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CHAPTER XVI

Auden’s Theology
Alan Jacobs

I

Theology seems always to have been of interest to Auden. Anne Fremantle
reported having intense theological debates with him — especially about
Patripassianism, the belief that the Father shared in the sufferings of the
Son on the Cross — in 1931, when Auden almost certainly had no religious
beliefs. Fremantle, then a committed Anglican, ‘passionately believed’
that the Father did indeed so suffer; but Auden reminded her that the
first of the Articles of Religion in the Book of Common Prayer affirms
that God is ‘without body, parts, or passions’. Fremantle commented,
‘Wystan [was] always more theologically sound than I’ (77ibute, p. 80).

If such debates were for Auden a kind of intellectual game, it is note-
worthy that he found the game worth playing. He seems to have thought
it desirable to have an articulate theology even when he had no beliefs or
experiences to which the theology needed to correspond. This tells us,
among other things, that whereas an essay on Auden’s theology will not
necessarily reveal much about Auden’s religious experience, the two sim-
ply cannot be severed.

Auden was raised in the Church of England, and the chief mover of his
family’s devotional life was his mother. She was strongly Anglo-Catholic,
and he later remembered with fondness his time serving as ‘boat-boy” —
bearer of the incense-container — at Mass. This early love of ceremony
was accompanied, for a time, by actual belief, and even ‘a period of eccle-
siastical Schwirmerei’ (F&A, p. s517) — ‘a pseudo-devout phase’ (Prose 11,
p. 575). But this enthusiasm did not last, and by the time he came up to
Oxford in 1925, Auden had been an unbeliever for at least three years.

This condition would last for about another decade, although it is
difficult to make secure affirmations about such matters. Christopher
Isherwood, who collaborated with Auden on plays through much of
the 1930s, thought that he always had Christian leanings: “When we
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collaborate ... I have to keep a sharp eye on him — or down flop the char-
acters on their knees; another constant danger is that of choral interrup-
tions by angel-voices” (Tribute, p. 74). Isherwood’s account is worth noting,
in large part because it differs from Auden’s own. In the story Auden
consistently told about his return to the Christian faith, four events stood
out. First, during the Spanish Civil War, he surprised himself by being
‘profoundly shocked and disturbed’, encountering Barcelona’s closed
churches: ‘I could not escape acknowledging that, however I had con-
sciously ignored and rejected the Church for sixteen years, the existence
of churches and what went on in them had all the time been very impor-
tant to me. If that was the case, what then?” (Prose I11, p. 578). The second
event was his meeting Charles Williams, an editor at Oxford University
Press and a devout, if highly eccentric, Christian. ‘For the first time in
my life’, Auden later wrote, ‘[I] felt myself in the presence of personal
sanctity ... I felt transformed into a person who was incapable of doing or
thinking anything base or unloving’ (pp. 578—79). His description of the
third event made veiled reference to his jealousy on discovering Chester
Kallman’s infidelity: ‘T was forced to know in person what it is like to feel
oneself the prey of demonic powers, in both the Greek and the Christian
sense, stripped of self-control and self-respect, behaving like a ham actor
in a Strindberg play’ (p. 579).

The fourth event is not quite an event, but instead an increasingly insis-
tent question that confronted him as Hitler rose to European dominance:
If, as I am convinced, the Nazis are wrong and we are right, what is it
that validates our values and invalidates theirs?” (p. 578). In an interview
he gave near the end of his life, Auden would link this question with a
particular moment: the viewing in Manhattan, in November 1939, of a
documentary film that celebrated the Nazi conquest of Poland. He was
‘shocked’ by the largely German-speaking audience’s open hatred of the
Poles and celebration of the Wehrmacht’s power.!

So the key experiences that led Auden to Christian belief involved a
conviction of his own sinfulness, a feeling of someone else’s sanctity, and
the pressing sense that some acts truly and always deserve to be called evil.
The theology he espoused early in his life as a Christian centred largely on
the first of these.

