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Abstract

This study aims towards a contextualising, and reading, of MacDonald’s last work of his
life, the fantasy Lilith, in order to justify the argument that his work in general generously
repays detailed study, in that it self-consciously addresses and reinterprets post-
enlightenment and post-romantic theology in ways which anticipate future developments,
both in theological and literary studies, and especially where the two overlap. In addition,
the thesis also tends occasionally to point to how such close study may help in the future
to clarify the importance of MacDonald’s place within the Scottish literary tradition, and
may also help to interpret that tradition, in the light of wider philosophical and literary
studies. However, such clarification is left to a future study, and the main direction of the
argument is concerned to address his writing both in its historic context and in terms of the
question of identity raised in Romanticism and later, in twentieth and twenty-first century

hermeneutics and theology.

Lilith presents us with a man searching in history (specifically in Vane’s father’s library);
in his imagination; and in his action, for a source of meaning. The search however leads
him to a reality which breaks in upon him, as it were, taking him by surprise on a journey
which seems to take place in another world — one which utterly confounds the laws of
reality as he has previously known them. In the process history, identity, notions of time,
reality, being, morality and the place of knowledge in understanding are all rigorously
questioned and interrelated. In Vane’s encounter with the central character, Lilith (known
in ancient mythology as Satan’s wife), we perhaps have a further development of the way
in which psychology and difficult theological questions are related to one another in the
encounter between Wringhim and Gilmartin, in James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and
Confessions of a Justified Sinner. The novel, like that of Hogg, leaves the reader with no
clear conclusion as to its own concept(s) of reality. However, with intertextual references
to the development of certain themes in MacDonald’s other works, we can interpret where
this strangely dark, last work of his life, may be reflecting the development of his thinking
. about the way in which the ‘Christ-self’ relates to the idea of identity, and goes on to

inform one’s concept of reality.

The person of Lilith is ambiguous, in that she may be interpreted either as the Church, or
as everything which seems to stand against the Church. In her long mythical history she



has been seen as Satan’s wife — a figure to be feared and shunned; in other forms she
appears as the Black Madonna. In the novel she also functions as that within the
protagonist’s or narrator’s character which teaches him about his true relationship to
death; she is also a personification of the painful and confusing emergence of Christian
identity. MacDonald uses all of this ambiguity to illustrate the nature of the identity of the
church, a theme he addresses frequently in his writings; the nature, especially, of its
identity in relation to death. The outcome of his concern, however, is that he finds himself

exploring not only the nature of Christian identity but, ultimately, the nature of identity
itself.

In much the same way that narratives or works of art tend to escape formal identification
with any theory which the critic may introduce, MacDonald’s experience of Christianity is
that it functions not as a fixed viewpoint, but rather as a continually reinterpreted
narrative, discovering, in its course, the identity of the interpreter. Such an experience,
for MacDonald, raises in his theology and fiction many of the questions which will be
later asked of texts: How is it that things; people; texts seem to have an identity so unique
as to render them non-communicable, and yet demand to be interpreted, connected,
formed and given meaning and identity in the context of communities? And what is the

true nature of the relationship (or conflict) between a community and an individual?!

In the first section, the study considers briefly the cultural context of MacDonald’s work —
Romanticism — in terms of his approach to the text of the Bible. This is because the
question of the groundedness of identity becomes particularly pertinent in Romanticism,
especially in relation to the question of authority; such authority having been previously
attributed to the written text of the Bible, frequently without a conscious attempt to
explore why that should be. We then move to consider his treatment of nihilism, as it is
encountered in that context, and read by Lilith. The section ends with a consideration of
MacDonald’s thinking about ethics in relation to nihilism. His move is - surprisingly - to
delimit the didacticism which emerged in the Victorian church’s response to nihilism, and

to address the outcome as it occurs®. He neither directly attacks the nihilist stance, nor

