The Letters to Alfred Corn

30 May 62

I think that this experience you are having of losing your faith, or as you think,
of having lost it, is an experience that in the long run belongs to faith; or at least
it can belong to faith if faith is still valuable to you, and it must be or you would
not fiave written me about this.
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I don’t know how the kind of faith required of a Christian living in the 20th
century can be at all if it is not grounded on this experience that you are fiaving

right now of unbelief. This may be the case always and not just in the 20th

century. TPeter said, "Lord, 1 believe. Help my unbelief." It is the most natural
and most human and most agonizing prayer in the gospels, and I think it is the
foundation prayer of faith. :
As a freshman in college you are bombarded with new ideas, or rather pieces
of ideas, new frames of reference, an activation of the intellectual life which is
only beginning, but which is already running ahead of your lived experience.
After a year of this, you think you cannot believe. You are Jjust beginning to
realize how difficult it is to have faith and the measure of a commitment to it,
butyou are too young to decide you don 't have faith just because you feelyou can 't
believe. About the only way we know whether we believe or not is by what we
do, and I think from your letter that you will not take the path of least resistance
in this matter and simply decide that you fiave fost your faith and that there is
nothing you can do about it.
One result of the stimulation of your intellectual life that takes place in college
is usually a shrinKing of the imaginative life. This sounds like a paradox, but I
have often found it to be true. Students get so bound up with difficulties such
as reconciling the clashing of so many different Saiths such as Buddhism,
Mohammedanism, etc., that they cease to looKk for God in other ways. Bridges
once wrote Gerard Manley HopKins and asked him to tell fiim fiow ke, Bridges,
could believe. He must have expected from Hopkins a long philosophical answer.
Hopkins wrote back, ‘Give alms.” He was trying to say to Bridges that God is
to be experienced in Charity (in the sense of love for the divine image in human
beings). Don 't get so entangled with intellectual difficulties that you fail to look
for God in this way.

The intellectual difficulties have to be met, however, and you will be meeting
them for the rest of your life. When you get a reasonable fiold on one, anothier will
come to take its place. At one time, the clash of the different world religions was
a difficulty for me. Where you hiave absolute solutions, however, you have no
need of faith. Faith is what you have in the absence of knowledge. The reason
this clash doesn 't botfer me any longer is because 1 have got, over the years, asense
of the immense sweep of creation, of the evolutionary process in everything, of
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fiow incomprehensible God must necessarily be to be the Qoz[ of ﬁ‘eaven and eatrﬁtﬁ;
You can 't fit the Almighty into your intellectual categories. I might s;fgest at
you [ooK into some of the works of Pierre Teilhard de F’ﬁan{m Hﬁe P nomena:t{
of Man et al.). He was a paleontologist — helped to discover Peking ma; — an ;
also a man of God. I don't suggest you go to him for answers but for differen
questions, for that stretching of the imagination that you need 't_o rrtake you ;
sceptic in the face of much that you are learning, much of wﬁu':ﬁ xs[neu'/ atr;i ;
shocking but which when boiled down becomes [es’s 0 and takes its p ace 1[n
general scheme of things. What kept me a sceptic in co.[[ege was Prea.se. y my
Christian faith. It always said: wait, don’t bite on this, get a wider picture,
' read.
Con;';l;ft:)ant your faith, you Rave to work for zt Itis agift, El'tt for[v'ery {e:}
is it a gift given without any demand for equal time .Jevotecf to‘ its cu. tw:d wn;
For every book you read that is anti-Christian, mak; 1't your business t:)u;e ﬁc:
that presents the other side of the picture; if one isn't :saftsfactory re ﬁaot ‘ rﬁst
Don 't think that you hiave to abandon reason tobea Cﬁmtfan. a Efrok,t t mtgi ;
help you is The Unity of Philosophical Experience by T,tuznn‘e gtlkon.ﬁ ﬂm: eo
is Newman's The Grammar of Assent. To find out about :fattﬁ', you have to g
to the people who have it and you fiave to go to the most intelligent ones if 1:::
are going to stand up intellectually to agnostics and the general rumn[ of ﬁpia‘:; "
that you are going to find in the majority of people around you. g uch o .
criticism of belief that you find today comes from people u{ﬁo arejuc Ging it fr:)li
the standpoint of another and narrower discipline. 'Z'ﬁe 'Bfﬁ[fca'[ cntta.s;n ofE e
19th century, for instance, was the product of historical tfl.f(flp[fnes..l t c;.; ﬁeen
entirely revamped in the 20th century by applying broader cn‘tena t(:[lz an tﬁ o;z
people who lost their faith in the 19th century because of it, could better ha
in blind trust. N
ﬁw;igv‘::lt :: fﬁ[; fife of a Christian, faith rises and falls like the tif{es of an invisible
sea. It’s there, even when fie can 't see it or feel it, if he wants it to be there. You
realize, I think, that it is more valuable, more mysterious, altogether more
immense than anything you can learn or decide upon in college. Learn what yc:{u
can, but cultivate Christian scepticism. It will Reep you free—not free to do
anything you please, but free to be formed by something larger than your own
intellect or the intellects of those around you.