II

It was soon after meeting Williams that Auden ‘started to read some
theological works, Kierkegaard in particular’ (Prose III, p. 579). The
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juxtaposition is unlikely to have been accidental: as editor, Williams
sponsored the earliest English translations of Kierkegaard, including
the large selection from the journals that appeared in 1938; and he cel-
ebrated Kierkegaard in his 1939 book 7he Descent of the Dove, for which
Auden later wrote an enthusiastic introduction. Writing in 1968 about his
first encounter with Kierkegaard, Auden would comment, ‘Like Pascal,
Nietzsche, and Simone Weil, Kierkegaard is one of those writers whom
it is very difficult to estimate justly. When one reads them for the first
time, one is bowled over by their originality (they speak in a voice one has
never heard before) and by the sharpness of their insights (they say things
which no one before them has said, and which, henceforward, no reader
will ever forget)’ (F&&A, pp. 182—83). What seems to have bowled Auden
over above all else is the thought expressed in the title of the final section
of Either/Or: “The Edifying in the Thought that Against God We Are
Always in the Wrong’. In this sermon, an unnamed fictional priest (clearly
speaking for Kierkegaard) writes,If ... you claim, and are convinced, that
you are always in the wrong, you are hidden in God. This is your divine
worship, your religious devotion, your reverence for God. ... Never shall
any anxious doubt tear me away from him, never will the thought terrify
me that I might prove to be in the right against Him, against God I am
always in the wrong.?

For Kierkegaard — as for Augustine, Luther, and Calvin before him —
this thought is ‘edifying’, encouraging, and reassuring, because it reminds
believers that nothing they do can earn the favour of God, and therefore
nothing they do can lose that favour. As the reformers put it, echoing
St. Paul in Ephesians 2:8, Christians are saved by God’s grace alone (solz
gratia), which they appropriate by faith alone (so/z fides). This is for such
Christians more deeply reassuring than the view, often called Pelagianism,
that salvation can be earned through good works — because if salvation
can be so earned, then it should be, and the person who fails to earn it is
infinitely and eternally culpable.

This insight seems to have struck Auden with great force, perhaps
because of its paradoxical quality: the idea of being in right relation to
God because before Him one is always in the wrong has a certain absurd
appeal. In one of the first poems he produced as a Christian, ‘In Sickness
and In Health’, Auden wrote,

Beloved, we are always in the wrong,
Handling so clumsily our stupid lives,
Suffering too little or too long,
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Too careful even in our selfish loves:

The decorative manias we obey

Die in grimaces round us every day,

Yet through their tohu-bohu comes a voice

Which utters an absurd command — Rejoice.
(CP 2007, p. 317)

Being ‘always in the wrong’ is then the very cause and engine of rejoicing.
(The logic of paradox infuses the whole poem: the lover here prays, not
that he be preserved from temptation, as in the Lord’s Prayer, but that he
and his beloved will be endangered by temptations.)

Similarly, Auden’s Caliban, at the end of his long, baroque declama-
tion in “The Sea and the Mirror’, imagines a primal scene of self-knowl-
edge for himself and his fellow actors: ‘Beating about for some large loose
image to define’ the experience, recorded in 7he Tempest, of the disillu-
sion of magic and the acceptance of bounds, Caliban finally settles on the
thought of ‘the greatest grandest opera rendered by a very provincial tour-
ing company indeed’. It is the very poverty and ineptitude of the produc-
tion that makes it spiritually and morally valuable to its actors, for even
though ‘there was not a single aspect of our whole performance, not even
the huge stuffed bird of happiness, for which a kind word could, how-
ever patronisingly, be said’, nevertheless it is ‘at this very moment [that]
we do at last see ourselves as we are’. And, more important still, ‘for the
first time in our lives we hear ... the real Word which is our only raison
d’étre’. At the moment when all pretence to aesthetic achievement falls
away and the actors are confronted with the authentic selves that they had
used their performances to escape, they come to see God precisely in their
distance from Him:

... we are blessed by that Wholly Other Life from which we are separated by
an essential emphatic gulf of which our contrived fissures of mirror and prosce-
nium arch — we understand them at last — are feebly figurative signs ... it is just
here, among the ruins and the bones, that we may rejoice in the perfected Work
that is not ours. (CP 2007, p. 442)

The phrase “Wholly Other’ is an acknowledgement of the great Swiss
theologian Karl Barth, who was known for his insistence that God is
Ganz Andere: between God and humanity there is an ‘infinite qualita-
tive distinction’. Significantly, Barth came to this theological position as
a young pastor as a result of reading Kierkegaard.? In a 1943 letter, Auden
described his own theological position as ‘Neo-Calvinist (i.e. Barthian)’,
but he had been aware of the emphasis of Barth’s work since 1934 at the
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latest — another indication that his serious interest in theology predated
his religious belief (see LA, p. 149).