' He says (A Dish of Orts, p7) “...for how shall two agree together what name they shall give
to a thought or a feeling. How shall the one show the other that which is invisible?”
2pisparagers of MacDonald frequently take his didacticism as being typically Victorian. My
proposal is that he takes such a tendency in his time and experiments with it to its logical -
rather than acceptable - conclusion, in order to expose the nature of moral choices



does he seek to embrace it into an Hegelian whole, and so simply submerge the question.
This section includes a consideration of Gavin Hyman’s essay ‘John Milbank and
Nihilism: A metaphysical (mis)reading?’3, and how a ‘fictional’ approach to nihilism —
such as that undertaken by MacDonald — may be achieved in a Christian context, without
the background of an implied metaphysics, especially since MacDonald seems concerned

to avoid such a background in his symbolic theology.

The second section considers the nature of MacDonald’s symbolism, considering his use
of scientific controversy — specifically Goethe’s colour theory — as the means by which he
explores difficult questions in theology. @ We then look at Lilith herself, relating the
ancient myths to MacDonald’s own symbolic theology, going on to see how MacDonald
considers that female character in terms of his own experience of the patriarchal church,

and considering precisely her significance in his exploration of the nature of Christian

identity.

The third section uses the themes previously explored in order to suggest some links
between MacDonald’s writing and that of theologians, philosophers and writers on
hermeneutics. Specifically, the study considers The Nature of the Atonement by the
Scottish theologian and contemporary of MacDonald, McLeod Campbell, also relating
Lilith in this context to the work of the German theologian, Bonhoeffer. Then moves on to
a much more recent essay by the modern theologian Graham Ward, ‘The Displaced Body
of Jesus Christ’. Thirdly, we consider how MacDonald’s thinking upon the nature of
identity and being in relation to his symbolic understanding addresses the eschatological
‘sense’ of reality, found in Jurgen Moltmann’s, book The Theology of Hope. The last part
of the section considers the relationship between MacDonald’s thoughts and some of those
found in Caputo’s More Radical hermeneutics, on the ‘end’ of ethics, and then Derrida’s
thoughts on the gift, the nature of responsibility, historicity and identity in his work The
Gift of Death. This section concludes the study by considering the implications of
MacDonald’s approach to Christian identity for the individual, whether religious or not,
bearing in mind the continuing desire for a fuller sense of meaning in the concepts of

identity and community in the twenty-first century.

themselves. For him, their importance does not lie in issues of social control, but rather in
that they connect to the question of the nature of identity.
® Literature and Theology, Vol. 14, No 4, December 2000
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Brief Introduction to George MacDonald

George MacDonald was born in Huntly, Aberdeenshire in 1824. His mother died when he
was eight, and he spent his childhood on the farm which was leased to the MacDonald
family by the Duke of Gordon. The religion of the family was that of the Missionar Kirk,
a fiercely evangelical movement of the kind which led to the disruption of 1843, and the
formation of the Free Church. MacDonald left Huntly to attend the university at King’s
College in Aberdeen in 1840. There he took a four year MA course, which included
Mathematics, Physics, Logic and Moral Philosophy. He was, in addition, taught a year of
Chemistry by William Gregory, “a chemist of real stature™. Such was his interest in the
subject that his ambition to go to Germany to study under the famous Chemist, Liebig,
almost overtook his desire to enter the ministry. He trained for the Congregational
ministry but never settled down to preaching in any one church or denomination. Rather,
he established contacts during his time in England; friends, and like minds here and there
who secured for him preaching or lecturing engagements, enabling him to bring in some
income for his large family, while yet remaining true to his own convictions about the
nature of religious truth. Such friends included people like A J Scott, the principal of
Owen’s college, Manchester; the writer Margaret Oliphant; and Lady Byron.

