for no reason,” he explains. “I had no motive for my wickedness except wickedness

itself... I loved my fall, not the object for which I had fallen but my fall itselt” (I1.4.9). In

47 Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 69.
4 Wetzel, “Augustine on the Origin of Evil,” 177.
4 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 242.
5 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 115, 113.
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this picture Augustine’s will to sin and general alienation and badness are fundamental
to his self-definition. “He seems determined,” Wetzel observes, “to tie his human
distinctiveness to his capacity to alienate himself from the source of his life.”> Augustine
is his sin, his willful abstention from his God, his source of life. His willful sin seems to
constitute his very “human distinctiveness,” what makes him Augustine. By such an
account we along with Augustine are altogether worthy of condemnation. We have as it
were fixed the final meaning of our life and sin. Such a fantasy has a deeper bite than the
first: we imagine that not only our selfhood but even our very self-definition is
exclusively our own.

Although tempting both these are ultimately fantasies. To see past the picture
that holds us captive—whether in skepticism or sin —requires distinguishing between
truth and fantasy. Let’s begin with skepticism: the “truth of skepticism” reveals that we
are separate from others.5? Such is our human condition. We are bounded selves, we
cannot enter into others’” innermost consciousness, we cannot feel pain or suffer as they
do. This much is true. Our separateness suggests “an intellectual lack”:% a lack of
verifiable knowledge about others. I am separate from you, outside of you, so I can’t
truly know you or your pain, nor can you know mine. But Cavell disagrees. Although

our separateness may seem exquisitely painful it is not in fact the impediment or

5t Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 113.

52 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 241.

% Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” in Must We Mean What We Say?, 242.
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roadblock. It is “a metaphysical finitude” which we’re tempted to interpret “as an
intellectual lack”; it is an ontological condition that we imagine is an epistemological
problem.>> We must accept our human boundedness and following Cavell frame the
problem in a different register. We don’t need more knowledge. What we have is
adequate: I know that you're in pain. We rather need an “[a]Jcknowledgment [that] goes
beyond knowledge.”% Not certainty but response is required. In acknowledgment I
recognize and respond to your pain, and you mine. Cavell thus transforms our mode of
relationship with others from an epistemological problem to an ethical claim. Our failure
to know others’ pain is more profound and damning than we know. It is a failure, nay, a
refusal of recognition. “The block to my vision of the other,” as Cavell puts it, “is not the
other’s body but my incapacity or unwillingness to judge it accurately.”” (CR 368-9).
know that you are in pain, but am I willing to acknowledge its claim on me? Such is the
answer to the pain and fear of our separateness and the misunderstanding it entails.

We also mistake the nature of our language. Wittgenstein decisively refutes our
fantasy of privacy and transparent self-communion. Certainly our shared language, the

“ground of intelligibility”* between ourselves and others often doesn’t seem solid but

% Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” in Must We Mean What We Say?, 242.
5 Toril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary: Literary Studies after Wittgenstein, Austin, and Cavell
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 207.
5% Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” Must We Mean What We Say?, 237.
57 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 368-69.
% Steven G. Affeldt, “The Ground of Mutuality: Criteria, Judgment and Intelligibility in Stephen
Mulhall and Stanley Cavell,” European Journal of Philosophy 6, no. 1 (1998): 1-31, at 23.
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shaky, like Cavell’s “thin net over the abyss.” We want to decamp to a private language
instead. But this attempted fantasy overlooks a crucial fact: we have no way to “get out”
of shared language; we have no language apart from the “dense weave” of life and
language that we share. (This point will be crucial for our subsequent analysis of sin.)
How for instance does a child learn the meaning of a word —say “kitten”? She doesn’t
attach a label to an antecedently available concept, as she has no concept of a kitten yet.
Instead she’s introduced to a “dense weave of shared human meaning we all belong
to,”* to a world of life and hopefully also love. We point at one and say “kitten” to the
child in a hopeful voice; we stroke kittens and say, “so soft!”; we look delighted when
the child says something vaguely like “kitten.” Without this dense weave of shared life
and meaning we would never have learned what a kitten is. Conversely to retreat from
this shared concept of a kitten is not to have a private concept but to have no concept at
all. The skeptic in her fantasy of a private language, as Steven Affeldt puts it, is not
unintelligible but mute.®® Wanting to get out of shared language, she’s bereft of language
altogether. Such is language learning: even our concepts and categories are conditioned
by those with whom we share a world. Given that we cannot “get out” of shared
language, how then can we live meaningfully in it? Rather than skeptical retreat we

must choose responsibility for our words and meaning, to participate in our shared

59 Moi, “Corinne,” 163-64.
60 Affeldt, “The Ground of Mutuality,” 19-20.
154



language and world. We in our speaking are, each one of us, the “ground of
intelligibility” contingently produced and contested from moment to moment.® To live
out the truth of skepticism productively is to bear responsibility for our shared
language, to express ourselves in our positions and agreements. Such a shared word and
world, although perpetually precarious, is nonetheless our only reality. Fantasy is no
viable option.

Sin likewise admits truth and fantasy. Truly sin is “alle that is not good”
(X11I/27.12) and everything “evel” (XIII/40.35): a disintegrating and destructive force in
our lives. Sin-induced pain and estrangement— “the pain that it is cause of”
(X111/27.23) —is all too real. Sin altogether makes our life into a “vast question” and
effects profound suffering. This much is true. But we drift into fantasy when we imagine
that our life and sin leave us God-bereft. Two interlaced pictures hold us captive in this
fantasy of an autonomous, God-bereft selfhood. First, we imagine an absolute
opposition between God’s goodness and our sin. God, we think, must be wholly
separate from all participation and contamination in our sin. Where God is, sin is not—
where our sin is, God is not—we in our sin are thereby bereft. The second, imbricated
picture that holds us captive imagines that we are our own, and our sin most exclusively

our own. Just as the skeptic fantasizes about a private language, we fantasize that we in

61 “If there is a ground of intelligibility,” Affeldt declares, “then I am (each of us is) that ground”
(“The Ground of Mutuality,” 23).
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our sin possess a selfhood distinctively ours and devoid of God. “God cannot share in
[our sin],” as Wetzel voices our presumption, “not even as Jesus.”®> Altogether we
imagine in pseudo-Manichean fashion that God in his kingdom of light has his
prerogative, and we in the darkness of our sin have ours. But this concedes too much to
sin. Such a fantasy of autonomous selfhood fails to recognize how deeply God sustains
our existence. Far from being a buffered and autonomous self, we are even in our sin
profoundly porous to God. Just as we cannot get “out of” language, Julian together with
Augustine attest that we cannot get “out of” God. “We are too rooted in God,” as Wetzel
puts it, “really to have broken from God, but not so rooted that we can’t feel like we
have.”® Despite our understandable despair, we have no stretch of sin-stained selfhood
bereft of God.*

What does it mean to be “too rooted in God,” not to be able to “get out” of God?
Let us sharpen our Wittgensteinian analogy. The fantasy of a private language
meaningfully exposes the incongruities —nay, sheer impossibility —of our fantasy of an
autonomous selfthood. Together Wittgenstein and Wetzel chart the necessity of a shared
language and life: which Augustine expresses evocatively as confession. We'll trace their

argument below. To clarify, I don’t mean confession merely as recounting our sins,

62 Wetzel, A Guide to the Perplexed, 69.
6 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 54-5.
¢ Denys Turner writes evocatively about this fantasy of an autonomous self in Julian the
Theologian, chs. 1-2.
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although this may be a part of confession. Wetzel calls confession a “first language”:%°
like the infant learning to babble and coo, we learn to speak to and in response to God.
Confession draws us out of a narrowly constricted and infantile interiority —out of a life
which although noisily clamorous lacks self-awareness and intelligibility —into a shared
language and life with God. Confession in Augustine’s sense is thus a mode of speech,
even a mode of life shared between us and God. Indeed confession’s root meaning (cum
+ fateor) depends on shared speech: “[it] seeks its completion in another’s
acknowledgement.”* Confession moreover recollects us to our beginnings: we got our
language from parents and share it with them;*” we got our life from God and share it
with him; both these dependencies reach deeper than we know. We cannot get out of
our parentage—nor of our language—nor of God. Our first and shared language with
God is confession, our first and shared life is a confessed life. Augustine’s Confessions
frequently attest to this shared life, this profound shared intimacy. “What place is there
in me where my God can enter into me?” he wonders. He isn’t thinking about his sin but
about how he’s already steeped full of God. “[Y]ou are everywhere,” he marvels. “No
space circumscribes you. You alone are always present even to those who have taken

themselves far from you.” Whether he recognizes it or not, he is everywhere

65 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 238.
6 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 227.
¢” That is, we got our language from parents or siblings or elders: someone already initiated into
the “dense weave” of shared life.
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encompassed by God: “[Y]ou made humanity in your image, and man from head to foot
is contained in you” (conf.1.2.2, V.2.2, V1.3.4). Such is the “dense weave” of his shared
life with God, deeper even than Augustine can recollect and realize.

But Augustine not infrequently lapses from his vision of a God-suffuse life to one
willfully bereft of God. His most telling lapse concerns his picture of an estranged
infancy.®® Wetzel following Wittgenstein chart a pair of imbricated fantasies:
Augustine’s picture of language learning presupposes a preternatural infant
estrangement from his parents and world; Augustine’s picture of infant sin likewise
presupposes our constitutional alienation from God. Both these —the fantasy of a private
language and the temptation of an autonomous selfhood —are impossible. Let’s see how,
beginning with the first one. Somehow Augustine’s infant mysteriously possesses a fully
developed set of desires and reference system for his world: that is, a private language.*

By groans and various sounds and various movements of parts of my body I

would endeavour to express the intentions of my heart to persuade people to

bow to my will. But I had not the power to express all that I wanted nor could I

make my wishes understood by everybody... My grasp made use of memory:

when people gave a name to an object and when, following the sound, they
moved their body toward that object, I would see and retain the fact that that

object received from them this sound which they pronounced when they
intended to draw attention to it... Accordingly, I gradually gathered the meaning

6 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 234.
% Wetzel's reading of this passage departs somewhat from Wittgenstein's. Wittgenstein argues
that Augustine describes an infant who already has a first language and seems to be learning a
new, foreign language: a kind of reference-system theory of language. Wetzel sharpens this
anecdote into yet another critique of the fantasy of a private language. Where, he asks, could this
infant have acquired his first and private language? He has to get his first language from
somebody.
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of words, occurring in their places in different sentences and frequently heard;

and already I learnt to articulate my wishes by training my mouth to use these

signs. (conf. 1.8.13)
In this picture, Augustine’s infant already has fully formed, cognizable “intentions” and
“wishes,” an inner life and language. He wants milk, maybe, or a diaper change. But this
“first language” is a private one: he cannot “make his wishes understood by
everybody.” Wetzel observes “the child’s estrangement”: his parents seem strangers to
him, and he a tiny foreigner or alien to them. Accordingly he undertakes the study of a
foreign language: “he uses [his private] language as a basis for acquiring a strange
tongue—in this case the language into which he was born.”” But for Wittgenstein, what
Augustine describes is impossible. From where —from whom, more precisely —could
the infant acquire this first and private language? For initially the infant has no concepts
or categories of his own: no understanding of how hunger can be fed and diapers
cleaned, and how the two are different from one another. His desires are inarticulate, a
far cry from a first language. Only when his parents respond —feeding him, cleaning
him, burping him, soothing him to sleep—does he begin to learn the meaning of his

wants and world. The infant then can’t “ent[er] into language before he has ever

acquired a public means of speaking.””! Only in the response and acknowledgment of

70 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 234.
7t Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 231.
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others are his intentions—desires —speech intelligible. His life and language are more
enmeshed with his parents than he knows.

Augustine’s picture of infant sin reproduces this illusion in a different tenor. If
confession is the mode in which we speak with God and acknowledge him, Wetzel’s
term soliloquy is its opposite: it is the mode in which we speak with ourselves and
refuse God. It is to succumb to the fantasy of an autonomous selfhood. Augustine
depicts an infant “remarkably given to soliloquy”:” that is, an infant estranged from
birth in speech and action from God and others. From the beginning of his life
Augustine’s infant already possesses an autonomous, sin-stained selthood separated
from God. He objects jealously to a sibling sharing his mother’s milk and avenges
himself with violent weeping upon those who decline to be “slaves to [his] interests”
(conf.1.6.10, 6.8). Already from infancy he prefers self-willed soliloquy and sin to the
acknowledgment of God in confession. Altogether Augustine portrays “a narcissistic
tyrant,” “a tiny self-aggrandizer,” precociously self-possessed and scheming, sinful
before he has self-awareness.” From this natural condition of sinful estrangement we
subsequently “will, ever more desperately over time, the privacy of our desires.””* But
Wetzel objects: this picture of the infant’s sinful self-autonomy reduplicates the infant’s

private language. It too is impossible. From where could the infant get soliloquy —a

72 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 231.

73 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 242.

7 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 246.
160



mode of speaking with himself —an assertion of selfhood devoid of God? Again the
infant has no concepts or categories of his own: no sense of what it means to want and
will; no understanding of love and lust; no clear comprehension of what is a self and
what is an other. He doesn’t start out with a bad will and soliloquizing speech; he can’t.
Just as we are not naturally estranged from our parents, we are not constitutionally
alienated from God. What the infant has is something before willing and before speech.
Only in his first and shared life with God —only in a life confessed —does he begin to
glimpse their meaning. For God is, as Augustine testifies, regardless of whether we
know it or not, the foundation of our existence, the bone of our willing, and the
condition of our speech.” Just as then the infant has no autonomous selfhood, neither
does the “unconfessed sinner.””* His speech and sin may resemble soliloquy, but are in
fact fantasy. They borrow from the very confessional premises that they supposedly
reject. Only when we have learnt a shared language can we imagine a private one; only
when we have learnt confession however haltingly can we imagine soliloquy. We may at

times feel bereft but we are more beholden than we know.

7> James Wetzel, ‘Philosophy after Augustine: Semi-Autobiographical Reflections” (Duke
University, School of Divinity, 29 September 2010), pp. 1-19, at 14. Elsewhere Wetzel
corroborates this account of shared agency: “If God’s power always lies at the bottom of ours,
then we must cease trying to mark self-determination at the point where unadulterated human
power begins to assert itself.” See James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 126.
76 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 243.
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We have then refuted one part of the fantasy. In our fantasy of an autonomous
selfhood we imagine that the world, in Wetzel’s haunting phrase, “is naturally an
orphanage.”” Far from it. We share a language with our parents, and we share a life
with God. Both saturate our life more profoundly than we appreciate or admit. What
then of the other fantasy: our presumption that we know what our lives and our sin
mean? Too quickly upon claiming our responsibility for sin we decamp to our self-
definition in sin. We are determined to describe ourselves as “bad lovers” of God and
are “disposed to turn [our sin] into a source of special human responsibility.””® But in
doing so we attribute too much to our judgments: which being mutable can’t be value-
creating. We are temporal beings distended in time; we can’t achieve self-
encompassment; we can’t attain an adequate self-definition and self-interpretation.”
Augustine’s memory, for instance, is necessarily limited: “His memory of things in time,
of himself in time, gives him his sense of his temporal situation... but it does not (by
itself) reveal to him the significance of his time-bound life.”® To understand the
significance of our life—of our sin—we instead need God’s “standard of intelligibility.”

It is God’s representation of us, and not our own, Wetzel reminds us, “has normative

77 Wetzel, “Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 246.
78 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 115. See also A Guide for the Perplexed, 69. Turner likewise describes
sin’s hermeneutical limitations: “Sin can’t tell its own story” (Julian the Theologian, 104).
7 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 35-37.
80 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 39.
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significance.”® We must then trade our presumption of knowledge for the humility of
acknowledgment instead. We presumed to know what our life and sin meant: our
definitional badness, our grave responsibility, “our badge of moral distinctiveness [in
sin].”#2 But in humility we instead acknowledge that God defines the meaning of our
life, not us. In humility moreover our responsibility is redefined. It isn’t what we think it
is: to presume exclusive prerogative over our sin. It's rather a surrender of this very self-
willed, sin-stained autonomy to God. We exchange our illusion of selfhood for the
profound gratitude that “God [is] the mother of [our] each and every moment.”#

If we surrender our self-definition and autonomy: how then do we find God'’s
definition of our life? Surely we can’t see our life “as a unity under the aspect of
eternity” like God does.®* Indeed we cannot. But we have in Christ the meaning and
measure of our life. As Wetzel puts it, “[Christ] defines the meaning of our grief” —and
our life, and our sin—“we don’t define the meaning of his.”® Our life is united with and
mediated by Christ. Julian describes how Christ is knotted to us (XIV/53.49-54), and his
love intimately enwraps and enclothes us (I/5.2-5). Likewise Augustine teaches that

Christ’s incarnation effects “an ontological bond, a real participation in his life, and not

81 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 40.
82 Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 69.
8 Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 69.
8 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 25.
8 Wetzel, A Guide for the Perplexed, 30.
163



just some form of moral imitation of Christ’s good example.”* Thus joined his life and
death mediate ours. Just as we cannot understand Scripture without Christ, we cannot
understand our lives either. To see our lives for what they are, we need to read
Christologically —that is to say, allegorically (I will use the two interchangeably below).
To understand allegorical reading, we might contrast it with historical or literal reading.
Our history is made up of the events of our lives: our sin and suffering and striving. But
we can’t know what these events mean as a matter of course. They are not meaningful in
and of themselves but signs of something else: a scent that suggests an animal’s
proximity or the smoke that signals a fire.*” For this historical sense, as de Lubac puts it,
constitutes only the threshold and surface that lead to what’s beyond: the interior, the
heights, the marrow, and the real intention.®® Allegory in contrast leads us from the
surface threshold to the interior heights and marrow; it points us from signs to things; it
signifies Christ and the Church.® That is, in allegory the bare events of our life, the dead
letters of our history, become interpretable and meaningful. To see our lives for what

they are, we need to read allegorically and Christologically. Only then, when we access

8 Bernard McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, The Presence of God (New York: Crossroad,
1991), 250.
8 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, trans. by Edmund Hill, The Works of Saint Augustine (Hyde
Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 1996), I §1, 1.
8 Henri De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, trans. by Mark Macierowski, Ressourcement, 3 vols (W. B.
Eerdmans, 1998), vol. ii, 79.
8 De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 90.
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allegory’s “interior sense, understanding, [and] mystery,”® can we understand what our
life really means. Only then, humbled by this Christological hermeneutic, can we
acknowledge and confess our sin for what it is.