This absolute self-abasement, this comfort in being ‘always in the
wrong), did not constitute the whole of Auden’s theology in the first few
years of his life as a Christian; but it certainly dominated his account
of how the believer, on a purely individual and personal level, is always
ethically situated. And it may have been especially attractive to him as
he considered Christianity’s traditional repudiation of homosexuality: his
sexuality might be ‘crooked’ — to use a word he sometimes employed —
but his inmost being was and could be no more crooked than anyone
else’s.

ITI

At the same time that Auden was articulating this distinctively
Kierkegaardian version of Augustinian moral theology, he was also devel-
oping a political theology. There was a distinct urgency to Auden’s early
endeavours in this field, for his return to Christianity was coincident with
war in Europe, and he needed to figure out how one might think in a
genuinely Christian way about the circumstances in which war might
be justified. Throughout 1939 and 1940 — as war approached and then
arrived — Auden acknowledged the appeal of pacifism. In a lengthy col-
lection of his own pensées that he worked on for some months, but never
published, he staged a dialogue with himself in which he says, ‘Certainly
my position forbids me to act as a combatant in any war’; but then he goes
on to say that he ‘has very little use’ for pacifism as ‘simply the refusal to
bear arms’. “To think that it is enough to refuse to be a soldier and that
one can behave as one chooses as a private citizen, is to be quite willing
to cause a war but only unwilling to suffer the consequences. I have more
respect for Hitler’ (Prose I, p. 451).

But what was this ‘position’ that forbade Auden to be a combatant? At
the time, it was not quite Christianity: the pensées are full of admiration
for Jesus but suspicious of much orthodox theology and of the church.
When Auden came to embrace Christianity itself, this ‘position” became
rather less secure, less clear. It was at this point that he began to read
the work of Reinhold Niebuhr; and through Niebuhr and certain other
scholars — especially Charles Norris Cochrane and, somewhat later, Eugen
Rosenstock-Huessy — he developed a political theology that centred on a
sophisticated evaluation of the project typically called Constantinianism,
or Christendom.
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The process took some time. In Auden’s early reviews of Niebuhr’s
books, his focus was on the moral situation described in the previous sec-
tion of this essay. About 7he Nature and Destiny of Man he writes, “The
most brilliant chapters of Dr Niebuhr’s book are those dealing with the
Christian conception of sin’ (Prose I1, p. 133); and even in reviewing a
book called Christianity and Power Politics, Auden’s chief concern is to
agree with Niebuhr’s claim that ‘Pacifism ... blasphemes by denying orig-
inal sin and pretending that perfection can be acquired in a progressive
school’ (p. 109).

So although Niebuhr is often cited as a major influence on Auden’s
theology, a more significant driver of Auden’s Christian thinking about
politics was probably Cochrane’s magisterial Christianity and Classical
Culture: A Study of Thought and Action from Augustus to Augustine.
Writing about this book in 7he New Republic in 1944, Auden opened
with a remarkable statement: ‘Since the appearance of the first edition
in 1940, I have read this book many times, and my conviction of its
importance to the understanding not only of the epoch with which it is
concerned, but also of our own, has increased with each rereading’ (Prose
11, p. 226).

Auden learned a great deal from Cochrane, but the heart of it may be
found in these lines from the concluding paragraph of his (quite exten-
sive) review:

Our period is not so unlike the age of Augustine: the planned society, caesa-
rism of thugs or bureaucracies, paideia, scientia, religious persecution, are all
with us. Nor is there even lacking the possibility of a new Constantinism; let-
ters have already begun to appear in the press, recommending religious instruc-
tion in schools as a cure for juvenile delinquency; Mr Cochrane’s terrifying
description of the ‘Christian’ empire under Theodosius should discourage such
hopes of using Christianity as a spiritual benzedrine for the earthly city. (Prose
11, p. 231)