However, MacDonald never entered a time of financial rest, relying mainly upon the
goodwill of others and on bits of income from work whenever possible. He and his family
spent a life characterised by financial insecurity, instability and movement (as well as his
own bouts of serious illness) up until nearly the very end, when he spent his final years in
Italy. His writing was his life in the sense of a ‘calling’; he wrote not only for a living, but
as it seemed to him the best way to communicate truth, in the sense that he saw deeply the
connection between beauty and truth. His work includes fiction, poetry, essays and
sermons, although he was known mainly in his time as a novelist. He has recently been
recently recognised as one of the greatest writers of fairy tales in the English languages. In
all of his works, critics have noted the same sense of mystery; of a vision too large to

encompass which saturates his writing, whether one considers his fantasy works

“ See Robb, (George MacDonald, p10). Also George MacDonald and His Wife for more
detailed information on his life.

® Times Literary Supplement, quoted in newest edition of Lilith (see bibliography): “...the man
who did one sort of work better than anyone else has ever done it....the writing of what are
commonly called his fairy tales...”



(Phantastes or Lilith), or his many ‘realistic’ novels of fiction, or his poems or essays or

sermons. G K Chesterton puts it very well, in his introduction to the biography by
Greville MacDonald®:

...this is the very important difference between his sort of mystery and mere
allegory. The commonplace allegory takes what it regards as the commonplaces or
conventions necessary to ordinary men and women, and tries to make them pleasant
or picturesque by dressing them up as princesses or goblins or good fairies. But
George MacDonald did really believe that people were princesses and goblins and
good fairies, and he dressed them up as ordinary men and women. The fairy-tale
was the inside of the ordinary story and not the outside...it will be found, I fancy
that he stands for a rather important turning-point in the history of Christendom...

He retained a singularity of focus, which, the broader his range of writing became, grew to
become all the more intense’. William Geddes wrote this about him towards the end of
his life, in Blackwood’s Magazine (March 1891):

...to be one of those whose heart has kept pure the holy forms of young imagination,
is the prerogative of genius: and to none has this...been given in our age more
largely than to George MacDonald...

If the fairy-tale is the “inside”, as Chesterton puts it, then it would seem to be that
MacDonald’s principal works of fantasy — Lilith and Phantastes — are seeking after a way
of communicating this inside sense in ways which transform outer notions of existence
and of materiality, wherever they are in danger of being taken ‘as read’; as ‘things in
themselves’. He is taking as far as he can the mysteriously ‘inner’ notions of beauty and
truth which impart meaning to the ‘outer’ realities and is seeking to expose the process to
others, often by paradoxically disguising it. He notes, in his essay on the imagination that
(4 Dish of Orts, p9):

...the world is...the human being turned inside out...all that moves in the mind is
symbolized in Nature.

He bases his method upon the way in which wisdom is perceived in the Bible in this essay,
quoting Ecclesiastes (p42):

...also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that
God maketh from the beginning to the end....

8 George MacDonald and His Wife, p11, p13

7 Consider his letter to a friend, near the end of his life (George MacDonald and His Wife,
p528): “...there is a live heart at the centre....all my life, | might nearly say, | have been trying
to find that one Being, and to know him consciously present...hope grows and grows with the
years...”



Lilith, the work upon which this study will focus, seems to have had a special significance
for MacDonald in terms of the relationship between his writing and his working out of his
Christian faith. His son writes in his biography that®:

He was possessed by a feeling...that it was a mandate direct from God, for which he
himself was to find form and clothing....Its first writing is unlike anything else he
ever did...it runs from page to page, with few breaks...five years intervened
between the initial writing and the final book; but in both the same note of present
sadness echoes throughout — a note, however, in no way out of harmony with the
far-calling chimes of an unfathomable faith.

® George MacDonald and His Wife, p548



When one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better
language; and every chapter must be so translated; God employs several translators; some
pieces are translated by age, some by sickness, some by war, some by justice; but God’s
hand is in every translation, and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves again for
that library where every book shall lie open to one another... .So this bell calls us all; but
how much more me, who am brought so near the door...