What then does it look like to read historically rather than allegorically, and vice
versa? On the first: we are continually tempted to make much of our history: which
suggests sin’s inexorable advance toward corruption and deprivation. “[W]e falle often
into sinne,” Julian repeatedly laments (XVI/76.26). Our personal history becomes a
veritable prison of habit that predetermines possibilities in our future. For, as Wetzel
explains, “the cumulative force of habit will have an obstructive influence on our ability
to allow new kinds of desires... to determine our willing.”*! In other words, having
become enslaved to sin’s “cumulative... habit,” we are “obstruct[ed]” from new, grace-
filled forms of desire and volition. Our past sin engulfs our present, and our future too.
Our life’s history and habits of corruption thus seem to establish sin as the inevitable
end of our life, so that we seem doomed to instability and deprivation. We are as
Augustine depicts veering toward sin’s nothingness. Such is the logic of historical
progression. Given this, our personal history and habits of sin evoke despair. Julian
frequently alludes to “despair for ofte falling [or] for grevous falling” (XII1/39.33-34).

Scorged, beaten, and broken down by sin, we imagine that we are “not wurthy but as it

% De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 97.
91 Wetzel, Limits of Virtue, 94.
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were to sinke into helle” (XIII/39.1-4). “We... fall oftimes into so moche wrechednes,”
Julian laments, “that shame it is to say it. And the beholding of this maketh us so sory
and so hevy” (XVI/73.30-32). The frequency and tenacity of our sin proposes despair as
an enticing and even appropriate response. We fantasize in our despair that our sin is
both self-interpreting and meaningful as a matter of course. But such a reading, attentive
only to the brute logic of our history and habits, diminishes and distorts the meaning of
our life and sin. For Julian such despair comes from the devil: “it is oure enmye that
wille put us aback with his false drede of oure wrechednesse” (XV1/76.34-35). It is a
temptation and self-destructive fantasy. Our life’s history only elicits despair; it
produces dead letters and empty signs; it tells us nothing about the meaning and
significance of our life.

Allegory affords different register to interpret our sin. It does not erase the
reality and pain of our sin, nor does it reduce our sin to moralization or pedagogical
profit.”2 Our sin is still our history and cannot be undone. But allegory recollects us to
the task of interpretation. What does our sin mean? After all to experience our life isn’t
to understand it. We may find that “[w]e had the experience but missed the meaning.”*

To discern the meaning of our life we then need a Christological hermeneutic and its

92 In Baker’s account, sin becomes abstracted into “teleological” and “pedagogical purpose” only:
“sin is a means of achieving self-knowledge and knowledge of God” (From Vision to Book, 68, 70).
% T.S. Eliot, “Dry Salvages,” from Four Quartets in The Complete Poems and Plays: 1909-1950 (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1962).
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attendant allegory. For “[a]llegory is in truth the truth of history,” de Lubac attests.
“[A]llegory fulfills history by giving it its sense.”* In allegory we’re freed from the brute
force and facts of our life’s history. We’re no longer reduced to the seemingly inexorable
logic of our original and habitual sin—in which sin forecloses our past, present, and
future—and we inevitably veer into nothingness. No longer moreover does sin mean no
more than its stupidity and suffering. In allegory we can read our life differently.
“[God’s] love,” as Wetzel explains, “has an unnerving way of unfixing the past, making
it, no less than the future, an open book: God’s book.”% For in Christ our history and sin
are “fulfill[ed],” that is, transformed and redeemed. Our life takes on a new logic: freed
from the chains of “cumulative habit,” we become responsive to grace and begin to live
in an open-ended present. Our sin, although “grevous” (this we do not dispute), when
refracted through Christ mysteriously elicits “hye... and blisseful... reward... withoute
end” (XIV/51.27, 48). Our sin is and is not what it seems: “we may discover,” that
despite the tumult and travails of our sin, “that [we have] been moved by God to seek
God.”?¢ Allegory thus reveals the truth of our history and the meaning of our life.

What is the meaning of our life? Far from being bereft by sin, we are profoundly
loved by God. “[L]ove,” Julian tells us repeatedly and emphatically at the close of her

Revelation, “is oure lordes mening” (XV1/86.17). God’s love is the meaning of Julian's

9% De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 201.

% Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 124.

% Wetzel, “Augustine on the Origin of Evil,” 172.
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vision and the meaning of our life. Julian attests confidently to it: “I sawe fulle sekerly in
this and in alle, that or God made us he loved us, which love was never sleked, ne never
shalle” (XV1/86.17-18). Sin, the profound and persistent question of her life and vision, is
no hindrance. For God loves “fulle sekerly” with a “love... never sleked, ne never
shalle.” Not only is the fount of God’s love never-ending, our life and our world —the
“dense weave” of our existence—are everywhere suffuse with his love.
[[]n this love he hath done alle his werkes, and in this love he hath made all
thinges profitable to us. And in this love oure life is everlasting. In oure making
we had beginning, but the love wherin he made us was in him fro without
beginning, in which love we have oure beginning. And alle this shalle we see in
God withouten ende. (XV1/86.19-23)
Julian assigns comprehensive breadth to God’s love: it spans “all his werkes,” “all
thinges.” It surpasses our comprehension of time: “in this love oure life is everlasting,”
“all this shalle we see in God withouten ende.” Indeed it encompasses and encircles us.
Julian locates our beginning —“[i]Jn oure making we had beginning” —but subsequently
dislocates it: “but the love wherin he made us was in him fro without beginning.” We
are encompassed and encircled by God’s everlasting love. In such a vision of God-
suffuse existence, we are no longer suspended precariously between potential existence
and potential nonexistence, consigned in Augustine’s despairing vision either to be
subsumed into God’s fully real being or otherwise to disintegrate into sin’s nothingness.

A third possibility emerges: Julian’s hazelnut-like world, although seemingly precarious,

is sustained by God’s love. “I was answered in my understanding: ‘It lasteth and ever
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shall, for God loveth it,” she declares. “And so hath all thing being by the love of God"”
(I/5.12-13). Our lives are secured in God’s everlasting love. Wetzel likewise reads this
third possibility into Augustine’s ecstatic ascent and meditation on creation: we are part
of “the beloved order [of creation], beautiful to God.””” We in company with creation
although separate from God are beloved by him. Far from being bereft, we are located in
and sustained by God’s love.

Julian and Augustine thus call us to humility —to acknowledgment—to put on
Christ in lieu of our imagined self-definition. We have no autonomous self or private
language; we share our life and language more profoundly with God than we know.
Moreover we don’t determine the meaning of our life and sin; God does. In my
subsequent sections I'd like to develop these two themes in a more detailed reading of
Julian’s Revelation. Julian works much like Wittgensteinian therapy to painstakingly
disentangle us from these imbricated fantasies (although sometimes by seeming
indirection). Against the fantasy of an autonomous self inexorably stained by sin: Julian
recollects us to a God-suffuse world in which we are porous and permeable to God.
Parenthood and language learning are key concepts that reinforce this reality. Through
her exploration of God’s motherhood Julian suggests that we can no more get out of our
parents than we can God; through her invocation of God’s grounding of our life she

asserts that we can no more get out of the foundation of our life in language than we can

%7 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 127.
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the foundation of our life in God. We share our life more profoundly with God than we
know. Next, against the fantasy of a self-interpreting and annihilating sin, the inexorable
logic of our habits and history: Julian recollects us to Christ as the meaning and measure
of our life. Through her lord and servant parable she teaches us to read Christologically
and allegorically. The meaning of the servant Adam’s sin isn’t what we think it must be.
A picture held us captive: we mistook our selves for our sin. Instead the parable’s
meaning is given by Christ’s fall into the incarnation (XIV/51.185-86). By shifting the
emphasis from the historical event to its allegorical meaning, Julian teaches us to read
our sin in light of Christ. Christ’s parable of the prodigal son perhaps holds these two
readings together: the prodigal that we are and the prodigal that Christ became for us. In
such allegory we find that we are not bereft but beholden to God’s love, all the way

“right down to the bone of human willing.”?

“[M]ore nerer to us than oure owne soule”: surveying our God-
shared world

Let’s reorient ourselves. Against the existential question and crisis of our sin:
we’ve disentangled truth and fantasy. Truly sin is horrible, grievous, contrary,
sorrowful, and as painful as hell (XV1/72.6-12). But sin doesn’t leave us God-bereft. In
this third section, we’ll consider how Julian powerfully reinforces the truth of our God-

shared world, and in the process indirectly refutes the fantasy of an autonomous self

% Wetzel, “Philosophy After Augustine, Semi-Autobiographical Reflections,” 14.
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inexorably stained by sin. It is a difficult task. How can we describe our shared life with
God when we have no other? For God suffuses our world and our very selves.
Augustine for instance struggles to express how thoroughly our world is encompassed
by God. “Do heaven and earth contain you because you have filled them?” he wonders.
The universe in other words already seems brim-filled to abundant saturation with God.
Yet still this description falls short: God overspills and overflows the heavens and the
earth (conf. 1.3.3). Julian likewise struggles to convey God’s pervasive “immanence” in
our world.” She attempts both a macro and micro perspective: zooming out to God
encompassing our hazelnut-like world, zooming in to God permeating every point of
our existence. In the former God tenderly sustains a hazelnut-sized world so small it is
vulnerable to disappear. He enwraps, encloses, and embraces it; he secures it with his
love: “so hath all thing being by the love of God” (I/5.1-13). In the latter, God can be
found in every microscopic minim of our world. “I saw God in a point,” Julian declares

“merveyl[ing],” “by which sight I saw that he is in al thing.” However “litile,” from a

9 Sarah McNamer writes beautifully of God’s “immanence” in our world. Rather than the
“masculinist” God of Walter Hilton and Richard Rolle being “up,” far removed, or even
“nowhere,” wholly outside of our categories, God in Julian is everywhere: “creation is permeated
with the presence of God ‘in length and breadth, in height and depth without end; and it is all
one love’ (XIV/59.40-41).” For McNamer, it is particularly the theme of God’s motherhood that
reveals his immanence in our world (more on this shortly). See Sarah McNamer, “The
Exploratory Image: God as Mother in Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love,” Mystics
Quarterly 15, no. 1 (1989): 21-28, at 22.
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sliver of leaf to a grain of rice, God is in all (III/11.1-5).1%° “All things” becomes a refrain
throughout her text: shorthand for God’s suffusion of everything in our world.

Not only is God intimate to and encompassing of our world, he encompasses our
very selves. We are not blackened and sinful blotches amid a beautiful and God-
sustained creation; we too are suffuse to saturation with God himself. Augustine for
instance wonders, “what place is there in me where my God can enter into me?” (conf.
1.2.2). Where in us, in other words, does our God-shared life begin? And where do we
ourselves begin? For God is so deeply enmeshed in our very selves that we hardly know
how to disentangle ourselves from him. “[IJn him we live, and move, and [have our
being],” as St. Paul puts it (Acts 17:28 Douay-Rheims). The Psalmist likewise attests with
astonishment to his God-steeped life.

Lord, thou hast proved me, and known me:

Thou hast known my sitting down, and my rising up.

Thou hast understood my thoughts afar off:

my path and my line thou hast searched out. (Psalm 139:1-2 Douay-Rheims,

Vulgate 138)

For this Psalmist God is intimate to his very self: his thoughts, movements, intentions,

and speech. He has no way of getting away from or “out” of God. “Whither shall I go

from thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy face?” he wonders (Psalm 139:7, Vulgate

100 McGinn explains that the definition of God “in a point” is both spatial and temporal. God is
“the circle whose center (point) is everywhere but whose circumference [and delimitation] is
nowhere,” and thus “the origin and end of all things.” He moreover suffuses “all-time and
eternity.” See McGinn, Varieties of Vernacular Mysticism, 444-45.
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138). God'’s life in us runs deeper than our consciousness and comprehension.
Everything and everywhere imaginable both physical and spiritual in the Psalmist’s
whole life belongs to God: heaven and hell, morning and night, the heights and the
depths (Psalm 139:8-10, Vulgate 138). From his mother’s womb God has knit together
his very bones and woven the fabric of his existence (Psalm 139:15, Vulgate 138). Julian
herself echoes this Psalmist’s language to attest to God’s steady accompaniment
throughout our life. “One time my understanding was led downe into the sea grounde,”
she writes. Even there, amid “mosse begrowen, with wrake and gravel,” she asserts
God’s “continually” intimate presence: “God is with a man continually —he shoulde be
safe in soule and body, and take no harme” (II/10.16-20).1°! Such is our God-shared life.
From our most fleeting thought to our highest ambition —from our hazelnut-sized fetal
micro-existence to a patch of deep dark sea to which we may wander—already and
always God is there.

For Julian then God is all around us. We can’t cognize or compass God’s breadth

in the vast scope of the world. His presence is intimate yet infinite, immense and

immeasurable. At the same time he also entwined with and enmeshed in our very

100 Watson and Jenkins cite Psalm 139 (Vulgate 138) as a likely source for Julian’s meditation.
Augustine also echoes Psalm 139 with his own twist. “And what is the object of my love?” he
wonders. Creation attests that God is not of them, but nonetheless they are of God: “I asked the
earth and it said: ‘It is not I.” I asked all that is in it; they made the same confession. I asked the
sea, the deeps, the living creatures that creep, and they responded, ‘We are not your God, look
beyond us...” And with a great voice they cried out: ‘He made us’” (conf. X.6.9). They are made by
God and everywhere filled with him.
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selves. Already and always God precedes us, and we can never find a beginning to his
entry in our lives. Julian’s spiral-shaped meditations!®> on our God-saturated life
continually return to two central themes in particular which we’ll explore in more depth
in this section: motherhood and the ground of our life in language. “This fair, lovely

177

worde, ‘moder,”” Julian exclaims, “it is so swete and so kinde in itselfe that it may not
verely be saide of none, ne to none, but of him [Jhesu] and to him that is very mother of
life and of alle” (XIV/60.9-11). Christ in other words is our truest mother, the meaning of
motherhood. In depicting Christ as our best, most exemplary mother, Julian attests how
we are intimately and inseparably interwoven together with God. We are gestating in
him, infants in his care, children learning to share his words and world. Likewise we are
inextricably bound up in language. We have no conception of anything, of ourselves or
our world, before we begin “looking and leaping” in the shared language of our parents
and elders.!® Julian likewise asserts God as the ground and foundation of our life in

12

language. “Iit am,”” he declares repeatedly in her vision. “/I it am, the mighty and the

102 Numerous scholars cite the spiraling nonlinearity of Julian’s approach. In contrast to a more
“scholastic (schematizing, programming, analytical) reading,” Julian’s meditative mode exhibits
“an open-ended, unfulfilled, or eschatological nature.” See Vincent Gillespie, “’[S]he Do the
Police in Different Voices”: Pastiche, Ventriloquism, and Parody in Julian of Norwich,” in A
Companion to Julian of Norwich, ed. Liz Herbert McAvoy (Woodbridge, U.K.: Boydell & Brewer,
2008), 192-207, at 192-93, and McGinn, Varieties of Vernacular Mysticism, 430. See also Turner,
Julian the Theologian, 4, and Barbara Newman, “Redeeming the Time: Langland, Julian, and the
Art of Lifelong Revision,” The Yearbook of Langland Studies 23 (January 2009): 1-32, at 4-9.
105 Cavell describes the way that a child learns words and language as a kind of playful initiation.
“We do not [initially] know the meaning of the words,” he insists. “We look around and leap
around” (The Claim of Reason, 169-73).
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goodnes of faderhode. I it am, the wisdom and the kindnes of moderhode. I it am, the
light and the grace that is all blessed love’” (XIV/59.13-14). He precedes and is
embedded in every concept we have: mother and father, ground and substance,
kindness and goodness. We have no words or world, no autonomous self stained by sin
separate from and devoid of God our mother and our language. Let’s consider each of

these themes in turn: first motherhood and second language.