Jesus’s notoriously ambiguous injunction to ‘render to God what is God’s
and to Caesar what is Caesar’s’ (Mark 12:17) necessarily prompts the
questions, ‘But what is God’s? And what is Caesar’s?’ Constantinianism,
the uniting of the spiritual power of Church and the temporal power of
Empire, is a way of answering that question that, in Cochrane’s view and
Auden’s, reduces God to the status of an especially exalted Caesar. It is to
make this point that in his ‘Christmas oratorio’ For the Time Being Auden
introduces a great choral hymn to Caesar. Each stanza of the hymn begins
with the line ‘Great is Caesar: He has conquered Seven Kingdoms’, and
ends with the affirmation, ‘Great is Caesar: God must be with Him’ (CP
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2007, pp. 371—73). Although it is the pre-Christian Romans who make
these claims, Auden is warning his Christian readers of the dangers of
conflating worldly success with spiritual favour (similar to the ‘wicked
doctrine’ he later detected and denounced in the last lines of ‘Spain’ [see
CP 2007, p xxx]).

Such thoughts further suggest that God cares deeply about maintain-
ing the existing social order, which is why in the same poem Auden’s
Herod, far from being a bloodthirsty tyrant, is a self-described ‘liberal’
who finds it ‘dreary’ but necessary to call in the military to eliminate the
just-born Messiah: he recognizes (as later Constantinians would not) that
the absolute claims of the Christ are, or ought to be, a constant threat
to any existing social order. Thus, in his review of Niebuhr’s Nazure and
Destiny of Man, Auden admits that Christians have often been guilty
of ‘acceptance of the status quo’, but denies that this is an ‘orthodox
attitude’ and insists that it is instead the natural outgrowth of ‘Stoic apa-
thy’ (Prose 1, p. 132).

What Auden learned from his reading of Cochrane and his own medi-
tations on these matters is that — in Augustinian terms — the relationship
between the City of Man and the City of God is endlessly fraught and his-
torically variable. His 1949 poem ‘Memorial for the City’ can be seen as an
extended meditation on such complexities: its opening lines — “The eyes of
the crow and the eye of the camera open / Onto Homer’s world, not ours’ —
indicate that the necessary discriminations will need to be pursued by an
inner eye, a spiritually alert vision. The ‘Post-Vergilian City’ takes many
forms: the ‘New City’ in the time of Pope Gregory, Martin Luther’s ‘Sinful
City’, the ‘Rational City’ of Mirabeau and the French Revolutionaries, on
to the ‘abolished City’ of the mid-twentieth century. The city supposed to
be united under the Constantinian double banner of God and Caesar has
collapsed into chaos, and for mere humans, its fulfilment seems far off:
“This is Adam waiting for His City’ (CP 2007, pp. 589—94).

Ultimately, for Auden, it is not on public triumphs that the City of
God can be built, but instead on every citizen’s recognition that his or
her knowledge is always partial and his or her desires often irreconcil-
able with the desires of others. This is the theme of “Vespers’, the fifth of
the ‘Horae Canonicae’, which features a ‘twilight meeting’ between two
temperamental opposites, an Arcadian who longs for a restored Eden
and a Utopian who strives for a perfected New Jerusalem. They are
‘incorrigible each’, but can possibly become ‘accomplices’ if they seek,
as Martin Luther might have put it, not a Constantinian Theology of
Glory but a politically humble Theology of the Cross: together they
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may ‘remember our victim ... on whose immolation (call him Abel,
Remus, whom you will, it is one Sin Offering) arcadias, utopias, our
dear old bag of a democracy are alike founded: / For without a cement
of blood (it must be human, it must be innocent) no secular wall will
safely stand” (pp. 635-37).

v

Auden seems never to have rejected this political theology — although his
interest in it declined — but around a decade after he had been ‘bowled
over’ by Kierkegaard, he came to question the sufficiency of a moral the-
ology based so completely on being ‘in the wrong’ in relation to God as
the Ganz Andere. Writing in 1950 for a Partisan Review symposium on
‘Religion and the Intellectuals’, Auden would comment that ‘the typical
“modern” heresy is ... a Barthian exaggeration of God’s transcendence
which all too easily becomes an excuse for complacency about one’s own
sins and about the misfortunes of others’ (Prose 111, p.172). This is surely a
self-accusation.