John Donne, Devotions

I started to my feet, hurried across the room to the masked door, where the mutilated
volume...appeared to beckon me...went down on my knees and opened it as far as its
position would permit, but could see nothing....I could not carry discovery and was unable,
in what I could read, to make any guess at the sense.....the door opened, the hand let mine
go, and pushed me gently through. I turned quickly, and saw the board of a large book in
the act of closing behind me. Istood alone in my library.

George MacDonald, Lilith






Introduction

The aim of the study, as stated, is to attempt an intertextual reading of George
MacDonald’s religious thought, as it is expressed in his fiction, and most particularly in
chapter 39 of his last work of fiction, Lilith, entitled ‘That Night’. In this chapter Lilith
passes through various stages and definitions of death, whilst staying in the house of
suffering, where she is required to let go of Nothing, which she holds in her right hand; an
action of which she is incapable. What is required is to help her to gain a true death —
which in Lilith is referred to as “sleeping” — a word which to MacDonald is no
euphemism, but which denotes the gift of death, and of true life’. That is, the discovery —
and with it the restfulness - of the givenness of one’s own identity.!® To work our way
towards a reading of this chapter involves not only linking MacDonald’s thought to that of
other writers in various disciplines — but also reflecting upon the personal journey
undergone by MacDonald, as it is encountered in his writings. All of his work represents
an attempt to interpret religious tradition in the light of his inner experience'', and Lilith
may be seen as both the culmination and the encapsulation of that search for identity. A
clue as to how it is that Lilith requires such a many-sided approach in the search for a
reading may be discerned in the movement of his thought in general, such movement
being illustrated by this extract from his essay ‘Browning’s “Christmas Eve *“’(4 Dish of
Orts, p213):

The love of God is the soul of Christianity. Christ is the body of that truth. The

love of God is the creating and redeeming, the forming and satisfying power of the
universe.

The interesting thing about this statement is its movement. That is, MacDonald’s writing,
like his thinking, seems to begin with a personal perception (the love of God); to move out
towards its incarnation (“Christ is the body of that truth”) and then returns, not to its own
self-affirmation, but towards a transforming of the universal (“....the universe”). He

seems initially to be projecting his own sense of identity from an inner experience of

® Lilith, p31: “Sleep is too fine a thing ever to be earned,” said the sexton, “it must be given
and accepted, for it is a necessity.”

1% The way in which MacDonald emphasises the restfulness of this givenness in terms of
death may be addressed by contrast to the anxiety concerning the very nature of life - of
existence - which is emphasised in twentieth century existentialist writings.

" Which is why “As matter of fact, George MacDonald had expressed a hope that his Life
would not be written: his message was all in his books, and no biography could add to it.”
(p2, George MacDonald and His Wife)



wholeness onto that which he describes'?. Yet the process by which he does this cannot be
described as projection — somewhere along the line there is a calling into question of his
own ‘groundedness’, for his writing is more frequently than not radically questioning in its
projection; it does not simply use the preconception of God’s love to establish itself, rather
MacDonald changes and grows as a result of the symbolic form of understanding to which
his work attains; he is alongside the reader, often, rather than looking down upon the
reader.  Such love as he describes cannot be easily treated by the critic as purely
theoretical or psychological. MacDonald holds with neither a Platonic ideal, nor a

pragmatic religion.

Like the above-quoted statement, the movement of his fiction, from Phantastes to Lilith, if
one is looking for a movement, is that the apocalyptic nature of the formation of Christian
identity begins to gain prominence over a preconceived quest to master the apocalyptic
vision itself.”> While Phantastes emphasises the experience of the quest itself, and more
clearly designates the waking and dreaming world (at the beginning and end of the novel),
Lilith will tend to emphasise the ambiguity of existence, the confusion as to personal
identity and its implications for the perception of reality, the mystery of the quest, its
incommunicable aspect, and the notion of a secref'*. Vane’s name itself is an allusion to
the book of Ecclesiastes in the Bible (amongst other things) and suggests a final
concentration upon the very notion of what it is to learn (one’s own identity), and of what
history is, both in terms of one’s own historicity, through a sense of a place in time gained

through book learning, and through the exercise of the imagination in its relation to God®’.