Ld

309



Idon’t 'k‘now if this is the Kind of answer that can help you, but any time you
care to write me, I can try to do better. ‘

16 June 62

I certainly don 't think that the death required that “ye be born again, " is the
death of reason. If what the Church teaches is not true, then the secur’it and
etnotiona[ release and sense of purpose it gives you are of no value and yczz are
right to reject it. One of the effects of modern liberal Protestantism fias been
gradually to tumn religion into poetry and therapy, to maKe truth vaguer and
vaguer and more and more relative, to banish intellectual distinctions, to depend
on feeling instead of thought, and gradually to come to believe that God ﬁi 1o
power, that ke cannot communicate with us, cannot reveal himself to us, indeed
has not done so, and that religion is our own sweet invention. This seerlns to be
about where you find yourself now.

Of course, I ama Catholic and I believe the opposite of all this. I believe what
the Church teaches—that God has given us reason to use and that it can lead us
tewanf a Knowledge of him, through analogy; that fie Ras revealed himself in
history and continues to do so through the Church, and that he is present (not just
.;ymﬁf)[ica[@} in the Tucharist on our altars. To believe all this [ don’t takejany
;;}; :’n{[ti;ﬁ; Z.ﬁsun{. 1 find it reasonable to believe, even though these beliefs are

If you are interested, the enclosed book_[Creative Evolution, by Teilhard de
Chardin| will give you one generaf line of reasoning about why I do. 1'm not
equipped to talk phifosophically; this man is. Iwant it back sometime, but I am
int no hurry for it. It shouldn 't be read rapidly. I

Satisfy your demand for reason always but remember that charity is beyond
reason, and that God can be Known through charity. ’

25 July 62

What you ask about Rayber loving Bishop is interesting. He did love him, but
throughout the book he was fighting his infierited tendency to mystical [oz/el He
had the idea that his love could be contained in Bishop but that if Bisho -;uere
gone, there would be nothing to contain it and hie would then love everytﬁii and
specifically Christ. The point where Tarwater is drowning Bishop is tﬁeioint
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where fie fias to choose. He makes the Satanic choice, and the inability to feel the
pain of his loss is the immediate result. His collapse then may indicate that he
is not going to be able to sustain his choice—but that is another book maybe.
Rayber and Tarwater are really fighting the same current in themselves. Rayber
wins out against it and Tarwater loses; Rayber achieves his own will, and
Tarwater submits to his vocation. Here if you like are two interpretations. There
is still an authority to say which interpretation is right.

I hope you 'l find the expgrience you need tomaKke the leap toward Christianity
seem the only one to you. Pascal had a good deal to say about this. Sometimes
it may be as simple as asking for it, sometimes not; but don 't neglect to ask forit.

Sometime when you are going to Emory, stop by fere and pay me a visit. |
would like to fit your face to your search. I don’t remember which one of those

students you were.

12 August 62
I think the strongest of Rayber's psychological pulls are in the direction that
fie does not ultimately choose, so 1 don't believe he exfiibits in any sense a lack of
free will. You might maKe out a case of sorts for Tarwater being determined since
fiis great uncle has expressly trained him to be a prophet and to expect the Lords
call, but actually neither of them exfiibits a lack of free will. An absence of free
will in these characters would mearn an absence of conflict in them, whereas they
spend all their time fighting within themselves, drive against drive. Tarwater
wrestles with the Lord and Rayber wins. Both examples of free will in action.
Tree will hias to be understood within its fimits; possibly we all have some
fiindrances to free action but not enough to be able to call the world determined.
In some people (psychotics) hindrances to free action may be so strong as to
preclude free will in them, but the Church (Catholic) teaches that God does not
judge those acts that are not free, and that fie does not predestine any soul to hell
for his glory or any othier reason. ‘This doctrine of double predestination is strictly
a Protestant phenomenon. Until Luther and Calvin, it was not countenanced.
The Catholic Church fias always condemned it. Romans LX is held by the Church
to refer not to eternal reward or punishment but to our actual lives on earth,
where one is given talent, wealth, education, made a “vessel of honor,” and
another is given the sfiort end of the fiorn, so to speak — the “vessel of wrath.”
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This brings us naturally to the second question about priests and (aity. It is
the Bishops, not priests, who decide religious questions in the Catholic Church.
Their job is to guard the deposit of faith. The coming Vatican Council is an
example of how this works. The Bishop of Rome is the final authority. Catholics
believe that Christ left the Church with a teaching authority and that this
teaching authority is protected by the Holy Ghost; in other words that in matters
of faith and morals the Church cannot err, that in these matters she is Christ
speaking in time. So you can see that I don’t find it an infringement of my
independence to have the Church tell me what is true and what is not in regard
to faith and what is right and what is wrong in regard to morals. Certainly I am
nofitjudge. If left to myself, I certainly wouldn 't Know fow to interpret Romans
IX. I don't believe Christ left us to chaos.

But to go back to determinism. I don't think literature would be possible in
adetermined world. We might go through the motions but the fieart would be out
of it. Nobody then could “smile darkly and ignore the howls.” Even if there were
1o Church to teach me this, writing two novels would do it. 1 think the more you
write, the less inclined you will be to rely on theories like determinism. Mystery
isn't something that is gradually evaporating. It grows along with knowledge.
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