“IV]ery mother of life and of alle”: sharing a world with our parents

“[A] parented life,” Wetzel muses, “is never unambiguously bounded. We tend
to spill into our parents as they spill into us, all the way back to Adam and his father.”104
How can we possibly delineate and distinguish what we share with our parents? For
what parents and their children share is profound, even immeasurable: food and bodies,
attunement and judgment, language and laughter: a whole shared world. We “spill
into” one another. The child isn’t buffered and autonomous from her parents but
profoundly porous and permeable to them. Her agency and distinct self are bound up
with theirs. In invoking motherhood Julian likewise attempts to express the profundity
of our God-shared and parented life. We are no more autonomous from God than we
are from our parents. He “spill[s] into us”: into our shared world, into our very selves.
For Julian the mother seems the more intimate parent with whom we share the most.

“The moders service is nerest, rediest, and sekerest,” she remarks (XIV/60.12). And so it

104 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 234.
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generally is. Our mothers are nearest to us, especially at the very beginning of our lives,
during which we share our very bodies, blood and milk, love and language. In his
incarnation Christ our mother “quicked us,” in his death he “bare us to endlesse life,”
and until judgment day he will continually “fedeth and fordreth us” (XIV/63.25-27). Our
fathers are perhaps at one level of remove. Thus motherhood becomes the exemplary
expression of God’s immanence in our world and our very selves.!®> We are suffused
everywhere inside and out with our mother God, inseparable from him. Julian’s theme
of God’s motherhood attests to the depth and porosity of our shared existence in and

with God.1

105 McNamer who we’ve already cited above suggests this term “immanence” ("The Exploratory
Image,” 22). But to add to her idea, not only creation around us but our very selves are saturated
with God’s immanence.

106 Many scholars have of course already emphasized the centrality of God’s motherhood in
Julian’s text. For instance, both Liz McAvoy and Paula Datsko Barker argue that motherhood is
the “pervasive,” “central” theme and “underpins [Julian’s] whole exegetical process.” See Liz
Herbert McAvoy, ““The Moder’s Service’: Motherhood as Matrix in Julian of Norwich,” Mystics
Quarterly 24, no. 4 (1998): 181-97, at 184, and Paula S. Datsko Barker, “The Motherhood of God in
Julian of Norwich’s Theology,” The Downside Review 100, no. 341 (October 1, 1982): 290-304, at
291. Julian’s theme of God’s motherhood and femininity both builds upon and departs from her
predecessors. Certainly she didn’t invent the trope. “Julian’s choice of the motherhood
similitude... is... deeply rooted, not only in Scripture, as she claimed, but also in the continuous
tradition of the Church,” Ritamary Bradley attests. “[It] permeates exegesis, typology, sermons,
and liturgy. She could scarcely have escaped its influence.” See Ritamary Bradley, “Patristic
Background of the Motherhood Similitude in Julian of Norwich,” Christian Scholar’s Review 8, no.
2 (1978): 101-13, at 113, 102, and also Jantzen, 116-18. Indeed Bradley charts a veritable profusion
of maternal images in church tradition, foremost in the patristic tradition culminating in and
ensuing from Augustine (Bradley 103-12). Yet Julian’s theorization of God as mother, scholars
argue, is more profound and daring than that of her male predecessors, expressing “greater
depth, sophistication, and insight [than ever before]” (McGinn, Varieties of Vernacular Mysticism
459). Male Cistercians like Bernard of Clairvaux along with Aelred and Anselm, for instance,
focused largely on the metaphorical nurturing qualities of God’s motherhood: suckling breasts in
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Crucially in this account I argue that Julian doesn’t create a dichotomy between
motherhood and fatherhood, as some scholars are wont to suggest. For instance, Liz
McAvoy asserts that Julian’s depiction of God as mother “align[s]... him with the more
traditionally feminine characteristics of mercy and forgiveness,” in contrast to the
“vengeful, masculinist qualities traditionally attributed to... a typical Old Testament
patriarch.”'” Likewise Paula Datsko Barker argues that “the image of God as a homely,

V/a

compassionate mother” contrasts with the more “obscure” “paternal dimension” that
evokes “despair and despondency,” and “a feeling of overwhelming dread.” In her view

motherhood’s tender and nurturing qualities resolve the “picture of sin” we have been

particular. “They emphasize feminine attributes, rather than a female or feminized body,”
Mclnerney explains. “Christ’s body is sexed male even as it adopts characteristics normally
associated with the female.” Female qualities are “disembodied” from the particularity of the
female body. In contrast for Julian God truly and meaningfully inhabits a female body: “Julian...
makes the body of Christ participate in female, rather than feminine, functions... He actually
conceives, gestates, and labors with all the marks of the ‘bloody, shitty mortal flesh.”” Maud
Burnett McInerney, “In the Meydens Womb: Julian of Norwich and the Poetics of Enclosure,” in
Medieval Mothering, ed. John Carmi Parsons and Bonnie Wheeler (New York: Garland Publishing,
1996), 157-82, at 168-170. David Aers moreover argues that Julian’s mother-Christ diverges from
and innovates upon the tradition of affective spirituality. “Julian has not, emphatically not,” Aers
declares, “confined the figure of mother to the realm of the stereotypically feminine, the flesh, the
dying and nutritive body of Christ.” That is, Christ-as-mother isn’t limited to his humanity, to his
incarnate, fleshly, physical instantiation. Rather Christ-as-mother becomes identified with the
glorified Christ of the Trinity: “she has exalted it to the mysterious realm of the Trinity.” In these
ways and others Julian’s theme of God as mother creatively redefines our very picture of God.
See David Aers, “The Humanity of Christ: Reflections on Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of
Love,” in The Powers of the Holy: Religion, Politics, and Gender in Late Medieval English Culture, ed.
David Aers and Lynn Staley (University Park, P.A.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996),
77-104, at 96.
107 McAvoy, “Motherhood as Matrix,” 191.

177



discussing. “She employs the idea of motherhood to offset the terrifying features
commonly associated with lordship and fatherhood,” Barker explains. “It is the maternal
aspect of God that contributes the quality of tenderness to, and thereby guarantees the
loving character of, the entire Trinity.”!% But this can’t be right. For one, as Janet Soskice
argues, the many kinship names used in Scripture —father and mother and brother and
child —are all meant to convey intimacy and mutuality, tenderness and love.® As
Kendall Cox puts it, “what Julian achieves with ‘mother” is what ‘father” is meant to
accomplish in Scripture.”" Julian herself suggests that motherhood deepens the sense
(but not necessarily substance) of fatherhood: “As verely as God is oure fader, as verely
as God is oure moder” (XIV/59.10). The two are continuous rather than opposed. More
importantly, McAvoy and Barker’s account potentially sentimentalizes the seriousness
of our sin. For Julian our sin—the deep and defining crisis of our life—isn’t resolved
under the auspices of a tenderhearted mother instead of a strict father. Such a solution
would be far too superficial. Rather for Julian God’s motherhood attests to the depth of
our shared life. Such an account changes the register of our relationship with God and

sin without reducing the importance of either. Perhaps Julian chooses motherhood

108 Datsko Barker, “Motherhood of God,” 300-1.
109 Soskice, The Kindness of God, 2.
110 Kendall Cox, “Prodigal Christ: The Parable of the Prodigal Son in the Theologies of Julian of
Norwich and Karl Barth” (Ph.D. dissertation, Charlottesville, V.A., University of Virginia, 2014),
233.
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because it was in her time more startling and thought-provoking, more evocative of
intimacy and shared life. And so it remains in ours too.

Motherhood for Julian thus isn’t primarily about feminine nurture and kindness
but about the porosity of our shared life. In her account our mother God is interwoven
with us. I'd like to develop this theme through three stages of the mother and child
relationship: gestation, infancy, and childhood.!! Let’s begin with our life’s very
beginning in gestation. Frequently Julian describes how we're “beclosyd” in God and

enclosed in his goodness. “For as the body is clad in the cloth,” she asserts, “and the

1 Julian's lists often come in threes, which perhaps explains scholars’ propensity for describing
her theme of motherhood in threes. She explicitly identifies three “beholdinges” or what McGinn
terms “modalities” of motherhood in God: “The furst is grounde of oure kinde making. The
seconde is taking of oure kinde, and ther beginneth the moderhed of grace. The thurde is
moderhed in werking, and therin is a forthspreding by the same grace” (XIV/59.37-40, McGinn,
Varieties of Vernacular Mysticism, 461). Patricia Donohue-White suggests “three interrelated stages
of divine mother work.” “First, there is the Trinitarian work of creating—what I call Trinitarian
“wombwork” —that culminates in incarnation,” Donohue-White writes. “Secondly, there is the
work of redeeming that begins with incarnation and climaxes in the hard labor of Jesus’
birthing/dying on the cross. The third and final stage consists in the work of sanctifying, that
comprises the long process of nurturing, raising and educating a child and is completed
eschatologically with the mother leading the child back to the place of origin, that is, back to the
Trinitarian womb.” See Patricia Donohue-White, “Reading Divine Maternity in Julian of
Norwich,” Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 5, no. 1 (2005): 19-36, at 25. Nuth draws upon
Caroline Walker Bynum’s work on Christ as motherhood: “Generally, the image expressed three
aspects of the role of Christ in the work of salvation,” she explains. “[T]he sufferings of the
passion were compared to the pains of childbirth; the nourishment of the soul through the
sacraments was compared to the nurturing function of motherhood; and Christ’s love for the soul
was compared to the tenderness and compassion of a mother toward her child” (Nuth, Wisdom's
Daughter, 65). The feminist philosopher Sara Ruddick, who isn’t even writing about Julian but her
own experience, also identifies three strands of “mother-work”: “preservation, nurturance, and
training.” See Sara Ruddick, “Maternal Thinking,” in Mothering: Essays in Feminist Theory, ed.
Joyce Treblicot, Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Allanheld, 1983, 214-15. All of our frameworks differ
slightly, but interestingly all depend on a tripartite (Trinitarian-like?) structure.
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flesh in the skinne, and the bones in the flesh, and the harte in the bowke, so ar we, soule
and body, cladde and enclosedde in the goodnes of God” (I/6.35-37). Certainly enclosure
most immediately suggests Julian’s physical setting: her anchoritic cell. But does not the
intimacy of these images also suggest something more homely than a stony cell? Clothes
enfolding the body, skin atop flesh, flesh enwrapping bones: these images are
considerably closer and dearer than cold, lonely walls. For one they share physical
warmth; for another they are almost indistinguishable: their shapes are melded together
into one. It is not so with a cell. Such tender warmth rather suggests the intimacy of
gestation in a mother’s womb."2 For is not the developing child enveloped in the
mother’s body as are “the bones in the flesh, and the harte in the bowke”? Indeed she
quite literally becomes enfleshed while in her mother. Elsewhere Julian develops this
gestational enclosure more explicitly. We are entangled in God and he in us, a mutual
enclosure and home: “Our soule is made to be Goddes wonning; and the wonning of
oure soul is God, which is unmade” (XIV.54.8-9). Even more intimate is the wound in
Christ’s side that serves as a lodging place for humanity. “[T]her he shewed a fair,
delectable place,” Julian relates, “and large inow for alle mankinde that shalle be saved
to rest in pees and in love” (X/24.3-4). It is spacious, “large inow for alle,” but also

snugly situated inside Christ himself. It evokes Christ, pregnant with all humankind, his

112 See McNamer, “The Exploratory Image,” 22-23; Nuth, Wisdom’s Daughter, 95; Mclnerney, “In
the Meyden’s Womb,” 177; McAvoy “Motherhood as Matrix,” 181, 190.
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life and ours profoundly and intimately entangled together. God our mother becomes
our home most intimately interwoven with us.!?

Such a picture of gestation powerfully attests to a shared life with God. After all
nowhere do we more deeply share our existence with another as during gestation. For
one the mother-God’s womb becomes the child’s intimate lodging and home: the setting
of a shared life. Moreover during pregnancy, mother and child are “on[ed]” (VIII/18.11)
in one body, one shared growing unit. Their bodies are “knit” and “knot[ted]” together
(XIV/53.14-16, 17-18, 49-54), so to speak: a tangle of overlapping tissue and blood vessels
sharing the uterus, placenta, and umbilical cord. The child is securely knit into her
mother, safely in her womb, and we too are securely knit to God through Christ. We are
“knit in this knot, and oned in this oning” that joins God and Christ himself: “[a] knot...
so suttel and so mighty that it is oned to God” (XIV/53.50-53). As Baker writes, this knot
expresses “an ontological... union... an eternal and essential conjunction rather than a

temporary one.”!* In fact Julian evokes Mary’s womb as the beginning place of this

113 Later Julian even uses parental language to express our mutual enclosure with the three
persons of the Trinity: “For the almighty truth of the trinite is oure fader, for he made us and
kepeth us in him. And the depe wisdome of the trinite is our moder, in whom we are all
beclosed. And the hye goodnesse of the trinite is our lord, and in him we are beclosed and he in
us. We are beclosed in the fader, and we are beclosed in the son, and we are beclosed in the holy
gost” (XIV/54.15-20). We are enfolded into the trinity, closely and cozily nestled within our
mother- and father-God.
114 Baker productively contrasts Julian with other contemporary English mystics such as Richard
Rolle, the Cloud-author, and Walter Hilton. Whereas her male counterparts describe progression
toward mystical union, Julian describes a preexisting ontological union in God: “For Julian, the
pre-existence of the soul’s substance in the Logos, the second person of the Trinity, is an
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entanglement of existence. “[K]nit... in the maidens wombe,” Christ himself intimately
encloses and gestates us, and becomes one with us: “he us all having beclosed in him...
having knit in him all man that shall be saved,” becomes one with humankind
(XIV/57.35-39). The implications of “oning” reach still deeper. For the growing zygote
and later fetus shares nearly everything with her mother: DNA, nutrients, oxygen,
blood, waste, and more. Mother and child, while remaining distinct, are blurred together
and share the biological processes most fundamental to our life. In such a context
Julian’s daring proclamation of our shared substance with God perhaps takes on new
valence. We do share our substance while gestating in our mother-God, and he with us:
I sawe no difference betwen God and oure substance, but as it were all God. And
yet my understanding toke that oure substance is in God: that is to sey, that God
is God and oure substance is a creature in God. (XIV/54.13-15)
Julian doesn’t erase God’s distinctiveness: we are “in God... oure substance is a creature
in God.” But in this gestational framework we are profoundly and beautifully

interdependent. We are in an important sense “oned” to our mother God with “no

difference.”

ontological rather than a mystical union. It is an eternal and essential conjunction rather than a
temporary one.” See Denise N. Baker, “Julian of Norwich and the Varieties of Middle English
Mystical Discourse,” in A Companion to Julian of Norwich, ed. Liz Herbert McAvoy (Woodbridge,
U.K.: Boydell & Brewer, 2008), 53-63, at 61-62.
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Infancy too depends upon a shared life. We’re more distinct —that is, we have a
tiny body of our own—but we are certainly not autonomous selves. Our continued
existence depends entirely upon our caregivers. Without them, we would quickly “fall...
to nought for littlenes” (I/5.11). We need our parents (and our mothers most of all) for
our basic needs: to feed, clothe, clean, soothe us, and put us to sleep. In Julian, God our
mother also tenderly stoops to these duties of a lowly, infant caregiver: “he... useth the
very office of a kinde nurse,” she tells us (XIV/61.56). He too feeds, clothes, cleans, and
soothes us. Let’s work our way backwards up this rudimentary hierarchy of needs. A
newborn infant can’t self-soothe; she needs her mother’s care and secure attachment to
feel safe and comforted. Throughout Julian’s Revelation, God soothes and comforts us,
and establishes this secure attachment. “[T]his word that God said is an endlesse
comfort,” Julian recounts. “’I kepe the fulle sekerly’” (XIII/40.44-45). Elsewhere she
affirms that we’re “safe in soule and body, and take no harme” and “we be verely safe”
(I1/10.20, X111/40.18). Our parents also need to clean us. For one they need to change
countless infant diapers. Julian alludes to God’s tender sustenance our daily bowel

movements—a surprising and even shockingly intimate image (I/6.25-35).""5 Perhaps this

115 Cristina Cervone argues that Colledge and Walsh misinterpret this passage. They take “soule”
to mean “cooked or digested food,” when in her view the context of the passage suggests that
“soule” simply means the soul as distinguished from the body. Accordingly the “tyme of his
nescessery” is not about excrement but about death, not scatology but eschatology. See Cristina
Maria Cervone, “The ‘Soule’ Crux in Julian of Norwich’s ‘A Revelation of Love,”” The Review of
English Studies 55, no. 219 (2004): 151-56, at 152-53; see also Arabella Milbank, “Medieval
Corporeality and the Eucharistic Body in Julian of Norwich’s A Revelation of Love,” Journal of
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isn’t unlike a mother’s patient changing of her infant’s diapers? As Julian puts it, God “is
he that doeth this”: he condescends to serve even “the lowest parte of oure nede.” For
another we need to be bathed and washed. Christ our mother and nurse bathes us in his
blood: “the flode of mercy that is his deerworthy blode... is plentuous to make us fair
and clean” (XIV/61.52-54). Throughout these images of God’s motherhood we’re
perhaps struck by the tender intimacy of his caregiving. His “swet, gracious handes... be
redy and diligent about us” (XIV/61.55) to soothe and clean us when we ourselves
cannot.