*2 David Robb (George MacDonald, p40), notes his tendency to project his personality into
the novel, in such a way that he does not give the impression of his own omniscience, but
nevertheless functions as a positive interpreting presence, while yet still causing writer, reader
and character to seem to be inhabiting the same, constantly unfolding, puzzling world,
together.

3 Again, this corresponds with what is noted by Robb (George MacDonald, p32) “In many of
the later novels, the triumph of the Christ-principle is not so much a matter of growth
internal... but...the eventual establishment in a position of social authority.” That is, he tends
more and more in his later writing towards outward forms of incarnation of the truth, rather
than the personal accumulation of knowledge about the truth. Yet in Lilith the nearer he
comes to insisting upon such incarnation in reality, the more reality and identity as ‘taken’
rather than ‘given’ is called into question. The apocalyptic mode is not a representative one,
but consumes the narrative itself.

' Although these issues are found in Phantastes, they are not so very insistent, so intense
and nowhere near becoming the central issue, as they are in Lilith.

'S Ecclesiastes bears the main theme of Vanity, beginning: “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity
(says the preacher). What profit has a man from all his labour in which he toils under the sun.
One generation passes away, and another generation comes; but the earth abides forever.
The sun also rises, and the sun goes down...man cannot express it..." (Ch1. w2-5) . This

10



It is to Ecclesiastes that MacDonald refers as well, in his essay on the imagination (4 Dish
of Orts, p40)

..as setting forth both the necessity we are under to imagine, and the comfort that our
imagining cannot outstrip God’s making.

The manner in which this relationship unfolds in MacDonald’s mind to shape one’s
identity remains ultimately a mystery, although Lilith is the work which allows us finally
an insight into the uncomfortable and often confusing way in which MacDonald comes to
experience such imaginative ‘harmony’. The fact that there is a progression made in his
writing along these lines is our main concern for the time being, when many critics note
the similarities between Phantastes and Lilith, but have preferred not to consider the huge
amount of time between them, and any theological reasons for their differences'®.
This very nature of the secret, of the mysterious aspect of the uncovering of one’s identity,
is something which occurs elsewhere, frequently, in his writing. In Lilith (p39), the Raven
states that “There are no such things as wilful secrets.” And in The Flight of the Shadow
(p1), Mrs Day states:

I would that not God only but all good men and women might see me through and
through...but my very nature would shudder at the thought of letting one person that loved
a secret see into it. Such a one never sees things as they are — would not indeed see what
was there, but something shaped and coloured after his own likeness. No-one who loves
and chooses a secret can be of the pure in heart that shall see God.

We should note from this that MacDonald does not use the issue of mystery in religion in
order to avoid difficult questions. The love of secrecy as being a form of the mastery of

the unknown is seen as evil here; something which distorts vision. He had a painful

puts us in mind of the way in which Vane struggles to find language to describe what he is
experiencing at the beginning of Lilith. Interestingly, it also puts us in mind of the great
Scottish work, Sunset Song, with its notion of the land abiding forever, while man'’s history
fluctuates. The end of Ecclesiastes represents a highly ambivalent approach to learning, and
to the historicity of man, for “the words of the wise...and of scholars are like well-driven nails,
given by one Shepherd” - and yet - “of making of many books there is no end, and much
study is wearisome to the flesh.” (Ch.12 vw11-12). Raised here are two notions of history.
Firstly, that of books and language, and, secondly, that of a more permanent wisdom which
both informs and evades the mind of the scholar. Perhaps it is seen in MacDonald's notion of
language and history as they are represented symbolically to the imagination - inscribed into
the very landscape of the world by God, who inscribes, in turn, that world into “men’s hearts”,
as he says in his essay on imagination.

