SERMON FOR ODYSSEY SERVICE – 
‘WHOLLY ATTENDING: DISCERNING THE HOLY IN LITERATURE’

PREACHED AT ST EDWARD, KING & MARTYR,
SUNDAY 9TH JANUARY, 2011

GREGORY SEACH
DEAN OF CLARE COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE

Readings:	Exodus 14: 15–25;	Acts 10: 34–43; 	‘Thought’ by D. H. Lawrence

Thought

	Thought, I love thought.
	But not the jiggling and twisting of already-existent ideas:
	I despise that self-important game.
	Thought is the welling up of the unknown life into consciousness,
	Thought is the testing of statements on the touchstone of the conscience,
	Thought is gazing on to the face of life, and reading what can be read,
	Thought is pondering over experience, and coming to a conclusion.
	Thought is not a trick, or an exercise, or a set of dodges,
	Thought is a man in his wholeness, wholly attending.
D. H. Lawrence


In this season of Epiphany, we recall, of course, the visit of the Magi to Jesus.  Those wise men looked to the skies, saw and followed a star to Bethlehem and, in T. S. Eliot’s imagined account in ‘The Journey of the Magi’, their lives were changed forever by what, or rather who, they found there:

		We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
		No longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
		With an alien people clutching their gods.
		I should be glad of another death.

They are ‘no longer at ease… in the old dispensation’, in their former lives and ‘places’.  They now find their compatriots ‘an alien people’.  Something profoundly disturbing and unsettling has happened to them. 

That is connected, too, with the BCP’s description of the Feast of the Epiphany as “the Manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles”.  Something strange and new is made manifest in the birth of the Babe of Bethlehem.  Occasionally, people still speak of having an ‘epiphany’: a time or occurrence in which something changes at the very core of our being or way of perceiving the world.   We might describe what happens to Peter in the second reading we heard this morning as an ‘epiphany moment’.  It is suddenly made clear to Peter that his old perceptions about to whom God might be made manifest, how God might be made known through the outflowing of the Holy Spirit, will not be limited by ‘old dispensations’, old understandings of how God works.

I’d like to read another example of an ‘epiphany moment’.  Like the original Epiphany story, it too finds a man looking into the heavens, seeing the stars, and being confronted with a new understanding of himself and the world:

But during the long February nights with the ewes in labour, looking out from the shelter into the flashing stars, he knew he did not belong to himself.  He must admit that he was only fragmentary, something incomplete and subject.  There were the stars in the dark heaven travelling, the whole host passing by on some eternal voyage.  So he sat small and submissive to the greater ordering.
						The Rainbow, ch 1, p. 40

That comes from D. H. Lawrence’s great novel The Rainbow.  Now, D. H. Lawrence is probably not the first writer one might imagine being talked about in a sermon on discerning the holy in literature.  In some ways, Lawrence would entirely agree with you. Nevertheless, while in the midst of an early draft of The Rainbow, Lawrence wrote this to his editor:
But primarily I am a passionately religious man, and my novels must be written from the depth of my religious experience.  That I must keep to, because I can only work like that.[footnoteRef:-1] [-1:  Letter to Edward Garnett, 22 April 1914, The Collected Letters of D. H. Lawrence, Vol II, ed George J. Zytaruk and James T. Boulton, (Cambridge: CUP, 1981) p. 165
] 


A year earlier, while correcting the proofs of Sons and Lovers and beginning what would eventually become The Rainbow and Women in Love, he wrote another letter, this time to a friend, a visual artist, about the process of artistic endeavour:

I often think one ought to be able to pray, before one works – and then leave it to the Lord….  I always feel as if I stood naked for the fire of Almighty God to go through me – and it’s rather an awful feeling.  One has to be so terribly religious, to be an artist.  I often think of my dear St Lawrence on his gridiron, when he said ‘Turn me over, brothers, I am done enough on this side.’[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Letter to Ernest Collings, 24 February 1913, The Collected Letters of D. H. Lawrence, Vol I, ed James T. Boulton (Cambridge: CUP, 1979), p. 519
] 


Here we see Lawrence – with that sense of humour so often denied him by some critics – punning on his own name, while again describing his writing as a religious undertaking.  

The use of “awful” – “it’s rather an awful feeling” – is not coincidental.  It reveals Lawrence’s recognition of the power of “Almighty God”.  And the ‘fire of Almighty God’ speaks not only of Pentecostal power, but of the force seen in the pillar of fire in our first lesson this morning, and in the “refining fire” of the prophets.  