But as we’ve established God’s motherhood in Julian isn’t simply about the
nurturing intimacy of these caregiving acts. Not tenderness per se but rather the
porosity of our shared life in infancy is Julian’s emphasis. Two other images of clothing
and nursing draw out this dimension still more clearly. First, infants need to be
swaddled and clothed. “[OJur moder Jhesu” doesn’t merely clothe us but becomes the
very swaddling clothes around us:

He is oure clothing, that for love wrappeth us and windeth us, halseth us and all

becloseth us, hangeth about us for tender love, that he may never leeve us. (I/5.2-
5)

Medieval and Early Modern Studies 46, no. 3 (September 1, 2016): 629-651, at 630-37. Cervone’s
analysis isn’t unconvincing. But in the broader context of Julian’s project, God’s tender care for
“the lowest parte of our nede” isn’t anomalous at all. In fact it beautifully captures the loving and
homely aspect of God’s motherhood. Even if the language is unusual for its time, the theme
perfectly fits Julian’s emphasis on God’s intimate sustenance of our everyday life.
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He himself “is oure clothing... [that] hangeth about us for tender love.” The image very
much seems a continuation of our gestational “oning.” No longer enclosed in our
mother’s womb, we are still intimately enwrapped by Christ’s love: he “for love
wrappeth us and windeth us, halseth us and all becloseth us.” We continue after birth to
be “cladde and enclosedde in the goodnes of God” (1/6.35-37). Still a more intimately
porous act between mother and infant is nursing. Our mothers feed us with her body:
“Woman was food because breast milk was the human being’s first nourishment—the
one food essential for survival” (italics mine).'® So too does Christ feed us with himself
in the Eucharistic meal.

The moder may geve her childe sucke her milke. But oure precious moder Jhesu,

he may fede us with himselfe, and doth full curtesly and full tenderly with the

blessed sacrament that is precious fode of very life. (XIV/60.25-27)
Just as “woman [is] food,” “oure precious moder Jhesu... is precious fode of very life.”
The nursing mother’s self-giving is still exceeded and eclipsed by Christ’s self-giving:
“he may fede us with himselfe.” Christ’s “swet, open side [wound]” becomes a “blessed

brest” through which we enjoy “the godhed and the joyes of heven” (XIV/60.34-35).1”

We as infants under the care of Christ drink his blood-breastmilk and eat his body,

116 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval
Women, The New Historicism (Berkeley, Calif.: Univ. of California Press, 2010), 269-70.
117 Julian isn’t alone in likening Christ to a lactating mother, or his wound to a breast. Such
analogies were plentiful, as Bynum attests: “Both [medieval] men and women... drank from the
breast of Christ, in vision and in image... To medieval natural philosophers, breast milk was
transmuted blood, and a human mother —like the pelican that also symbolized Christ—fed her
children from the fluid of life that coursed through her veins” (Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast,
270).
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“precious fode of very life.” His existence melds with and sustains ours. We have no
self-sufficient and autonomous infant life but one profoundly dependent and shared
with our mother God.

As the infant grows into childhood, she shares not less but much more with her
parents. For the child no longer shares just her bodily functions and physical needs with
her parents but also increasingly an emotional and linguistic world. Perhaps this seems
counterintuitive. We imagine that we become more autonomous and more separate as
we grow into childhood and adulthood. We seem to become more independent, more
willful and individualized. This is right in a way, but wrong in a deeper way. Recall
from earlier Wetzel's critique of Augustine’s estranged infant who inherently possesses
or mysteriously grows into increasing privacy and autonomy. But as Wittgenstein
reminds us, we have no private language, no private self and world apart from our
shared and public language and world. Rather, from gestation through infancy to
childhood and adulthood, we become increasingly entangled in a shared word and

world."® We become more distinct, but also more enmeshed together. The alternative—

118 Grace Hamman's meditation on Julian and childhood echoes many of my thoughts here.
“Adulthood [seems] a state characterized by a level of control over actions and their
consequences,” she writes. “Most adults believe themselves to be fully formed and by default in
some state of autonomy. Julian sees this belief as a fiction that participates in a fantasy of self-
knowledge that is bound to fail when confronted by the reality of sin." In other words, we aren’t
autonomous beings who have illusory control over our life and actions. Inevitably we fail and we
fall and we sin. Rather, we live in a continual state of childlike dependence: “For Julian,
recognizing one’s childhood is not an avoidance of accountability but a confessing of need.”
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to grow exclusively into autonomy and privacy —would mean we have no childhood or
adulthood of which to speak. There would be no shared world to grow into: no kittens
and toy trucks and banana mash to discover in childhood; no grown-up concerns of
work and responsibility and finances to experience in adulthood. Without shared
concepts we would have a much poorer life—if it would even still be a distinctively
human life in any sense of the word. At every turn our shared agreement is more
profound than our differences. We agree on “routes of interest and feeling, modes of
response, senses of humor and of significance and of fulfillment, of what is
outrageous.”'® As we grow into childhood and adulthood, we thus become
simultaneously more distinct but also, to use Julian’s language, more “oned,” more
“knitted and knotted” in a shared life.

As we grow up in God, Julian likewise asserts that we become more entangled in
a God-shared childhood. What does this look like? We’ll consider two fundamental
experiences of childhood in Julian: learning emotional attunement and learning a
language. The remainder of this subsection will focus on the first, and the next will
consider the broader topic of the latter. First on emotional attunement: how then does

the toddler learn her emotional cues from her mother? Julian describes a child learning

Grace Hamman, “Julian of Norwich’s Children,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 49,
no. 1 (January 1, 2019): 169-91, at 177.
119 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 52.
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to walk under her mother’s watchful care. Oftentimes when toddling the child falls, and
the mother “suffer[s]” this: “And comonly, furst we falle and sethen we se it... The
moder may suffer the childe to fall sometime and be dissesed on diverse manner for the
own profite” (XIV/61.28-30). It is a frustrating and discouraging experience for the child:
she becomes upset, “adred and... ashamed” of herself (XIV/61.35). But the crucial event
is still to come. When the child falls and experiences disappointment, what will she do?
For walking although desirable isn’t the primary point. Instead what’s relevant is the
child’s increasing ability to respond to her mother’s love and encouragement. Will the
child after falling “flee away,” presume despair, and retreat to a self-limited and
autonomously encased world (XIV/61.36, XIV/63.32-33)? “[N]othing lother” (nothing
would be less pleasing to) her mother (XIV/61.37). To retreat into privacy would be to
shrink into something less than childhood: back into infancy or perhaps something even
more inchoate. In this scenario walking would be irrelevant. Alternately, will the child
“runneth hastely” to her mother for consolation (XIV/61.36-41)? Given a secure
attachment the child “kindly” or naturally responds by turning toward her mother’s
love. “For kindly the childe dispaireth not of the moders love,” Julian explains, “kindely
the childe presumeth not of itselfe, kindely the childe loveth the moder, and eche one of
them other” (XIV/63.32-34). Instead of escaping to privacy and despair, the child
responds to her mother and the love that they share. “For when it [the child] is dissesed

and adred,” Julian explains, “it runneth hastely to the moder. And if it may do no more,
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it cryeth on the mother for helpe with alle the mightes” (XIV/61.36-39). The child
immediately turns to and solicits her mother’s love and consolation. She doesn’t escape
inward but looks outward; she doesn’t retreat to solipsism, privacy, and despair but
returns to their shared attunement. In this shared world, learning to walk becomes
possible again. Such is the child’s “kind” or natural response to falling.

“Fall[ing]” of course has a double meaning. The toddler’s falling figures the
sinner’s failing. Such sin inevitably brings “wrechednes,” dread, and shame (XIV/61.34-
35). But Julian’s analogy productively reconfigures the emphasis: although our sin and
falling may seem important and dramatic, our shared attunement and world with God
is far more profound. When we fall, what's crucial is whether we retreat from our
mother God or respond to him. Just as the child doesn’t retreat into privacy and
presume despair, neither should we retreat into the fantasy of an autonomous self
defined by sin. To retreat to privacy is to become unrecognizeable: to become less than a
child and more like an infant without any consciousness of a shared emotional world. In
contrast to respond to God’s love is “kind” and natural: it is to become more like a child,
and grow into a shared and ever-expanding emotional and spiritual world with God.
And so our falling and sin mysteriously become opportunities to grow into our shared
life in God. We experience the misattunement of sin—we turn to Christ our mother who
comforts us—we become reattuned to him and have a deeper awareness of our shared

life together. Julian beautifully sketches this repeated process of disruption and
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rehabilitation. “[FJurst we falle and sethen we se it,” Julian explains (XIV/61.28). Given
our sin we should “runneth hastely” to our mother God and plead for mercy: ““My kind
moder, my gracious moder, my deerworthy moder, have mercy on me. I have made
myself foule and unlike to thee, and I may not nor canne amende it but with thine helpe
and grace’” (XIV/61.40-42). Christ our kind and gracious mother dependably offers
tender consolation for our sin: “For he... useth the very office of a kind nurse... And this
shewde he in these gracious wordes: ‘I kepe thee fulle sekerly’” (XIV/61.56, 59-60). God’s
consolation of safety and security resounds throughout Julian’s text.'® Elsewhere Julian
describes the shared “ground of love” between us and God, between the servant and his

lord (XIV/51.147). As we grow up into our childhood in God, we grow into the

120 Julian’s beautiful picture of the emotional attunement between mother and child contrasts
sharply, as Catherine Innes-Parker astutely observes, with the rather disturbing picture of
emotional manipulation presented in the male-authored texts Ancrene Wisse and The Chastising of
God’s Children. In the Ancrene Wisse, for instance, the experience of temptation is analogized to a
“cruel game” of hide and seek. “[W]hen our Lord allows us to be tempted, he is playing with us
like the mother with her little darling,” the anonymous author of the Ancrene Wisse writes. “She
runs away from him and hides herself, and leaves him sitting on his own, looking around
anxiously, calling ‘Mummy! Mummy!” and starting to cry; and then she jumps out laughing with
open arms, hugs and kisses him and wipes his eyes.” See Bella Millett, trans., “Ancrene Wisse” or
“A Guide for Anchoresses”: A Translation Based on Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 402, Exeter
Medieval Texts and Studies (Exeter: Liverpool University Press, 2009), 4.47. “[T]emptation [is
compared] to a game that God plays with the soul, as a mother plays with her child,” Innes-
Parker explains. “This seems a rather cruel game; the benign end cannot disguise the pain to
which the child is subjected.” See Catherine Innes-Parker, “Subversion and Conformity in Julian’s
Revelation: Authority, Vision and the Motherhood of God,” Mystics Quarterly 23, no. 2 (1997): 7—
35, at 23. It is a fundamentally different picture of learning and childhood. In Julian’s picture we
learn by growing more deeply into a shared “ground of love”; in the Ancrene Wisse we learn by
being subjected to suspicious and even malicious tests and exams.

190



awareness of this foundational ground of love between us. Thus does our emotional and

spiritual world with God continually expand and grow.

“l am grounde of thy beseking”: sharing our life in language

Not only our emotional but also our linguistic world expands in childhood.
Before language, as we recall, the child has no private concepts and categories of her
own, no private self or world of which to speak. She rather grows into a word and world
shared with her parents: “the whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls ‘forms of life.””1?! Just
as the child grows into this shared language, Julian asserts that we grow into God
himself who constitutes the foundation of our language and life. In this way she builds a
kind of analogy between our shared world of language and our shared world in God.
God is a kind of first language,’? much like “the beginning of an A. B. C.” she glimpses
through her vision (XIV/51.229, also XV1/80.9). In particular Julian’s “’I it am’” arias'?
and “creative tetragrammatons”'?* locate God at the foundation of our earliest language
and life. God becomes our first words and basic concepts: he is our mother and father
and family; he is every good principle; he is everything that we desire. In these “I it am”

statements God constitutes the basic building blocks and the entirety of our universe.

121 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 52.
122 Wetzel, "Wittgenstein’s Augustine,” in Parting Knowledge, 238.
123 Eleanor Johnson, “Julian of Norwich and the Comfort of Eternity,” in Staging Contemplation:
Participatory Theology in Middle English Prose, Verse, and Drama (Chicago; London: The University
of Chicago Press, 2018), 49-71, at 69.
124 Cox, “Prodigal Christ,” 235.

191



Julian thus recollects us to the childhood humility of learning a first language, of
growing into a first world. But for Julian this analogy still does not go deep enough. Our
being initiated into and steeped in a first language —however fundamental to our
human experience and shared life —still fails to describe our God-shared world. Julian
wants to get beyond even words and world, concepts and categories, beginnings and
bottoms. The foundation of our life in language, however profound, doesn’t adequately
express the foundation of our life in God. Continually Julian invokes God as the ground
and substance of our life. “[H]Je is ground of all oure hole life in love,” she attests
(XIII/39.36). That is, he grounds the ground of the ground of our life, etc. He comprises
the very foundation and condition of our existence. There is nowhere else to mean and
to be. We are steeped in language but still more profoundly steeped in God; we can’t
unlearn or escape our “depe grounded,” God-suffuse existence (XIV/56.2-3).

Let’s first consider how God constitutes a first language, and then how even this
analogy proves inadequate. On the first: much like a parent teaches her child her first
words, Julian recollects us to God who comprises our first words and concepts. For one,
our parents and family are perhaps among the first building blocks of our life, those

who are nearest and dearest to us. “Mother” and “father” are almost universally the first
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words a child speaks. Julian establishes God in these first words as our closest family
and kin.'?
As verely as God is oure fader, as verely is God oure moder. And that shewde he
in all, and namely in theyse swete wordes there he seyth: “I it am.” That is to sey:
“I it am, the might and the goodnes of faderhode. I it am, the wisdom and the
kindnes of moderhode...” (XIV/59.10-13)
When God proclaims, “I it am,” he declares that he forms the very basis of these
conceptual categories. His meaning isn’t “fundamentally anthropomorphic and
metaphorical”;'? Julian doesn’t mean to humanize God to make him more
comprehensible to us (at least this isn’t the relevant point); God isn’t drawing on our
relational world to make himself known. Quite to the contrary he declares himself the
truest meaning and primary concept and everything else derivative. Before we had a
family, despite our having a family, God is still more superlatively our mother and

father, brother and spouse and wife and maiden. He is what makes fatherhood

fatherhood and motherhood motherhood: “I it am, the might and the goodnes of

125 Julian devotes no fewer than four tetragrammatons to God as our family (XIV/52.1-4,
XIV/54.15-18, XIV/58.9-13, XIV/59.13-16).
126 Cox specifically means to say that “gendered language for God... is fundamentally
anthropomorphic and metaphorical” (Cox, “Prodigal Christ,” 231). Following Janet Soskice she
asserts that God is analogous to or “like” our mother and father. Later Cox argues that Julian’s
tetragrammatons don’t convey God’s being (“I am”) but who he is in relation to us (for instance,
“the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” Ex. 3:6, Cox, “Prodigal Christ,” 235). Certainly the
mutuality of relationship is important: God relates to us and we to him. But in fact Julian’s
prepositions work quite differently to the aforementioned verse. God is not “like” our mother or
other relationships, but superlatively before and beyond them. Julian after all emphatically
recalls us to the Tetragrammaton with her oft-repeated phrase: “I it am.”
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faderhode. I it am, the wisdom and the kindnes of moderhode.”?” Julian thus establishes
God at the basis and bottom of our earliest language and life. He is more intimate than
our mother and father, and closer and dearer than the concept and category itself of
mother and father.

God also constitutes “the beginning of an A. B. C.” (XIV/51.229, XV1/80.9) for our
moral universe and all our desire. He is at the foundation of the moral principles of our
life: “For he is God, he is good, he is truth, he is love, he is pees. And his might, his
wisdom, his charite, and his unite suffereth him not to be wroth” (XIV/46.25-26). God
through divine simplicity holds these first principles not by accident but in his
substance. He is what makes love loving and truth truthful. He is kindness itself: “God
is kind in his being: that is to sey, that goodness that is kind, it is God” (XIV/62.10).
Julian attempts various locutions to express how indebted we are to God for the concept
of kindness: “God is kind in his being,” “he is the ground... the substance,” “he is the
same thing that is kindhede” (XIV/62.10-12). He precedes any concept or category we
have for kindness. Likewise God also spans the breadth and depth of our desire, is
before and beyond any concept that we have of it.