I do not think that Auden ceased to believe that ‘against God we are
always in the wrong’, but instead came to see that relatively little follows
from that acknowledgment. And as he came to see the limitations of the
Kierkegaardian view on this matter, he was led to see the many things
that Kierkegaard omitted.* In 1955, he would comment:

Much as I owe Kierkegaard ... I cannot let this occasion pass without comment-
ing on what seems to be his great limitation, a limitation which characterizes
Protestantism generally. A planetary visitor might read through the whole of his
voluminous works without discovering that human beings are not ghosts but

have bodies of flesh and blood. (Prose I11, p. 579)

It is true, Auden continues, that every person has ‘a unique “existential”
relation to God, and few since St. Augustine have described this relation
more profoundly than Kierkegaard’. But it is also true that ‘as a creature
composed of matter, as a biological organism, every man, in common
with everything else in the universe, is related by necessity to the God
who created that universe and saw that it was good’.

In this passage we see the major themes of Auden’s later moral theol-
ogy: the insistence that we live in the realm of natural necessity as well as
that of existential choice; the affirmation that ‘all good works are done’
with the human body; the accompanying recognition that good works
are indeed valued by God; the necessity of gratitude for a body that, as
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part of Creation, is good; the necessity of gratitude for all Creation itself;
and the importance of realizing that meaningful human community is
best rooted in the humble gratitude of the embodied. And one might also
add to the list Auden’s increasingly strong sense that ordinary, everyday
Catholic religious practice is more deeply connected to these truths than
the sophisticated Protestant theology he had imbibed for a decade.

Auden’s poems of the 1950s are saturated in these themes. The ‘Bucolics’
express gratitude for the distinctive features of a variety for landscapes,
‘Precious Five’ for the virtues of the five senses. The latter poem ends with
the exhortation to keep

That singular command

I do not understand,

Bless what there is for being,

Which has to be obeyed, for

What else am I made for,

Agreeing or disagreeing?

(CP 2007, p. 589)

The extensive sequence “Thanksgiving for a Habitat’ — begun in 1958,
although not completed until 1964 — gives thanks and praise for each room
of his Kirchstetten cottage, linking the rooms to the services they provide
to the body, and in its last poem affirms that ‘without / the Spirit we die,
but life / without the Letter is in the worst of taste’ (CP 2007, p. 715)

But Auden’s deepest exploration of his theology of the body may be
found in ‘Horae Canonicae’, his meditation on the Crucifixion. The
sequence begins as ‘the kind / Gates of the body fly open’, preceding
consciousness, will, and memory, if only for an instant, and thereby giv-
ing the poet the briefest of reprieves from the day’s ‘routine of praise and
blame’ ‘Still the day is intact, and I / The Adam sinless in our beginning,
/ Adam still previous to any act’ (CP 2007, p.625).

But once the day begins, so do ‘acts’, and the praise and blame that
accompany them — especially the blame, for this day (simultaneously the
day of the Crucifixion of Christ, its commemoration on each year’s Good
Friday, and any and every day) will demand the sacrifice of ‘our victim’,
and will then force us to contemplate our role in that sacrifice. But this
no one wishes to do: ‘we are not prepared / For silence so sudden and
so soon’, yet this is what we must face: “We are left alone with our feat’
(p- 632). Given the circumstances, ‘It would be best to go home, if we
have a home, / In any case good to rest’ (p. 634).

And it is during this siesta that the work of healing begins — not
through anyone’s historical and existential encounter with the Wholly
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Other God, but through the ordinary biological work of the body, which

is itself another victim of our corrupt acts: ‘while we are thus away, our
own wronged flesh / May work undisturbed, restoring / The order we
try to destroy’, as ‘At the right moment, essential fluids / Flow to renew
exhausted cells’” (p. 634). In this account, the condition of having a work-
ing body takes precedence — temporal, yes, but also theological, in the
economy of God’s grace — over any Kierkegaardian or other account of
existential situation. Embodiment makes forgiveness and reconciliation
possible.