To return, however, to that epiphany moment from The Rainbow:  “looking out… into the flashing stars,” and watching the whole host of stars “passing by on some eternal voyage” leads the character to the startling discovery and recognition “he knew he did not belong to himself.”  The character in question is Tom Brangwen.  I was about to say that Tom is ‘the first generation’ of the family that provides the focus for both The Rainbow and Women in Love.  But obviously, he is not of the first generation: no human being is of the first generation.  Before he introduces readers to Tom, Lawrence has already prepared us for what we read about him, in a historically detailed description of the Brangwen family.  It comes in the opening paragraph of the novel:

    The Bragwens had lived for generations on the Marsh Farm in the meadows where the Erewash twisted sluggishly through the alder trees, separating Derbyshire from Nottinghamshire.  Two miles away, a church-tower stood on a hill, the houses of the little country town climbing assiduously up to it.  Whenever one of the Brangwens in the field lifted his head from his work, he saw the church-tower… in the empty sky.  So that as he turned again to the horizontal land, he was aware of something standing above him and beyond him in the distance.
    There was a look in the eyes of the Brangwens as if they were expecting something unknown, about which they were eager.
						       		The Rainbow, ch 1, p. 9

The words “something above”, “beyond”, “in the distance” are meant, obviously, to describe physical and geographical attributes.  But in describing these dimensions, they “evoke a dimension of another kind, one which is felt throughout the” novel.[footnoteRef:1]   It is not coincidental that this dimension, this “something”, is linked to the “church-tower” on the hill top.  It is linked, thereby, to the full dimensions of Christian life which is an essential part of the ‘background’ to this novel.  From here, it is an obvious move to show that the Brangwens had “a look in their eyes” that was “expecting something unknown”.  Vital to The Rainbow is an exploration and rendering of this ‘something unknown’, this ‘something standing beyond and above’ and the way that ‘something’ confronts, is searched for and informs the lives of three generations of the Brangwen family.  I want to suggest, in short-hand form, that this ‘something unknown’ is the presence of God, the Holy. [1:  J. C. F. Littlewood, D. H. Lawrence: The Major Phase – Studies in Tradition and Renewal, ed William Shearman (Harelston: The Brynmill Press Ltd, 2002), p. 124
] 


And it is the recognition of that ‘something’ that strikes Tom Brangwen as he tends his ewes at lambing time, and sees the stars above him.  He sees beyond himself – he is aware of what can only be described as a “separate and irreducible otherness” that exists beyond his own ego.  He has no alternative, Lawrence makes clear, but to sit “small and submissive” before that “greater ordering”.  In a later essay, Lawrence attempts to articulate what he is presenting in The Rainbow:

All the while [Lawrence writes] man is referred back.  He cannot create himself.  At no moment can man create himself.  He can but submit to the creator, to the primal unknown out of which issues the all….  We are not self-contained or self-accomplished.  At every moment we derive from the unknown.[footnoteRef:2]    [2:  ‘Life’ in Reflections on the Death of a Porcupine and Other Essays, ed Michael Herbert (Cambridge: CUP, 1988), p. 15] 


Later in that essay, Lawrence calls that “Primal unknown” the “Holy Ghost”.  The “something beyond”, the “Primal Unknown” is, for Lawrence, the “Unknown God”, the Holy.  It is here we see why Lawrence feels “one has to be so terribly religious, to be an artist.”

Tom Brangwen’s ‘epiphany moment’, his realisation that “he did not belong to himself” brings with it, I’ve been arguing, an awareness of the Wholly (and Holy!) Other that people of faith call God.  But you won’t be surprised to learn – it wouldn’t be D. H. Lawrence – if this recognition of the “something beyond” is also met and focussed for Tom in the life of another human being, a woman.  The paragraph immediately following the one we’ve been focussing on reads:

    Unless she would come to him, he must remain a nothingness.  It was a hard experience.  But, after her repeated obliviousness to him, after he had seen so often that he did not exist for her, after he had raged and tried to escape, and said he was good enough by himself, he was a man, and could stand alone, he must, in the starry multiplicity of the night humble himself, and admit and know that without her he was nothing.
    He was nothing.  But with her he would be real….  It should be so – it was ordained so.
								The Rainbow pp. 39–40


The capital ‘O’ Other is joined, though distinct, in Tom’s ‘epiphany’ by another human person – in this case, the “Polish lady”, Lydia Lensky.  The awareness of Lydia as “other” – one who is ‘repeatedly oblivious to him’ – is a crucial part of his dawning realisation.  

Now this might sound like dependence – and initially there are elements of that to the relationship between these two.  But as their marriage progresses, Tom learns that he, too, “must withhold himself from” Lydia, and that “he must not try to tear her into recognition of himself, and agreement with himself”.  That Lawrence tells us, in Tom’s voice, would be “disastrous, impious”.