16 Eg Muirhead, in ‘Meta-Phantastes: A self-referential faerie romance for men and women’,
speaks of MacDonald'’s old age at the time of writing Lilith, (Scottish Literary Journal, vol 19,
no 2, Nov. 1992, p47). Or Wolff notes that Lilith seems more clearly Christian in outlook,
having been possibly freer of the German influence, but does not go into any more detail.
(‘David Lindsay and George MacDonald’, Studies in Scottish Literature, p139)

11



awareness (evident in his novels) of the way in which Federal Calvinism had sought to
master and so had distorted the mystery of religious experience (particularly with regard to
its view of atonement) in an attempt to cope with, and to dominate the rationality of the
age. In seeking such mastery of the secret through metaphysics, Lilith indicates that the
church enters the realm of the demonic, because its primary interest is sidetracked by a
struggle for power. Rather, what is truly mysterious, while it is precisely what must be
struggled with to the limits of one’s intellect and imagination, must submit neither to
despair, nor to an inflated sense of its own understanding, if it is not to submit to the realm

of the demonic.

This is what makes MacDonald such a very interesting writer; he believes thoroughly in
exercising his mind in search of truths; yet he does not ultimately believe in the autonomy
of the human mind. He believes thoroughly in imagining all he is capable of imagining,
yet does not use that faculty to retreat from logical difficulties. Therefore he does not
tend to make of his art a substitute religion (as did a good few romantic artists), for neither
does he believe in the autonomy of the human imagination. His striving for purity of
thought shies away from all notions of secrecy, while he is yet ultimately forced to witness
a vision of human experience (precisely because of his thoroughness) which has at its
heart a great and painful mystery'’. The acknowledgment of this mystery — allowing its
coherence or harmony to emerge in one’s life or in one’s fiction — cannot in actual fact be
attained; neither is it a matter of assent, but rather seems to be given at the end of one’s
struggle. For, while the final sentence of Phantastes seems to assert the necessary

optimism for that struggle,

Good is always coming...what we call evil, is the only and best shape, which, for the
person and his condition at the time, could be assumed by the best good. And so,
Farewell.

Lilith is a witness to the strenuousness; groundlessness (and yet mysterious coherence) of
true faith (as opposed to theoretical faith, which is merely an easily communicated

optimism) in the light of what seems to be a vain (Vane) personal struggle'®. Yet Lilith is

'7 Like Novalis, whom he quotes at the beginning of Phantastes, he believed that
“...everything must be wonderful, secret and coherent...” (my italics)

% in ‘Browning’s “Christmas Eve™, p215, he notes “...to the one who sympathises not with the
thought of the Maker...who understands not the design of the Artist... when the confusion to
him is caused by the order's being greater than he can comprehend...because he stands

12



also bound to become (by its very textuality) a witness to the necessity to communicate
that which seems incommunicable. The necessity for death is unavoidable. It therefore
deals head on with a paradox. Lilith’s intensity, its darkness, and the final and utter
confusion of the protagonist, are both brought on by, and yet can also be interpreted by, its

insistence upon the historic and textual communication of faith®.

MacDonald’s assertion that no-one who is pure in heart can actively choose a secret
relates to the idea that a mystery is a paradoxical gift; given almost against the will to one
who has striven to expose the secret (such as the artist or scholar, who strives to discover
or uncover). The notion that what is secret cannot be kept secret, but becomes that which
one strives to expose, is hard to comprehend in our age, when experience and identity tend
to be measured in terms of the idea that they are cumulatively acquired in the individual’s
search for identity. In this economy, the secret becomes an exchangeable commodity, so
that identity is defined by a philosophical materialism, rather than as an understanding
which reinterprets ‘taken for granted’ notions of materiality. MacDonald, in particular,
fought materialist philosophies, and so his notions of individual striving must be carefully
distinguished from our own understanding of what constitutes individualism. We can see
from his son’s biography that MacDonald’s personal life reflected a great struggle with a
materialistic culture which tended to consume notions of identity?°, while replacing them

with the individualistic notion of getting on:

outside and not within, he sees an entangled maze of forces where there is in truth an
intertwining dance of harmony....there is...no solution of the world’'s mystery, except he be
able to say ‘| have looked to Thee...”. In Lilith, the achievement of such sympathy, however,
is the incompleted work of a lifetime.