Often times oure lorde Jhesu said: “I it am, I it am. I it am that is highest. I it am

that thou lovest. I it am that thou likest. I it am that thou servest. I it am that thou
longest. I it am that thou desirest. I it am that thou meneste. I it am that is alle. I it

127 Elsewhere also Julian reiterates that Christ most fittingly fulfills the role of mother: “The
moders service... ne might nor coulde never none done to the full but he alone” (XIV/60.12-14).
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am that holy church precheth the and techeth thee. I it am that shewde me ere to
the.” (X1I/26.4-8)

In this wide-ranging concordance, Christ is at the source and seed of everything that we
want, know, desire, and comprehend. He constitutes everything great and small in our
desire: from the highest aspiration we can imagine to the smallest service that we may
offer. Altogether these “I it ams” establish God as the “A. B. C.s” of our entwined word
and world. When the child reaches toward a shared world of language and life, however
dimly cognized: she reaches toward God her father and mother. When she stretches
toward a moral universe, she opens herself up to God who is goodness and truth. When
she loves and desires, she reaches toward Christ who constitutes the depth of our
longing. He supports—he is at the very bottom of —these building blocks of our
relational, metaphysical, and volitional world. God is suffuse in our most basic concepts
and categories. Everywhere we turn and grow toward, we find God who proclaims “I it
am.”

The first language that we share with our parents is profound, even
immeasurable. We have no way to get out of it even if we tried: no way to undo our
childhood, infancy, and gestation. But Julian asserts that our God-shared life runs still
deeper than this. The vision of a shared language as the foundation of our life that we
have sketched so far in fact still fails to adequately capture God’s relation to us. What we

share with God is far more than what we share with our parents and human

community. After all as we grow into toddlerhood, childhood, and adulthood: we share
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more with our parents, but we also share less. We do grow into a measure of our own
autonomy and independence, interests and obsessions. Sometimes these coincide with
our parents’, and sometimes they do not. Often we become mysterious to one another,
whether in language or life, and occasionally estranged. At times we even find that our
“spade is turned”:'? there is nothing left to say, no shared language and attunement
upon which to draw. But not so with God. Always we are growing into God, and never
are we autonomous and independent from him. Always we are “oned” to God, always
gestating, being birthed, experiencing his “tender [mother-Jlove” (I/5.5). Julian seems
alert to this important difference. She exploits the possibilities of the analogy of God as a
kind of first language. But, ultimately finding it inadequate to describe our God-shared
world, she struggles to stretch beyond and get to the bottom of this first language.
“[V]erely” God is our father and mother, Julian explains, but later wants to circle back to
excavate still deeper: “That is to sey...” “God is kind in his being,” she asserts, but then
attempts various locutions to get further grounded: “that is to sey... He is the grounde,
he is the substance, he is the same thing that is kindhede, and he is very fader and very
moder of kindnes.” The God who is “I am” is all being and existence, all fundamental

ontological reality, and is moreover inexpressible and incomprehensible.’? Even the

128 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §217.

129 Indeed the Christian tradition has long asserted the inadequacy of descriptive language for

God. Turner suggests that Julian’s “I it am” statements, in their “cataphatic confidence” and

“excessive... proliferation... of affirmative metaphors,” are “an apophatic strategy.” God isn’t
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fabric of our very first words and world fail to describe how inextricably God is
entwined with us.

Julian’s repeated language of ground and substance thus attempts to get beyond
language and express the unspeakable profundity of our God-shared life. God is the
groundwork of (the groundwork of the groundwork of) our concepts and categories
themselves, the very basis and foundation of their existence. Before anything grows on
this ground —before language and life develop—God is ground. “[H]e is ground of all
oure hole life in love,” Julian attests (XII1/39.36). Repeatedly she returns to this image of
our ground and foundation in God. “[O]ure soule is so depe grounded in God,” she
exclaims. “[H]e is grounde in whome oure soule standeth... God... is substantial
kindhede” (XIV/56.2-3, 9-10, 33). He is the “grounde” and “substance” of “kindhede”
(XIV/62.10-12): the foundation of our very nature, the basis of the loving kindness that
keeps us alive. Perhaps most memorably he is the ground of our willing, “grounde of
[our] beseking.”

“I am grounde of thy beseking. Furst it is my wille that thou have it, and sithen I

make the to wille it, and sithen I make the to beseke it—and thou besekest it!
How shoulde it than be that thou shuldest not have thy beseking?” (XIV/41.8-10)

bound by this extravagant and accumulative discourse. “All language fails of God,” he writes
(Julian the Theologian, 24-25).
197



God is prior even to our willing and being. Before we have anything that can be
meaningfully or intelligibly expressed as desire or devotion, before we can express such
desire in the first language that is our God-shared life: already God is ground. Before we
have any semblance of what might be a self: God grounds our inmost and intimate
selves: interior intimo meo. Julian also draws upon the related image of root to express
how fundamentally we share our life with God. “[O]ure soule is kindely roted in God in
endlesse love,” she explains (XIV/56.13). Likewise we are “grounded and roted” in
Christ and the Trinity (XIV/57.17, XIV/58.35), and “oure life is alle grounded and roted
in love,” without which “we may not live” (XIV/49.4-5). Outside of God there is
nowhere to be. Just as in our shared language privacy and autonomy are impossible —
thinkable as fantasy, but impossible in truth —even more so are they impossible in God.
Everywhere then in Julian’s Revelation God pervades our existence. He is our
mother, our language and world, the ground of our life, and more. Such a vision of a
profoundly God-shared world resoundingly refutes the fantasy of a sin-stained and
autonomous self. Neither we nor our world are God-bereft but rather God-saturated. In
this overall context Julian’s assertion of sin’s nonexistence takes on new valence. “I saw
sothly that sinne is no dede,” Julian says emphatically, “for in alle this, sinne was not
shewde” (I1I/11.17-18). She doesn’t mean that sin doesn’t matter or isn’t destructive.

Rather she means that despite sin’s seeming importance it can’t abolish or even affect the
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depth of our God-shared world. Let’s look at a fuller excerpt of the passage. At every
turn, our God-shared life runs deeper than sin’s reach and scope.
And after this, I saw God in a pointe—that is to say, in my understanding —by
which sight I saw that he is in al thing. I beheld with avisement, seeing and
knowing in that sight that he doth alle that is done. I merveyled in that sight with
a softe drede, and thought: “What is sinne?” For I saw truly that God doth alle
thing, be it never so litile...
For he is in the mid point of all thinges, and all he doth, and I was seker that he

doth no sinne. And here I saw sothly that sinne is no dede, for in alle this, sinne
was not shewde. (I1I/11.1-5, 16-18)

God is “in a pointe,” “in al thing”: he so suffuses our life that sin can’t affect this deeper
truth. “[H]Je is in the mid point of all thinges”: we share our life with God, and sin
hardly scratches its superficial surface. Throughout her meditation then Julian’s homely
images recall us to a time when we lived before sin’s illusion. What does it mean to grow
into a world, to become a child, to walk on this ground, to be loved by parents? To
recollect this is to be reminded that we have no words and world apart from the one we
share with our parents, and even more profoundly no life apart from the one in which
we subsist in God. No longer can we live before illusion, whether that of skepticism or
sin, but we can hold fast to the reality of our God-shared and saturated world. In such a

vision of the world God becomes our divine parent who’s at the bottom of all our words

and willing.
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“Love was his mening”. reading sin Christologically and
allegorically

Let’s recap again. We began by considering sin as the deep and defining question
and crisis of our life. But we discovered that a picture held us captive, and led to two
imbricated fantasies about our sin. In the previous section, we explored how Julian
refutes our first fantasy of a private self stained by sin and bereft of God. By establishing
God as the mother and ground of our life, Julian recalls us to the truth of our God-
parented and shared life. Just as the child (and eventually adult’s) words and world are
bound up with her parents, so too is our life and will and even our sin in a sense bound
up with God. We have no private self or world separate from him, we cannot get “out”
of God’s parenting, we share our life in a profound way. In this fourth section, we’ll
consider the second, imbricated fantasy of our sin: we presume that we know what our
sin means. When we sin, and when our sin “forbeteth... and... forbreketh” us with guilt,
blame, shame, and despair (XIII/39.2), we immediately want to fix the meaning of our
sin. We blame and fault ourselves, and impute God’s wrath upon us. To exacerbate our
misery we inevitably find ourselves enmired in various kinds of habitual sin: “anon we
falle into oureselfe, and than finde... the olde rote of oure furst sinne with all that
foloweth of oure owne continuance” (XIV/47.34-36). As we’ve explored earlier, the
history and habits of our sin lead us inevitably to self-condemnation and despair. We
seem reduced to no more than the “wretchednes” of our sin (II/10.48), “the olde rote of

oure furst sinne.” We imagine alongside Augustine that such sin makes us “bad
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lover[s]” of God,'* soliloquizing self-aggrandizers from infancy,'*! nothing more than
our will to wickedness. We are our sin, we are our wicked will, we are “veering” into
self-annihilation. Our presumptions about our life and sin prematurely fix their meaning
and foreclose any alternative, graced possibilities.

Julian rejects such a reading of our sin. For her our sin and lives are not self-
interpreting, and to think that they are is presumptive. We can’t assume or know the
final meaning of our sin and life. “For oure sinne is so foule and so horrible,” she
explains, “that he of his curtesy wille not shewe it us [as it is]” (XV1/78.2-3). So painful
and intense is our sin, “so foule and so horrible,” that we can’t see it clearly. We are
“blind[ed]” by our “sorow and woe” (XIV/47.15-16), entrapped by the ugliness of our
sin. God in his mercy obscures sin’s visibility: “he of his curtesy wille not shewe it.” We
need the light of Christ’s love and charity to discern its meaning; put another way, we
need the “filter” of God’s love to see our sin clearly. The fateful assignation of what our
sin means thus isn’t ours but is reserved for God’s mediating work. “And he wille that
we know [alle that is contrarious in us],” Julian attests, “by the swete gracious light of
his kinde love” (XV1/82.21-22). Only “by the... light of his kinde love,” “by the light of
his mercy” (XV1/78.3) does our sin become palatable, visible for what it really is, and

hence meaningful. How does this work in practice? God’s mercy doesn’t erase or

130 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 115.
131 Wetzel, Parting Knowledge, 242.
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expunge the aforementioned humiliation and wretchedness of our sin. Sin for instance
remains “the sharpest scorge.” But despair no longer fixes its final meaning: “otherwhile
he thinketh himselfe he is not wurthy but as it were to sinke into helle.” Instead the light
of mercy makes an alternative process of contrition, confession, and penance possible
and legible. The sinner despairs “tille whan contrition taketh him by touching of the
holy gost, and turneth the bitternesse into hope of Goddes mercy.” Such a miraculous
shift transforms pain into healing: “And than begin his woundes to heele and the soule
to quicken, turned into the life of holy church” (XIII/39.1-10). Everywhere when Julian
writes about sin, whenever she deplores its wretchedness, never does she fail to balance
it with the consolation of God’s love. “For oure curtesse lorde wille not that his servantes
despair for ofte falling ne for grevous falling,” Julian attests. “For oure falling letteth not
him to love us” (XIII/39.33-34). The light of God’s love and mercy thus makes it possible
to see our life and sin as it is: defined not by our mutable judgments but by the measure
of Christ’s life.

Thus we need the proper hermeneutic—the light of charity and of Christ—to
discern the meaning of our sin. How can we access this hermeneutic of love and mercy?
Julian suggests that it becomes accessible in two interlaced ways: first through the sacred
work of memory and second through allegorical or Christological reading. On the first:
just as the Pearl-dreamer receives a vision whose meaning becomes apparent only over

the patient and painstaking work of memory and meditation, so too does the meaning of
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Julian’s received vision become apparent only through time and thoughtful prayer. As
Nicholas Watson observes, Julian’s revelation and her meditation on it are “fused” and
bound up with one another, “impossib[le to] distinguish... clearly” (82). Julian offers a
detailed timeline of her revelation and its reception, a temporal account not incidental
but important to its interpretation.'® She receives it on 13 May 1373, when thirty and a
half years old, over the course of a few days of illness (chs. 2-3). The first fifteen
showings began early in the morning, around four in the morning, proceeded one after
another in sequence, and lasted until noon or later (XV/65.31-33). Soon after her
revelation, she alternates between doubt of the revelation’s veracity and shame at her
lack of faith (XV1/66.12-25). Her sixteenth vision, which she receives fifteen years after

her initial revelation, serves to affirm and legitimize the whole: ““Wit it now wele,””

132 As Watson puts it, “The passing of time is not an incidental feature of the Long Text; on the
contrary, dates, numbers of years, Julian’s own age, are carefully brought before us at the work’s
most crucial moments, as though they are of thematic significance.” See Nicholas Watson, “The
Trinitarian Hermeneutic in Julian of Norwich’s Revelation of Love,” in The Medieval Mystical
Tradition in England: Papers Read at the Devon Centre, Dartington Hall, July 1992, ed. Marion
Glasscoe, Exeter Symposium V (Cambridge; Rochester, N.Y.: D. S. Brewer, 1992), 79-100, at 83.
Watson moreover proposes an alternative dating for the composition of Julian’s Short and Long
Texts. Most scholars assume that the Short Text was composed soon after the initial revelation in
1373. But Watson argues that it may not have been written until 1382, or even after 1385.
Likewise he suggests that the Long Text wasn’t written straightaway after receiving the insight
about the lord and servant parable in 1393, but composed later: possibly in the early fifteenth
century or even as late as 1413. When writing the Short Text, Watson argues, Julian was
constrained by suspicion of Lollardy and a general atmosphere of sociopolitical uncertainty;
when writing the Long Text in the 1390s or even later in the 1400s, the atmosphere had changed
and the writings of Continental female mystics began to be distributed in England. She thus had
more freedom to develop her meditations. See Nicholas Watson, “The Composition of Julian of
Norwich’s Revelation of Love,” Speculum 68, no. 3 (1993): 637-83, at 652-63. Regardless of which
dating system, Julian spent at least two and as many as four decades devoted to understanding
her vision.
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Christ tells her, it was no raving that thou saw... But take it and beleve it... and thou

2

shalt not be overcome’” (XVI/68.45-47). Interpretation is important even at this most
basic level: whether her revelation meant anything at all, whether she saw truly or
“raved” (XVI1/66.12). Julian explains that this sixteenth revelation “was conclusion and
confirmation to all the fifteen” (XV1/66.2-3). Moreover she meditates on one particular
vision, the lord and servant parable in the fourteenth vision, chapter 51, for twenty
years, over which time her understanding of it changes dramatically (XIV/51.73-74). She
admits not having an immediate understanding of it: “yet culde I not take therein full
understanding to my ees in that time” (XIV/51.55-56). Not until the end of the twenty
years does she begin to discern its meaning. Even at the end of her text she deems it
incomplete: “This boke is begonne by Goddes gifte and his grace, but it is not yet
performed, as to my sight” (XV1/86.1-2). Meaning isn’t immediate as we’d like to
presume. Rather it unfolds over the laborious work of grace and memory.

As for the second way she learns a new hermeneutic: as part of this time-
intensive process, Julian like the Pearl-dreamer learns to read not literally and carnally
but spiritually and allegorically. “Allegory is in truth the truth of history,” de Lubac
reminds us. “[A]llegory fulfills history by giving it its sense.”!33 History and historical

events have no inherent sense or truth of their own; they are a series of events strung

together on a temporal sequence; a historical reading only provides material and

133 De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 201.
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V/ani

efficient cause. But allegory on the other hand “fulfills history,” “giv[es] it its sense.” “In
short,” as de Lubac puts it, “after having read, it is necessary for us to understand. It is
necessary for us to enter the path of comprehension.”'* Allegory provides history’s “truth”
and meaning, its comprehension and understanding. To make sense of our sin, then, we
can’t exclusively rely on its literal and historical sense, which suggests inexorable
corruption and eventual annihilation. Rather we must discern its allegorical meaning.
How do we find the allegorical sense, “in truth the truth” of our sin and life? We read
allegorically by reading Christologically (I will use the two interchangeably below). That
is, both Scripture’s sacred text and the experiential text of our everyday lives must be
refracted through Christ. ““Christ and the Church,”” de Lubac declares of Origen,
Augustine, and every church father’s position, “that is the whole content of the Bible.”1%
Outside of Christ, there is only bare event, but no meaning. Christ by contrast is the
meaning and “end” of all Scripture and history.

Whatever doubt a human being has in mind on hearing God’s Scriptures, let him

not fall back from Christ; when Christ has been revealed in those words, let him

understand that he has understood; but before he comes to an understanding of
Christ, let him not presume that he has understood.!3

134 De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 85.
135 De Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 90.
136 Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (73-98), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 4, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2002), Psalm 96.
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The rule of Christ and charity thus governs any interpretation of Scripture. Only “when
Christ has been revealed” has Scripture and its history been understood. Julian too
participates in this long Christian tradition of Christological reading and interpretation.
Numerous critics observe the congruence between her interpretative practice and
biblical exegesis. “Julian is clearly familiar with the medieval theory and practice of
Scriptural hermeneutics,” Turner writes. “Above all, she closely follows Augustine's
hermeneutical teaching in her reading of her shewings.”’¥” As we’ll see below, she
expounds the meaning of our sin, as told in the lord and servant parable, through this
very Christological and allegorical hermeneutic.