What we see slowly revealed in the relationship between Tom and Lydia Brangwen is what the critic J.C.F. Littlewood calls Lawrence’s “great discovery”.  Here is Littlewood:

D. H. Lawrence’s great discovery was that other people exist.  I may in saying that sound ironic – for we all know that, surely.  Or perhaps we don’t….  We all know it already, but the greatest authors make us see that we do not….  in order really to know it, not just notionally know it, we need to undergo an inner revolution [an ‘epiphany’, we might say!].  At any rate, the greatest artists appear to have had to give their last ounce of creative power in order to convey the astonishing fact that other people exist, exist in their inviolable, unpossessable, unpredictable, uncategorizable otherness.  And as far as I know there is only Lawrence’s name to put beside Shakespeare’s [and Dickens’s] in a list of those English writers who have not just talked about the starkly other reality of other life than one’s own, but rendered it, and the discovery of it, in literary art.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Littlewood, op. cit., p. 121
] 


We see this ‘great discovery’, I think, made manifest in Tom Brangwen’s ‘epiphany moment’; his discovery that other people exist, and that an ‘Other’ who is more than ‘other people’ also exists.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  There is not time to include this in the spoken sermon, but it is worth considering what Lawrence wrote about the other in his Study of Thomas Hardy, an essay again written while in the initial stages of thinking about what became The Rainbow.  There he writes: ‘ “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself”….  It does not say “Thou shalt love thy neighbour because he is thyself”….  It commands “Thou shalt recognise thy neighbour’s distinction from thyself, and allow his separate being, because he also is of God, even though he be almost a contradiction of thyself.  Study of Thomas Hardy and Other Essays, ed Bruce Steele (Cambridge: CUP, 1985), pp. 63–4.  It was clearly an issue that preoccupied Lawrence because earlier in the same essay he also wrote: ‘how can I help my neighbour, except by being utterly myself [a person in his ‘wholeness’, perhaps?]  That gives him unto himself: which is the greatest gift a man can receive.’  ibid., pp 43–4.] 


What Lawrence makes clear, however, is that this recognition of the existence of other people – an existence that is not controlled by my ego – has implications for my dealings with all sorts of other people.  A final, all-too brief quotation from The Rainbow, in which we see the affect Tom and Lydia’s recognition of their mutual ‘otherness’ has on Lydia’s daughter, Anna:

    Now God was declared to Brangwen and to Lydia Brangwen, as they stood together.  When at last they had joined hands, the house was finished, and the Lord took up His abode.  And they were glad….
    Anna’s soul was put at peace between them.  She looked from one to the other, and saw them established to her safety, and she was free.  She played between the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire in confidence, having the assurance on her right hand and the assurance on her left….  Her father and her mother now met to the span of the heavens, and she, the child, was free to play in the space beneath, between.
								The Rainbow, ch 2, p. 91

The pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire we heard of in our first reading are here shown to be not only destructive, but protecting and sustaining of the child.  The recognition of the ‘other’, the discovery of that otherness, that Lawrence creates in Tom and Lydia is rendered in holy terms.

This morning, I have attempted to show that reading Lawrence, helps us discern and discover the holy.  It is, we see in the example of Tom and Lydia Brangwen, by ‘attending’ to the otherness of the other person or the “Other” that is “the Unknown God” that the Holy is revealed, discovered, made manifest.  But the very act of reading Lawrence – or any significant literature – means that we, too, in and by that very process, brought face to face with the ‘other’.  Lawrence’s poem, which we heard this morning, describes ‘thought’ as “a man in his wholeness wholly attending”.  It is what we see happening in Tom and Lydia – they ‘attend’ to the other, they realise that any attempt to twist the other person, the something beyond, into an outworking of their own egos is ‘impious’.  (In another Cambridge link, Lawrence met and knew Bertrand Russell in this city in 1915.  In a letter written to Russell a few months after their meeting, Lawrence railed at that philosopher to “stop… being an ego and have the courage to be a creature.”[footnoteRef:5]) [5:  Letters, Vol II, p. 473  C.f the following in a letter to Lady Cynthia Asquith: “What does Russell really want?  He wants to keep his own little established ego, his finite and ready-defined self intact, free from contact and connection.  He wants to be ultimately a free agent.  That is all they want, ultimately.  …they want an outward system of nullity, which they call peace and goodwill, so that in their own souls they can be little independent gods, referred nowhere and to nothing: little moral Absolutes, secure from question.”  Ibid., p. 378] 


As we read literature with the ‘attention’ it deserves’, as we ‘gaze on the face of life’ – and the page in front of us – and ‘read what can be read’, we too begin the process of “wholly attending”.  And I suspect that Lawrence, with his creative genius for the riches of the English language, knew that “wholly attending” is also ‘holy attending’.



5


e 011

b ok 141585, A 103441, T by . M s

Tty T g
st oo J R byl riem i
BN o

i T oty 5 P’ e o e g v by .
et

ErahnnEs

ey e .1l b e
o e iy el

BTt
ST R,
T
et