\%

In 1968, reflecting on what was then thirty years of reading Kierkegaard,
Auden came to this conclusion:

Given his extraordinary upbringing, it is hardly surprising that Kierkegaard
should have become — not intellectually but in his sensibility — a Manichee....
[Olne does not feel in his writings the sense that, whatever sorrows and suf-
ferings a man may have to endure, it is nevertheless a miraculous blessing to
be alive. Like all heretics, conscious or unconscious, he is a monodist, who
can hear with particular acuteness one theme in the New Testament — in his
case, the theme of suffering and self-sacrifice — but is deaf to its rich polyphony.
(F&A, p. 191)

In articulating his theology of the body, and in further theological reflec-
tions that occupied his last years, Auden sought to correct and counter-
balance his earlier ‘Barthian exaggeration of God’s transcendence’. One of
the ways he did this was through am embrace of the spirit of Carnival — a
celebratory, communal reversal of Kierkegaard’s perpetual and solitary
Lent. This embrace appears only sporadically and indirectly in his very
late poetry, but is articulated quite fully in an essay he left incomplete at
his death, “Work, Carnival and Prayer’s The essay bears a debt to Mikhail
Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World, although Auden dissents from Bakhtin
at times; in any event, its chief argument is that Work, Carnival, and
Prayer are the three distinctly human realms of action, that each of them
is necessary, and that ‘a satisfactory human life, individually or collec-
tively, is possible only if proper respect is paid to all three worlds’ (Fef4,
p. 472).° Auden believed that ‘the hippies’ were attempting to recover
Carnival, but were doing so at the expense of Work; his own history had
been just the opposite, an intensely disciplined focus on his own voca-
tional labours. But that focus leads to an overemphasis on the ways that
people differ: ‘In the world of Work ... we are not and cannot be equal,
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only diverse and interdependent’. The realm of Carnival (or Laughter),
by contrast, ‘is much more closely related to the world of Worship and
Prayer ... for both are worlds in which we are all equal’.

So at the end of his life, Auden returns to a theme that had domi-
nated his theology in the first years of adult Christian life — the radical
equality of all before God — but now the theme is heard in a very differ-
ent key. Instead of counselling abasement before the God in relation to
whom we are always in the wrong, Auden prefers to see the humour of
it all: the intrinsically comic character of human embodiment, of the dis-
parity between human aspirations and human achievements, of the gulf
that separates our regal self-images from the commonplace acts of our
daily lives. Auden admitted that the ‘traditional forms’ of Carnival did
not appeal to him — he did not ‘enjoy crowds and loud noises’ — but, he
affirmed, ‘even introverted intellectuals can share the Carnival experience
if they are prepared to forget their dignity’ (F&A, p. 473). This cheerful
disavowal of dignity is the last clearly sounded note of Auden’s theology.

NOTES

-

See LA, pp. 89—91. There is also a possible fifth event: Auden’s experience in
June 1933, of feeling benignly ‘invaded by a power which, although I con-
sented to it, was irresistible and certainly not mine’. This presumably underlay

‘Out on the lawn I lie in bed’, written that month, and he judged it ‘one of

the most crucial’ of the ‘various factors’ that later ‘brought me back to the

Christian faith in which I had been brought up’ (F&A4, pp. 69—70). He wrote

this account in 1964; it is rather odd that in describing his conversion a decade

earlier, Auden had made no mention of this “Vision of Agape’.

2 Seren Kierkegaard, Either/Or: a Fragment of Life, tr. Alastair Hannay,
(Penguin, 1996), p. 60s.

3 Barth did not coin the phrase Ganz Andere — that was probably Rudolf Otto —
but the phrase attached itself to him.

4 In a1968 essay subtitled ‘Second Thoughts on Kierkegaard’ (F&#A, pp. 182—-97),
Auden would acknowledge the dangers of overreaction, when reassessing such
a formative influence: ‘one’s first enthusiasm may all too easily turn into an
equally exaggerated aversion’ (p. 183).

5 Mendelson has called this ‘one of [Auden’s] most comprehensive and authori-
tative prose works, rich in contemporary detail and historical exegesis’ (L4,
p- 497); it has never been published, but will appear in the final volume of
prose in the Complete Works. I am very much in his debt for the comments in
this section.

6 This quotation (from a 1970 book review) borrows, somewhat incongruously,

from the unpublished essay just mentioned.
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