Julian’s most allusive and allegorically dense exposition of sin is her lord and
servant parable (XIV/51). Baker calls it “the linchpin of Julian’s solution to the problem
of evil,” and Bauerschmidt argues that it “forms the pivot upon which the Long Text

turns.”'* Indeed it is a kind of culmination and crux to Julian’s urgent questions about

137 Turner, Julian the Theologian, 11. See also Colledge and Walsh, 45, 132, 134; Nuth, Wisdom’s
Daughter, 33-37; Oliver Davies, “Transformational Processes in the Work of Julian of Norwich
and Mechtild of Magdeburg,” in The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England: Papers Read at the
Devon Centre, Dartington Hall, July 1992, ed. Marion Glasscoe, Exeter Symposium V (Cambridge,
England: D.S. Brewer, 1992), 39-52, at 43-46; and Cox, “Prodigal Christ,” 19-20.
138 See Baker, From Vision to Book, 86, and Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt, Julian of Norwich and
the Mystical Body Politic of Christ, Studies in Spirituality and Theology 5 (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 47. See also Nuth, Wisdom’s Daughter, 28 who gives it “a
central place in the revision of her text”; Eva Jenkins, “Julian’s Revelation of Love: A Web of
Metaphor,” in A Companion to Julian of Norwich, ed. Liz Herbert McAvoy (Woodbridge, U.K.:
Boydell & Brewer, 2008), 181-91, at 186, who calls the parable “the centre of a labyrinth”; and
Cox, 154 who describes it as the “center” and “hinge” of Julian’s text and a “narrative
condensation of her theology.”
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sin, requiring at least twenty and perhaps even forty years of meditation.'® Let’s first
discuss the context and set-up for the lord and servant parable. We have argued that
Julian’s repeated wondering, “What is sinne?” is the deep and animating question of her
revelation (III/11.4). Throughout her vision, but especially in the lead up to the lord and
servant parable, she is shown, persistently and perplexingly, “that sinne is no dede”
(ITI/11.17-18) and “alle shalle be wele” (XI1I/27.10). Although profoundly consoled, she
cannot reconcile this divine teaching with her human perspective on sin. First there is
the church’s teaching to the contrary: “[by] the dome of holy church... methought that
me behoveth nedes to know myselfe a sinner” (XIV/45.15-17). Likewise her own
experience and “feling” agree with this indictment (XIV/50.9): ““I know sothly that we
sin grevously all day and be mekille blamewurthy”” (XIV/50.6-7). Her bewilderment
perhaps reaches a climax in the section immediately prior to the lord and servant
parable. “For I knew be the comen teching of holy church and by my owne feling,” she
explains, “that the blame of oure sinnes continually hangeth upon us” (XIV/50.9-10),
“wherfore we deserve paine, blame, and wrath” (XIV/46.23). Her intuitive sense of the
seriousness of sin contraindicates her revelation’s daring assertions. How can it be that
we deserve “no maner of blame” (XII1I/27.30) and God accords us “neither wrath nor

forgeveness in his sight” (XIV/46.30-31)? The two positions seem utterly

139 Watson, “Trinitarian Hermeneutic,” 82.
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incommensurate: God’s eternal perspective revealed in Julian’s revelation and the
church’s limited, temporal perspective.'4

Julian’s lord and servant parable is given as the answer to her questions and
perplexities: “methoght it was geven me for answere to my desyer,” Julian attests
(XIV/51.55). Specifically its allegorical form creatively and Christologically reconciles the
human perspective of sin with the divine, and the temporal with the eternal. Allegorical
exegesis manages to traverse both registers—history and allegory, human and divine,
temporal and eternal —without erasing or eliding the importance of either. We'll say
more about this momentarily. But let’s first sketch the basic content of the parable. In
Julian’s vision, a lord and servant share unbroken loving communion. The lord “loketh
upon his servant full lovely and swetly,” and the servant “reverently” stands ready to
do his lord’s will (XIV/51.9-10). When bidden the servant “sterteth and runneth in gret
hast for love to do his lordes wille” (XIV/51.11-12). So far the emphasis is on their
mutual love and the servant’s ardent desire to please. But the servant falls: “And anon
he falleth in a slade, and taketh ful gret sore” (XIV/51.12). The fall is the pivotal moment,
the crux of the narrative, which sets the parameters for the rest of the story. Julian
describes the servant’s pitiful condition at length: “he groneth and moneth and

walloweth and writheth” (XIV/51.13). His “wo” (XIV/51.18) is a marked contrast from

1490 Denys Turner writes about our temporal locatedness and the “incompleteness” of human

narrative (Julian the Theologian, 109). This framing of the problem seems absolutely correct. The

lord and servant parable tackles the incommensurability of the divine and human perspectives.
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the harmonious love and accord of the first scene. The servant suffers greatly: ranging
from the concrete (“the hevinesse of his body,” XIV/51.21) to the metaphorical (“he was
blinded in his reson and stoned in his minde,” XIV/51.22-23). He is however unable to
change his condition: “But he may not rise nor helpe himself by no manner of weye”
(XIV/51.13-14). Julian wonders if the servant ought to be ascribed “ony defaute, or... ony
maner of blame” for his fall (XIV/51.29-30). To her surprise, the lord doesn’t fault or
blame the servant: “sothly there was none [fault or blame] seen” (XIV/51.30). Instead the
lord “continuantly” looks upon him tenderly and lovingly (XIV/51.33). Strangely, he
maintains that not the servant’s waywardness or wickedness but his goodwill caused his
fall: “For only his good will and his gret desyer was cause of his falling” (XIV/51.30).
Even more bewilderingly to Julian, the lord deems the servant worthy of a reward: a
“hye... and blisseful... reward... withoute end, above that he shulde have be if he had
not fallen” (XIV/51.48). His fall seems mysteriously transformed from failure to fervent
desire.

Julian’s parable draws its resonance from and in resistance to the Genesis 3
account of the first Adam’s fall. According to Christian tradition, our sin originates in
and is intimately bound up with Adam’s fall. “[O]ure blessed lorde... shewd,” Julian
explains early on, “that Adams sinne was the most harme that ever was done or ever
shalle to the worldes end” (XIII/29.5-6). Adam’s first and exemplary fall makes

humankind’s subsequent sin and wretchedness possible. Thus to resolve the question of
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sin it makes sense that Julian would return to “the olde rote of oure furst [collective]
sinne” in Adam (XIV/47.35). Adam’s fall then fittingly sets the scene for Julian’s larger
frame and preoccupations with sin. Initially Julian seems to recount a very
straightforward allegory which locates God as a feudal lord and Adam as his servant.
“The lorde that sat solemply in rest and in peas,” she interprets, “I understonde that he
is God. The servant that stode before him, I understand that he was shewed for Adam”
(XIV/51.85-86). At the beginning of time the lord God stands in loving communion with
his servant Adam. God “loketh upon his servant [Adam] full lovely and swetly,” and
Adam stands “reverently, redy to do his lordes wille” (XIV/51.9-10). Both Adam and the
servant fall: “anon he falleth in a slade, and taketh ful gret sore” (XIV/51.12). The fall
into a “slade” seems unequivocally bad, both in Scripture and in Julian’s parable. But
that’s where the resemblances end. Julian charts her bewilderment at what follows: in
the original Adamic narrative, the servant’s unquestioned goodwill, the lord’s refusal to
assign blame, and the servant’s apparently redoubled reward are unimaginable. The
orthodox Christian account unabashedly arrogates to Adam wickedness and perversity.
“The evil act—that is, the transgression of eating the forbidden food —was committed by
people who were already evil,” Augustine declares without equivocation, “and it would
not have been committed if they had not already been evil” (XIV.13). He imputes to
Adam an “evil will” and “open disobedience,” and deems him “an evil tree... [who]

produced that evil fruit [of sin]” (XIV.13). By Augustine’s account, we alongside Adam
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are absolutely deserving of guilt, blame, and wrath. In no way is reward appropriate for
sin.

Julian’s parable thus generates considerable creative conflict with her Scriptural
source. What do we do with this difference? Julian importantly doesn’t disavow or gloss
over its difficulty. Instead she recognizes something quite strange and special is going
on. She explicitly expresses her initial bewilderment: “the marveyling of the example
went never fro me” (XIV/54-55). She marvels and wonders both perhaps out of awe and
out of confusion. By foregrounding the difficulty of this hermeneutical enterprise, Julian
suggests that she needs to learn a new mode and register of reading. Whereas before she
may have interpreted Adam’s fall carnally and literally, now she is taught to read it
allegorically and spiritually. When she receives the vision she begins, by her own
account, with a kind of blindness or partial illiteracy. “And thus in that time I stode
mekille in unknowinge,” she reflects (XIV/51.58-59). Julian intuits and recognizes certain
parts of the parable, but is completely baffled by others. She doesn’t know how to put
everything together: “And yet culde I not take therein full understanding to my ees in
that time” (XIV/51.55-56). Over time, by reading and rereading, and through graced
“inward lerning” and teaching about the “hole revelation” (XIV/51.65-66), Julian begins
to understand more. “[W]ith gret desyer,” she “take[s] hede to alle the propertes and
condetions that were shewed in the example,” and subjects every detail to careful study

(XIV/51.74-76). She scrutinizes the opening scene, “the manner of sitting of the lorde,”
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the color and shape of their clothing, “his chere” or complexion, “the manner of
stonding of the servant,” his clothing, color, and shape, and his outward and inward
expression (XIV/51.78-84, see also XIV/51.103-178). Such study is illuminating. Julian
comes to understand that the parable does not merely recreate the historical event of
Adam’s fall. Instead it is an allegorical reading of this historical event. It doesn’t replace
or erase the historical reality, but it draws out its Christologically mediated meaning and
significance.

Such a mode of allegorical reading importantly sidesteps the binarism that Julian
is at pains to avoid. On the one hand the church teaches that our sin “deservel[s] paine,
blame, and wrath” (XIV/46.23); on the other her revelation declares that sin is
“behovely” and “no dede” (XI11/27.10, 11I/11.18). Some scholars, when reading the lord
and servant parable, seem to reproduce such binarism in different language: Denise
Baker and Denys Turner’s influential readings among them. In one way or another they
both privilege Julian’s revelation over the teaching of the church. Baker argues that
Julian rehabilitates the church’s Augustinianism with her version of Anselmianism to

“transform... the conventional reading of Genesis 3.”14!

141 As we recall, according to Baker, Julian displaces sin as Augustinian depravatio (willful
perversity) with Anselmian deprivatio (privated loss). The prevailing Augustinian theology of
retribution presupposes a juridical and legal framework, imagines a wrathful and even
malevolent God, and is preoccupied with punishment, penance, and the Last Judgment. In
contrast, Anselm’s theory of atonement and salvation emphasizes sin as Neoplatonic exile and
inadvertent separation. Baker, From Vision to Book, 79, 83-84, 95.
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In her retelling of Genesis 3 [in the lord and servant parable], she refuses to
attribute disobedience to Adam or wrath to God. She presents the original
transgression as an inadvertent separation from God rather than a deliberate act
of rebellion. And she shows God’s response to be compassionate mercy instead
of justified anger.'#?
For Baker, the lord and servant parable “refuses” the church’s account of Adam’s willful
perversity. Given the confusing content of the parable, this isn’t an unreasonable
reading —but it isn’t Julian’s position. Turner on the other hand argues that the church’s
temporally bound perspective on sin is incomplete, whereas Julian’s eschatological
vision “embod[ies] the ultimacy of the divine plan.” “[S]in can’t tell its own story,” he
repeatedly insists, and nor can we discern its meaning: “For we are not in a position to
tell the ultimate story —its plot is hidden from us.”#* Certainly there is something to this.
As we have argued, the literal and historical narrative dimension of ours and Adam’s
sin indeed doesn’t afford its meaning. But to erase or, as Turner puts it, “collaps[e]” this
literal and historical dimension of sin'# and assume a godlike eschatological perspective
seems reductive and, moreover, impossible. Neither Baker nor Turner meaningfully
resolve Julian’s dilemma. They rather reproduce it and ultimately privilege her

revelation over the church’s teaching —precisely what Julian is loath to do. In contrast,

allegorical reading means that we do not have to choose between the church’s teaching

142 Baker, From Vision to Book, 88.
143 Turner, Julian the Theologian, 118, 104, 109.
144 Turner writes: “But the most striking feature of this parable is what one might call its
eschatological collapsing of history, of time, and consequently of historical identities” (Turner,
117).
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and Julian’s revelation. One gives us the historical dimension, the literal truth of our sin
and perversity, and the other gives its allegorical meaning. As Bauerschmidt puts it,
these two are held together both in tension and in union.
[T]he sensus mysticus [of the parable] does not annul the sensus litteralis, but
transforms it and brings it to its fulfillment. So too, the event of the incarnation
reconfigures the meaning of the fall of humanity, and the sufferings of the cross
transform the sufferings of sin, so as to enable us to speak of a felix culpa.'*>
The lord and servant parable is not an erasure, “annul[ment],” or revision of the

/i

church’s teaching. Instead it is a “transform[ation],” “reconfigur[ation],” and
“fulfillment” of it.

How then does this allegorical reading work? Julian’s hermeneutical task first
requires distinguishing between different registers in the parable. Indeed from the first
lines of the parable Julian attests that the lord and servant were “shewed double”

(XIV/51.2-3): that is, “manifested on two different levels.”'# In particular the crux of

Julian’s hermeneutical confusion and what later becomes her insight concerns the figure

145 Bauerschmidt, The Mystical Body Politic, 142. In fact Bauerschmidt’s reading of the lord and
servant parable draws meaningfully from medieval exegetical practices and is very much
congruent with mine. “It is the ‘spiritual’ sense of the parable that can be said to surpass, but not
negate, the ‘literal’ sense,” he explains (143). But he perhaps misunderstands allegory as nothing
more than a “shell and kernel.” “The servant did not simply have a ‘secret identity” as the second
person of the Trinity, which was his ‘real” identity,” he insists. “Such a resort to allegory would
void history of all meaning; it would seem to say that the suffering of sin and the cross was either
illusory or insignificant” (172-73). He instead suggests Balthasar’s theo-drama as a mode that
holds together “temporal and eternal perspectives without collapsing one into the other” (172).
Allegory, I suggest, can do this just as well. The servant needn’t have a “secret” and “real”
identity; in allegory he can signify both Adam and Christ.
146 Watson and Jenkins, XIV/51.3n.

214



of the servant. Literally and historically the servant seems to be Adam, but allegory
points to Christ. Nearly two-thirds of the way into the parable and its interpretation
(line 179 of 280), Julian boldly attests as much: the servant is Adam, but he is also Christ.
“In the servant is comprehended the seconde person of the trinite,” she declares, “and in
the servant is comprehended Adam: that is to sey, all men” (XIV/51.179-80). The servant
thus has a “double” meaning and identity as Adam (who also represents all humanity)
as well as Christ. Various allegorical signifiers reveal the servant’s doubled identity: “By
the nerehed of the servant is understand the sonne, and by the stonding on the left side
is understond Adam” (XIV/51.181-82). Even more daringly, Julian reads a parallel
between Adam’s fall into sin and Christ’s fall into incarnation. “When Adam felle,
Godes sonne fell,” she explains.
For the rightful oning which was made in heven, Goddes sonne might not be
seperath from Adam, for by Adam I understond alle man. Adam fell fro life to
deth: into the slade of this wreched worlde, and after that into hell. Goddes son
fell with Adam into the slade of the maidens wombe, which was the fairest
doughter of Adam —and that for to excuse Adam from blame in heven and in
erth—and mightely he feched him out of hell. (XIV/51.185-91)
Julian again invokes the intimacy of humankind’s shared life with God: “For the rightful
oning which was made in heven, Goddes sonne might not be seperath from Adam.”
Adam and Christ are inseparable: so too their narratives are also joined together and
“oned.” On one level we have Adam’s fall, an historical event of devastating

importance: “Adam fell fro life to deth... into hell.” On the other level we have Christ’s

fall into incarnation, an historical event of allegorical significance. “Goddes son,” she
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explains, “fell with Adam into the slade of the maidens wombe.” Adam’s fall into sin is
mysteriously figured by Christ’s fall into incarnation. Adam “fell fro life to deth” while
Christ “fell with Adam into... the maidens wombe.” The two are not superficially
related but causally correlated in a profound way: “When Adam felle, Godes sonne fell.”
Adam’s fall in some way causes or motivates Christ’s fall. By stitching the two figures
and narratives together, Adam and Christ, the fall and the incarnation, Julian’s parable
transfigures historical event into allegorical meaning.

Christ as the hermeneutic key illuminates an entirely new dimension of the
parable. Given Christ we look at Julian’s vision with new understanding. For instance,
the “ground of love” (XIV/51.147) shared by the lord and servant at the beginning of the
parable doesn’t only represent the unmarred communion between God and humankind
at the beginning of time. Still more profoundly it represents the eternally shared and
unending Trinitarian love between Father and Son and “the even love which is in them
both,” the Holy Spirit (XIV/51.185). The servant’s “ragged and rent” clothing
(XIV/51.144) also begins to make sense. Julian is initially puzzled by the servant’s
decrepit clothing: “olde, and alle defauted, dyed with swete of his body,” “bare, seming
as it shuld sone be worne uppe” (XIV/51.142-44). It is altogether “unsemely” for the
servant of such a magnificent lord (XIV/51.145-46). But gradually Julian realizes that the
servant’s clothing signifies Christ’s taking on human flesh: “By the pore clothing as a

laborer... is understonde the manhode and Adam, with alle the mischefe and febilnesse
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that foloweth” (XIV/51.193-94). Christ takes on “oure foule, dedely flesh,” “Adam’s olde
kirtel,” and stands before the father to take humankind’s blame (XIV/51.259-60). The
clothing isn’t appropriate to his status, but represents his loving condescension to
human form. Later this clothing will be transformed into “fair, new, whit” clothing, “so
mervelous that I can it not discrive” (XIV/51.260, 263). We'll bypass the servant’s fall and
return to it momentarily. Somewhat more mysteriously the servant’s suffering becomes
Christ’s suffering in his passion. Just as the servant’s fall into sin leads to “gret paines,”
so that “he groneth and moneth and walloweth and writheth” (XIV/51.19, 13), so too
Christ’s fall into incarnation inevitably leads to the “gret paines” of his passion and
death on the cross.'” “[It] is understonde,” Julian explains, “that he might never rise...
fro that time that he was fallen into the maidens wombe, till his body was slaine and
dede” (XIV/51.251-52). His “ragged and rent” clothing thus results from “the sweppes
and the scorges, the thornes and the nailes, the drawing and the dragging, his tender
flesh renting” (XIV/51.246-48). And the servant’s “walowing and writhing, groning and
moning” figures the pain of Christ’s suffering and death (XIV/51.250-53).

Christological allegory thus changes the register of the story. Whereas before

we’d imagined the servant as a description of Adam’s condition before and after the fall,

147 Sandra McEntire suggests that this language of “walowyng and wrythyng, gronyng and
monyng” is “language distinctly evocative of childbirth” —a neat continuation of the theme of
Jesus as mother into the lord and servant parable. See Sandra J. McEntire, “The Likeness of God
and the Restoration of Humanity in Julian of Norwich’s Showings,” in Julian of Norwich: A Book of
Essays, ed. Sandra J. McEntire, Garland Medieval Casebooks (New York: Garland Publishing,
1998), 3-33, at 16-17.

217



now we begin to understand that it’s also a description of Christ. Seen from a different
register the same parable suggests an altogether different Christological meaning. Let’s
turn now to the parable’s central event: the servant’s fall. Is the fall accidental or willful,
perverse or praiseworthy? How moreover does Christ’s mediating hermeneutic change
its meaning? We’ve already drawn on the Augustinian tradition to describe Adam’s fall
as a willed perversity. But it isn’t so with Christ’s fall into incarnation. The sense and
meaning of Julian’s parable hinges on this distinction. All along Julian has been
perplexed by the servant’s apparent goodwill in the leadup to his fall. “The servant not
onely he goeth, but sodenly he sterteth and runneth in gret hast for love to do his lordes
wille,” she recounts. “And anon he falleth in a slade, and taketh ful gret sore”
(XIV/51.10-12). His fall seems entirely motivated not by deficiency but ardent obedience:
“gret hast for love to do his lordes wille.” Later when she meditates more deeply on this
scene, she’s more convinced of and confused by the servant’s goodwill. She doesn’t see
“ony defaute,” or “ony maner of blame” (XIV/51.29-30). “For only his good will and his
gret desyer was cause of his falling,” Julian attests (XIV/51.31). Only when “[i]n the
servant is comprehended the seconde person of the trinite” (XIV/51.179) does this
account make any sense. Christ “before his coming into erth” stands ready at his father’s
side: “he stode before his fader as a servant, willfully taking upon him alle oure charge”
(XIV/51.200-5). Unlike Adam’s fall into sin Christ’s fall into incarnation is wholly

motivated by “good will and... gret desyer”: “And than he sterte full redely at the faders
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will, and anon he fell full lowe in the maidens wombe, having no regarde to himselfe ne
to his harde paines” (XIV/51.205-7). The servant’s goodness doesn’t describe Adam and
humankind’s motivations but Christ’s. Christ’s obedience gets palimpsested atop
Adam’s disobedience and becomes the meaning of the servant’s fall. Christ thereby
mediates and transforms the meaning of Adam and all humankind’s sin. Only by
putting these two narratives together —fall and incarnation —does Julian’s parable begin
to make sense.

Now we have a reading of the servant as Christ, laid atop our initial reading of
the servant as Adam. But how exactly do these two narratives get pieced back together?
Perhaps the best way to put it is that allegory holds together the strands of a
hermeneutical and theological mystery: foremost Julian’s daring assertion that we are
profoundly “knit and oned” to Christ (XIV/53.15): a union that sin fundamentally can’t
void or undo."*® Allegory’s multivocality affords a means to express this union. As we’ve
discussed the crux of the narratives are contradictory: Adam falls into willful
disobedience, Christ into loving obedience; Adam’s sin brings pain and suffering and
shame, Christ’s sacrifice brings salvation. The two don’t mesh seamlessly by any means.

Allegory however affords a means to hold the two together without diminishing the

148 For Michelle Karnes as for others the crux of Julian’s project is union: “Julian exacerbates the
difference between the components of her text and between human and divine understanding.
Only then can she discover the unity, insofar as it can be grasped, between herself and God.”
Michelle Karnes, “Julian of Norwich’s Art of Interpretation,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern
Studies 42, no. 2 (May 1, 2012): 333-63, at 335.
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integrity of either. That is to say: the two aren’t erased, dissolved, or “collaps[ed]” into
one another;* they remain distinct and even “disharmonious.”'* Both figure and
fulfillment retain their historical integrity. At the same time allegory recalls us to a
“on[ed]” and shared life and meaning in Christ. Recall that Augustine teaches us in
Scripture to listen everywhere for Christ’s voice. In the Psalmist’s voice, we hear David
but also the echo of Christ and the Church and the saved soul.!*! In every voice, every
historical event, every action in Scripture: mysteriously Christ too is there. Even in the
darkness of sin, whether Adam’s or David’s or our own, Christ is present and mediates
their meaning. Somehow these distinct melodic lines—sin and salvation —are woven
together into harmonious counterpoint. Only perhaps the multivocality of allegory
affords such a strange and remarkable amalgam of distinct yet entwined agencies. We
are our own, and our sin is our own, but we are also not our own. Allegory attests that
always Christ is at the bottom of our words and willing, at the bottom of our actions and

agency.'>?

14 Turner, Julian the Theologian, 117. De Lubac echoing Origen and Gregory is particularly
concerned with the dangers of over spiritualizing and eliding the history of the Old Testament
(Adam’s sin, in our particular instance). To “suppress” or “deny... or dissolve” the historical
event for its allegorical interpretation, he explains, would be like killing one’s body for the sake of
one’s soul, an altogether contradictory endeavor: “by thus killing [one’s] own body, the soul
would not save itself” (de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. ii, 45).

150 Karnes, “Art of Interpretation,” 336.

151 Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (33-50), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 2, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2000), 34.2.

152 Turner writes quite beautifully about this entwinement of divine and human agency. Julian
affirms, in his view, “the intimacy of the involvement of the divine causality with each and every
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Allegory thus reveals the profound and prior union that we share with God. In
the lord and servant parable, Adam and Christ retain their individual identity and
agency, their distinct historical integrity. Yet simultaneously in allegory the two are
“on[ed]” as one: “When Adam felle, Godes sonne fell,” Julian declares. Their actions are
joined into one seamless, interconnected event: “Adam fell fro life to deth... Goddes son
fell with Adam into the slade of the maidens wombe.” What is more, the two cannot be
meaningfully separated from one another: “For the rightful oning which was made in
heven, Goddes sonne might not be seperath from Adam” (XIV/51.185-189). As
Bauerschmidt puts it, “God never looks at humanity apart from Christ... Even the fall of
Adam is seen by God in light of the incarnation of the second Adam.”'>* Thus is Adam’s
willful perversity overlaid by Christ’s loving sacrifice. Allegory’s mystery renders this
“disharmonious relationship,” the “perceptible fissure” between text and interpretation
meaningful and intelligible.'® We had thought that the Adamic fall meant nothing more
than suffering and self-annihilation, but when mediated through Christ another

interpretation becomes possible. Although the historical event of Adam’s fall remains

free act” (Julian the Theologian, 32-34). God’s sovereignty and human agency don’t operate on the
same plane, as if they were “elbow jostling.” Instead God’s agency works within our very own:
“God’s causality lies within my freedom, sustaining it, not outside it, not canceling it. It is within
my freedom, therefore, that God is, as Augustine says, ‘“interior intimo meo,” ‘more within me than
ILam’” (57).
153 Bauerschmidt, The Mystical Body Politic, 160.
154 Karnes, “Julian’s Art of Interpretation,” 335-36.
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unchanged, its meaning is mediated and transformed by Christ’s love.'>> Christ clad in
Adam’s kirtle rewrites the meaning of the fall, Christ becomes the wayward prodigal
son who left his father’s home for a distant land.'* No longer does it bring “defaute”
and “blame” (XIV/51.29-30) but bliss and reward: “I saw that it behoveth nedes to be...
that his deerworthy servant, which he loved so moch, shulde be hyely and blissefully
rewarded withoute end, above that he shulde have be if he had not fallen” (XIV/51.46-
49). The fall doubled as Christ’s incarnation suggests the hope of salvation and even the
consolation of eventual undeserved reward. Adam’s fall is thus “shewed double” in
Christ’s loving incarnation (XIV/51.3) —even in his sin he shares his life and meaning
with Christ—even our sin points us to God’s love.

Allegory thus refutes the fantasy that we know the meaning of our sin and its
assured end in utter depravity and destruction. We may have imagined that we know
what our sin means—indulged our fantasy of self-interpretation and self-definition —
thought ourselves no more than our will to wickedness. But to imagine thus is prideful

presumption: “before he comes to an understanding of Christ, let him not presume that

155 As Bauerschmidt explains, “This duality within the character of the servant helps Julian
understand why the lord does not blame the servant for his fall. It is the ‘spiritual” sense of the
parable that can be said to surpass, but not negate, the ‘literal” sense” (Mystical Body Politic, 143).
156 A number of scholars point out the Neoplatonic themes implicit in Julian’s lord and servant
parable: where the soul departs from the One into a region of dissimilarity. See for instance
Baker, From Vision to Book, 88, 95, and McEntire, “Likeness of God,” 14-15. A few explicitly
connect this to the prodigal son parable: for instance Bauerschmidt, Mystical Body Politic, 154-55,
and Turner, Julian the Theologian, 127-34. Kendall Cox makes the prodigal parable central to her
reading of Julian and Barth’s Christology (“Prodigal Christ,” 2).
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he has understood.” We simply don’t have full self-knowledge, at least not in our
current temporal condition. Not until the end of our life or of time itself will we glimpse
the full truth of our life and sin. “But we may never fulle know ourselfe into the last
point,” as Julian emphasizes, “in which pointe this passing life and alle manner of wo
and paine shalle have ane ende” (XIV/46.8-9). Julian instead recalls us to the truth that
the meaning of our life and sin is measured and mediated by Christ.
Wherfor this mening [of the servant’s fall] was shewed in understanding of the
manhod of Crist. For all mankinde that shall be saved by the swete incarnation
and the blisseful passion of Crist, alle is the manhode of Crist. For he is the heed,
and we be his membris... For Jhesu is all that shall be saved, and all that shall be
saved is Jhesu—and all of the charity of God. (XIV/51.216-19, 225-26)
In this rather circling passage, we and Adam become bound up together in Christ. He is
the “heed,” and we “his membris,” we become signified in “the manhode of Crist,” and
“Thesu is all that shall be saved, and all that shall be saved is Jhesu.” We can’t be
separated from Christ. As Bauerschmidt has reminded us, “God never looks at
humanity apart from Christ.” Only when Christ shares our sin and our life do we come
to know their meaning. Julian’s refutation of the second fantasy thus isn’t much unlike
her rebuttal of the first. In both she recalls us to a life deeply shared with God. In the
former we have no autonomous self stained by sin and bereft of God; rather we are
profoundly porous to God our mother and our life in language. In the latter we have no

irredeemably sinful self-definition veering toward sin’s nothingness and nonexistence.

Rather we share our life’s meaning with Christ: “this mening was shewed in... Crist.”
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When we come to see how deeply our life is shared with God, we begin to
glimpse the profundity of Julian’s vision. Perhaps we had not initially recognized how
profoundly we shared life with God: “[how] oure soule is so depe grounded in God, and
so endlesly tresored” (XIV/56.2-3), “[how] God is more nerer to us than oure owne
soule” (XIV/56.9). Not until sin fractured our natural communion did we glimpse the
precarity of our too easily corrupted condition. Made from nothingness we seem to be
poised at the edge of sin’s dissolution and nonexistence. We seem to be autonomous
selves irretrievably stained by sin; and our sinful selves seem self-interpreting and
utterly self-destructive. Yet Julian reveals both these as delusions and fantasies. The end
of our life is not sin’s corruption and annihilation. Rather even our sin recalls us to the
profundity of our shared life in love. “I sawe fulle sekerly in this and in alle,” Julian
declares of our love-grounded life,

That or God made us he loved us, which love was never sleked, ne never shalle.

And in this love he hath done alle his werkes, and in this love he hath made alle

thinges profitable to us. And in this love oure life is everlasting. In oure making

we had beginning, but the love wherin he made us was in him fro without
beginning, in which love we have oure beginning. (XV1/86.17-22)
Not sin but God’s love ultimately gives meaning to our life: “which love was never

sleked, ne never shalle.” Like skepticism, sin becomes “an existential condition...

inevitably lived, whether destructively or productively.”'” Always the threat of sin and

157 Richard Eldridge and Bernie Rhie, eds., Stanley Cavell and Literary Studies: Consequences of
Skepticism (New York: Continuum, 2011), 1.
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its attendant fantasies beckon; always the truth and consolation of God’s love invites us
into a deeper recognition of our God-shared life. For Julian the former becomes a
passageway to the latter. Our sin, when read in light of God’s love, reveals how deeply
we are steeped in him, how Christ’s life mediates the meaning of ours. “[L]ove,” Julian
attests of her vision, “is oure lordes mening” (XVI/86.17). Such is the logical conclusion

of our love-grounded life shared at every level.
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4. Conclusion: Coda on Margery Kempe

We began this dissertation by invoking Augustine. In David’s voice, he insists,
we “hear Christ’s voice.”! Such a multivocal allegorical hermeneutic has served as the
basis of my argument about a shared agency and voice with God. In this brief Psalmic
example we observe three important facets of this allegorical multivocality. First we
observe that David’s cry isn’t self-interpreting and effortlessly legible. It requires
interpretation. The Pearl-dreamer’s grief and otherworldly vision—Julian’s revelation —
likewise are not self-interpreting but require memory’s recursive recollection to discern
their meaning. Second David’s cry isn’t the thing itself —the final meaning —but the sign
that points toward the thing: Christ’s cry on the cross. The dreamer’s experience of
otherworldly beauty —Adam’s sin in Julian’s lord and servant parable —likewise are not
the final thing but are signs that need to be mediated through an allegorical and
Christological hermeneutic. Finally David doesn’t speak alone. He speaks with and
through and in Christ, and Christ speaks with and through and in him. The dreamer
likewise finds that Christ works within and through him —Julian’s child is porous and
permeable to his mother-God —altogether they speak in and through God, they act in

and through God, the ground of our beseeching.

1 Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms (33-50), trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 2, The Works of Saint
Augustine (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2000), 34 §2.
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But what would happen if we were to lose such allegorical multivocality? We’d
be left perhaps with a kind of fundamentalist literalism. In such a hermeneutic event
and meaning, text and allegory, sign and thing are all collapsed into one. I deliberately
invoke the slight repetition of “fundamentalist literalism”: literalism and literal-minded
reading perhaps evokes a practice, whereas fundamentalism (although anachronistic)
suggests a particular attitude and a posture toward reading and toward the world. With
this literalism David’s cry becomes self-interpreting and effortlessly legible; it moreover
needs no Christological mediation and in and of itself constitutes the final meaning of
the event; and he speaks alone, in and of himself. Any sense of his words being
mediated by Christ’s words and life, by an allegorical and Christological hermeneutic
disappears. Any sense of Christ’s voice interleaved within his own is likewise lost. Such
a mode of literalist reading perhaps is emptied of God’s intimately shared life with and
in us. No longer can we exclaim with Augustine, “you were with me... [but] I was not
with you.”? For there are no polysemous porosities of time, memory, and meaning, no
multilayered dimensions of God’s seeming absence and presence. Only bare and literal
event remains.

This, in my reading, is precisely the hermeneutic that dogs and dooms another,

very different medieval text: the eponymously authored, fifteenth century Book of

2 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), X.27.38.
227



Margery Kempe. It perhaps exemplifies the difficulties and deficiencies of such a
fundamentalist, literalist hermeneutic. By extension it reveals the necessity of the
allegorical multivocality discussed thus far. Scholars have long struggled to take
Margery seriously as a spiritual writer and as a Christian, but haven’t necessarily been
able to express why. I suggest that the absence of an allegorical and multivocal
hermeneutic—and instead the insistence upon a fundamentalist, literalist one®—stymies

her capacity both to experience and to express a life meaningfully shared with God. In

3 Nicholas Watson’s damning critique, for instance, accuses Margery of such literalism. Margery,
in his view, resists any non-literal hermeneutic, any complex form of reading that signifies
anything other than itself. “Where Julian turns religious experience into theology,” he writes,
“Kempe fashions an auto-hagiography that seems to resist speculation and intellection in all their
forms, insisting on a communion with the incarnate Jesus that signifies only itself... As the Book
presents her, she is on the face of it the very embodiment of a conservative clerical picture of the
vernacular lay reader, willingly contained within the world of images, the naive truths of the
literal level.” See Nicholas Watson, “The Middle English Mystics,” in The Cambridge History of
Medieval English Literature, ed. David Wallace, The New Cambridge History of English Literature
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 539-65, at 562-63. Various other scholars have
observed Margery’s literal mindedness. For Gail Gibson, Margery’s imagination and
reenactments are entirely literal: “Margery follows as literally as possible” and attempts “an
extremely literal and concrete achievement of those... spiritual exercises [in the Meditationes or
Mirrour].” See Gail Gibson, “St. Margery: The Book of Margery Kempe,” in The Theater of
Devotion: East Anglian Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1989), 49-50. David Lawton likewise suggests that Margery’s text is flat rather than
multidimensional. Her voice, he explains, is univocal (114). It doesn't “produce any developed
doubleness of meaning: readers do not have to beware of fluctuating or variable levels of
metaphoricity as we read” (106). See Lawton, “Voice, Authority, and Blasphemy in The Book of
Margery Kempe,” in Margery Kempe: A Book of Essays, ed. Sandra J. McEntire, Garland Medieval
Casebooks (New York: Garland Publishing, 1992), 93-115. Other scholars have likewise decried
Margery’s “misplaced concreteness” (Evelyn Underhill, The Spectator, 16 October 1936, 642). See
for instance Ute Stargardt, “The Beguines of Belgium, the Dominican Nuns of Germany, and
Margery Kempe” in The Popular Literature of Medieval England, ed. Thomas J. Heffernan,
Knoxville, University of Tennessee Press, 1985, 300; Wolfgang Riehle, The Middle English Mystics,
London, Routledge, Kegan & Paul, 1981, 11; and Stephen Medcalf, The Later Middle Ages, London,
Methuen, 1981, 110.
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this framework, we need neither to deny her sanity or her spiritual sincerity. These are
generally the two most common critical positions. On the one hand scholars have
accused her in heavily gendered terms of hysteria and neuroticism.* Perhaps she has
simply imagined her visions. On the other scholars have intimated to her performativity

and hypocrisy.> Perhaps she’s made up her visions in order to generate social cache. This

¢ Her earliest editor, Hope Emily Allen, introduced Margery in 1934 as “petty, neurotic, vain,
illiterate, physically and nervously overstrained,” and alludes to the psychologists who she
expects will later diagnose her “type of neuroticism.” See Sanford Brown Meech and Hope Emily
Allen, eds., The Book of Margery Kempe, Early English Text Society, original series 212 (London:
1940), Ixiv-Ixv. From here innumerable accusations of hysteria abounded. For a sampling, see
Herbert Thurston, “Review of Butler-Bowdon,” Tablet 24 (October 24, 1936): 570 and “Margery
the Astonishing,” The Month 168 (1936): 446-56; David Knowles, “Margery Kempe and Dame
Julian,” in The English Mystical Tradition (London: Burns & Oates, 1961), 128-49; Edmund
Colledge, “Margery Kempe,” in Pre-Reformation Spirituality, ed. James Walsh (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1965), 210-23; John C. Hirsh, The Revelations of Margery Kempe:
Paramystical Practices in Late Medieval England, vol. 10, Medieval and Renaissance Authors
(Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 1989). As early as 1979 Roberta Bosse countered the numerous
aforementioned scholars who declaim that “she is a menopausal hysteric with strong tendencies
toward egomania.” See “Margery Kempe's Tarnished Reputation: A Reassessment” in Fourteenth
Century English Mystics Newsletter 5, no. 1 (1979): 9. Yet ambivalence and antipathy have
continued. Even those without prior or misogynistic bias quickly assume a “diagnosis,” as A. C.
Spearing puts it, for Margery’s aberrancy. Sympathetic critics like Rosalynn Voaden might
diagnose her with postpartum depression. David Wallace attests that his present-day
undergraduate students regularly invert their mental health diagnoses upon Margery. “Anyone
teaching The Book of Margery Kempe sees,” Wallace writes, “sooner or later, Kempe isolated as a
woman in need of treatment: young people donning the white coat to turn prescriptions and
diagnoses beamed at them —of Ritalin, Prozac, and ADHD —back upon the head of an old
medieval woman, behaving badly.” See A. C. Spearing, “Margery Kempe,” in A Companion to
Middle English Prose, ed. A. S. G. Edwards (Cambridge; Rochester, N.Y.: D. S. Brewer, 2004), 77-78;
Rosalynn Voaden, God’s Words, Women'’s Voices: The Discernment of Spirits in the Writing of Late-
Medieval Women Visionaries (Suffolk, U.K.; Rochester, N.Y.: York Medieval Press, 1999), 115; and
David Wallace, “Anchoritic Damsel: Margery Kempe of Lynn, ¢.1373- ¢.1440,” in Strong Women:
Life, Text, and Territory, 1347-1645 (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 79-80.

5 Of these, Lynn Staley’s argument for Margery’s self-fashioning is perhaps most well-known and
controversial. For her Kempe the writer invents a fictitious persona Margery who, much like late
medieval poets such as Chaucer, Langland, and Gower, was preeminently a “social critic”:
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leaves us with a savvier, smarter Margery. But what if she is neither? Can she be both
sane and spiritually sincere? Can her visions be real and still somehow problematic?
Perhaps, as I will argue, we can attribute to her complete sanity and sincerity —and
yet—a spiritual illiteracy and ineptitude. Such spiritual literalism prevents us from
taking Margery’s spirituality seriously.

The following passage from The Book of Margery Kempe (although many others
would also have served) perhaps illustrates her departure from an allegorical and
multivocal hermeneutic, and her insistence on a fundamentalist, literalist one. In this
passage, multiple events are constructed into one continuous, undifferentiated sequence.

One day Margery is being chastised by a worshipful lady, the next she participates in a

interested in “scrutinizing the very foundations of community” and “[exploring the] cracks and
fissures that belie by their existence the unity of the English body politic.” See Lynn Staley,
Margery Kempe’s Dissenting Fictions (University Park, P.A..: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1994), 76-80, 4, 9. Most other scholars don’t go as far but similarly depict Margery as a savvy
social actor. She in turn exploits and is exploited by the religious forms and ideologies of her
culture. For Sarah Beckwith, Margery’s shrewdly self-aware, “acutely self-conscious about her
status,” and her identification with Christ reproduces the terms of her bourgeois mercantile
economy (Beckwith 95). It isn’t its own end but must be exchanged and converted into another
value system: “Her habitus is one that readily converts symbolic capital into economic capital
and economic capital back into cultural capital” (104). Along similar lines Sheila Delany and
David Aers describe the “accumulat[ive],” mercantile “cash nexus” that pervades Margery’s
mindset even as she strives for spiritual progress (Aers 76, Delaney 258). In these perspectives,
focused on Margery’s social and economic savvy, largely sidestep or disapprove of Margery’s
spiritual seriousness. See Sarah Beckwith, Christ’s Body: Identity, Culture, and Society in Late
Medieval Writings (London; New York: Routledge, 1993); David Aers, “The Making of Margery
Kempe: Individual and Community,” in Community, Gender, and Individual Identity: English
Writing, 1360-1430 (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 73-116; and Sheila Delaney, “Sexual
Economics, Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, and The Book of Margery Kempe,” Minnesota Review 5 (Fall 1975):
104-15.
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procession on Holy Thursday, and the next moment —without any prelude—she
alongside Mary and the apostles anguish over Christ’s parting. Margery’s failure to
distinguish between temporalities, registers, and voices reduces what may have been a
richly multivocal experience of God into a bare and flattened literal event.

On a tyme a worschepful lady sent for hir for cawse of comownyng, and, as thei
weryn in her comunycacyon, the lady gaf to hir a maner of worschip and
preysyng, and it was to hir gret peyne to have any preysyng... Than the lady was
ille plesyd wyth hir preyste that had so spokyn ageyns hir and lovyd hir ryth
wel, desiryng and preying hir to abydyn stille wyth hir. Than sche excusyd hir
and seyd sche myth not acordyn wyth the aray and the governawns that sche say
ther among hir mené.

On the Holy Thursday, as the sayd creatur went processyon wyth other pepil,
sche saw in hir sowle owr Lady, Seynt Mary Mawdelyn, and the twelve
apostelys. And than sche beheld wyth hir gostly eye how owr Lady toke hir
leve of hir blysful Sone, Crist Jhesu, how he kyssed hir and alle hys apostelys
and also hys trewe lover, Mary Mawdelyn. Than hir thowt it was a swemful
partyng and also a joyful partyng. Whan sche beheld this sygth in hir sowle,
sche fel down in the feld among the pepil. Sche cryid, sche roryd, sche wept as
thow sche schulde a brostyn therwith. Sche myth not mesuryn hirself ne rewlyn
hirselfe, but cryid and roryd that many man on hir wonderyd. But sche toke non
heed what ony man seyd ne dede, for hir mende was ocupyid in owr Lord. Sche
felt many an holy thowt in that tyme whech sche cowde nevyr aftyr. Sche had
forgetyn alle erdly thyngys and only ententyd to gostly thyngys. Hir thowt
that al hir joy was ago. Sche sey hyr Lord steyn up into hevyn, for sche cowde
not forberyn hym in erde. Therfor sche desiryd to a gon wyth hym, for al hir
joy and al hir blysse was in hym and sche knew wel that sche schulde nevyr
han joy ne blys tyl sche come to hym. Swech holy thowtys and swech holy
desirys cawsyd hir to wepyn, and the pepil wist not what hir eylyd. (72.5822-25,
72.5846-73.5870)°

¢ Lynn Staley, ed., The Book of Margery Kempe, Middle English Texts (Kalamazoo, Mich.: TEAMS
(the Consortium for the Teaching of the Middle Ages) in association with Medieval Institute
Publications, 1996).
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In the analysis below, I'll treat each of these—temporalities, registers, and voices—in
turn. Margery’s failure to distinguish between temporalities suggests a self-interpreting
hermeneutic devoid of memory’s recursive regathering of meaning. Her failure to
distinguish between registers —blurring, as she often does, her daily experience and
contemplative lectio—erases the distinctions between sign and thing, text and allegory.
Instead all are reduced to bare event only. Finally her failure to discern the voices of God
and others perhaps reduces her experience of worship to no more than loud and
weeping soliloquy.

Let’s begin with Margery’s failure to distinguish between temporalities. The
recursions of memory —so central to Augustine, Pearl, and Julian—seem altogether
absent from Margery’s account above. Their invocation of memory attests that we don’t
have access to legible meaning as an event occurs, but only afterward, in what Paul
Ricoeur calls the “configurational,” “grasping together” of narrative. Plot by Ricoeur’s
description “combines two temporal dimensions”: on one hand the chronological,
episodic dimension of narrative, and on the other the unified, “grasping together” of
narrative.” The first, which Ricoeur terms linear time, is a “simple succession of abstract
‘nows,” “flattened out” or “level[led]” temporality, “the ‘vulgar’ conception of time,”

awies

merely “measuring the intervals between limit-instants,” ““now’ in the sense of an

7 Paul Ricceur, Time and Narrative: Vol. 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (The
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 66.
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abstract instant.”® Perhaps we might think of this as simple or episodic plot, merely the
sequence of events. Margery’s account seems wholly to consist of this “flattened out,”
“level[led] temporality.” One thing happens, then another, then another. Her narrative is
strung together in “measuring the intervals between limit-instants”: “On a tyme...
Than... Than... On the Holy Thursday... And than... Than...” The latter
“configurational” dimension of narrative seems altogether missing from Margery.
Everywhere she continues to relate her “simple succession of abstract ‘nows’” —all
seemingly self-explanatory and self-interpreting. We are left with a text which, although
seemingly self-interpreting, has no meaningful “grasping together.”

Next is Margery’s failure to distinguish between registers. As Augustine, the
Pearl-poet, and Julian teach us: we must distinguish between signs and things. The
glimmering beauty of the dreamscape, the ever-beckoning stream, and even the Pearl-
maiden are all signs that point toward Christ. Adam’s sin in Julian’s parable —although
seemingly the worst evil to befall man—likewise points toward Christ’s fall into
incarnation. Altogether they persistently attest that the text of our life must be mediated
by Christ, by a Christological and allegorical hermeneutic, must be transfigured into
another register. Yet Margery seems to conflate all events and registers into one. She
frequently collapses her daily experience and her contemplative lectio into one

continuous sequence, conflates signs and things into one register. Above I have put her

8 Ricoeur, 62-64.
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daily experience in regular font and her lectio in bold. Somehow Scriptural event and
contemplative vision become coincident with Margery’s own experience of time, her
own historical-material register. No distinction seems apparent between the
“worschepful lady,” the “processyon wyth other pepil,” and “owr Lady, Seynt Mary
Mawdelyn, and the twelve apostelys.” All are reduced to contemporaneity with her life.
Margery’s own linear temporality and historical-material dimension supersedes and
elides any possible allegorical register. Truly she may be what some have accused the
Pearl-dreamer of being: hopelessly literal minded.

Finally we observe Margery’s failure to discern God’s voice and others” in her
own. Augustine in his mode of confession speaks to and with God —the Pearl-dreamer
finds that God is all around him in his grief and wonder —Julian likewise attests to a
God-shared life and voice. But Margery seems to eschew this mode of shared speech
with God and others. In the experience of contemplation above, Margery is the central
protagonist and only active agent: “Sche cryid, sche roryd, sche wept... Sche myth not
mesuryn hirself... Sche felt many an holy thowt... Sche had forgetyn alle erdly
thyngys... Sche sey hyr Lord...” In David’s cry we hear Christ’s, but in Margery’s cry
we perhaps hear only her own voice. Moreover Margery seems also to refuse bonds of
shared human speech and community. In the passage above, for instance, her crying and
roaring elicits wonderment and uncertainty from the congregation. In her vision even

the apostles themselves command her not to cry so ferociously but she vociferously
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declines.” Such is not an unusual occurrence. Her uncontrollable weeping during church
and contemplation regularly alienates and excludes others. In all Margery seems
ultimately neither to value nor acknowledge the necessity of a shared life and language
with God and others.

Margery’s fundamentalist, literalist hermeneutic thus makes it difficult, if not
impossible to discern God’s life and voice in hers. In contrast the allegorical
multivocality of the texts we’ve discussed —Augustine, Pearl, and Julian—rescue us from
the potential literalism of a life and text like Margery’s. Despite Margery’s deep desire
for a contemplative life, her modes of reading, speaking, and writing preclude one
profoundly shared with God. A “flattened,” “levelled” temporality, register, and voice
center her own voice and agency and paradoxically evade God’s work in her life. In
Augustine, Pearl, and Julian, on the other hand, the polysemy of time, of register, and of
voice transforms bare event and sign into a concert of shared voice and life. “You were
with me,” Augustine admits, “[but] I was not with you... You never go away from us,
yet we have difficulty in returning to you.”!? Even in the Pearl-dreamer’s grief and
despair: God still is present. Even in Augustine and Julian’s sin: God still is there. The

many interpretive layers and dimensions of meaning in their texts make possible the

9 “Than sche cryid and wept sor. The apostelys comawndyd hir to cesyn and be stille. The creatur
answeryd to the apostelys, “... I am so ful of sorwe that I may not wythstonde it. I must nedys
cryin and wepyn’” (73/4144-48).
10 conf. X.27.38, VIIL.3.8.
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startling realization that things are not as they first seem. We do not belong to ourselves
as we had first thought. These texts assert that, far from being God-bereft by grief and
sin, we share more with God than we know. From our actions and agency to our
language and life: they declare that we have no way to get out of God.

Might this alternate mode of experiencing and expressing a shared life with God
be possible for Margery? It seems difficult. After all she would need to unlearn her
hermeneutic habits: no easy task. Like the Pearl dreamer she would need to learn a
different mode of reading and remembering. Through accessing graced memory she
might forgo her fragmented temporality for the beginning of a configurational, eternal
intelligibility, and glimpse where in her life God has made an appearance despite her
not knowing it at the time. She’d also need to exchange her literal hermeneutic for one
allegorical. Only thus might she recognize the multidimensionality and multivocality
inherent in Scripture and her very life: God’s agency working in her own and in others’
in spite of sin and instability. Likewise Margery would need to recollect her life’s
beginnings—as an infant wholly dependent on her parents, as a child learning language
for the first time —and observe how profoundly beholden she is to a shared life and
language with God and others. Such learning and unlearning would be difficult:
tantamount to a hermeneutic conversion. But perhaps it is possible. As Margery attests,
already and always Christ “drawe[s] [hir] aftyr [hym]” (II/10.722). Perhaps in such a

conversion she might confess the truth “heard, half-heard,” the groundwork of her very
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life all along: God is already with her and in her. Before her searching and striving, her
crying and roaring, Christ already suffuses her life and self. Always his voice grounds

her own, and never is she bereft.
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