' Since MacDonald was true to his assertion that man must take moral laws into the
imaginary world, he could not, by definition, construct an escape from, or provide fictional
solutions to, evil, despite the fact that — as a highly imaginative artist — he would, above all
people, have been tempted and able to do so. He is bound (in order to be true) to throw the
question out to the reader; and to uitimately leave the reader alone and aware of their own
insufficiency of imagination or thought on this subject. All the writing in the world is ultimately
no help at all to the reader, any more than it is to Vane himself, the author of Ecclesiastes (or
Lilith), who sets out to discover from history the good, only to find so much evil as to
overwhelm him. The gift of seeing the good, is therefore ultimately shown to be indeed a gift;
not to be taken for granted, or seized upon for the purpose of inhabiting any world which the
artist may choose to construct. Lilith makes it clear that this seeing of the good cannot be
taken for granted.

% The logic of his approach to the material world is theologically informed, yet he allows his
theology to expand imaginatively to reinterpret reality. Later in the study, this will bring us to
consider how closely he may be allied to a modern theologian, Graham Ward, who - on this
question of the interpretation of reality, of physicality - notes of Christ that “The paternity of
God is formal, rather than material. But this formality informs substance, such that our
notions of ‘materiality’ itself become unstable... The material orders are inseparable from the

13



...my father’s work had to be apprised rather by some law of spiritual economics than
condemned on the score of his not getting on...on market value...a few, like Lady Byron,
understood that*'.

We will also consider whether MacDonald’s cultural heritage — his childhood in the
eastern highlands — may have played a part in his conception of the way in which identity
is formed and given. For in this culture, identity tends to be relational, as opposed to
individualistic, and yet, paradoxically, is thought to create the more radically original
characters. This may have played a part both in MacDonald’s interpretation of
Romanticism and in his ecclesiology’’.  His ecclesiology, because the relationship
between the individual and the community is most clearly seen in his view of the nature of
the church’s identity. Here, some relevant extracts on the nature of the church from
Robert Falconer (pp361-415) are placed together, in order to illustrate the model we will

be thinking of when we later come to his criticisms and vision of the church in Lilith:

“...are you a society, then?” I asked at length

“No. At least we don’t use the word. And certainly no other society would
acknowledge us.”

“What are you, then?”

“Why should we be anything, so long as we do our work?”
“Don’t you think there is some affectation in refusing a name?”
“Yes, if the name belongs to you. Not otherwise.”

“Do you lay claim to no epithet of any sort?”

“We are a church, if you like. There!”

“Who is your clergyman?”’

“Nobody”

“Where do you meet?”

“Nowhere”

“What are your rules, then?”

“We have none.”

“What makes you a church?”

“Divine Service”

“What do you mean by that?”

“The sort of think you have seen to-night”

“What is your creed?”

symbolic and transcendent orders, the orders of mystery...the logic here is theological...”
‘The Displaced Body of Jesus Christ’, Radical Orthodoxy, pp164-165).

' George MacDonald and His Wife, p272.

22 His son also writes (George MacDonald and his Wife, p77), that he was “in habit of mind,
and in swift brilliance of fancy, radically a Gael”. In addition, since Robb notes (George
MacDonald, p34), that Scotland was seen by the Victorians as “the domain of untold
eccentricities. Colourful behaviour could be located there without straining the reader’s sense
of credibility...”, so, too, in the fantastic world of Lilith, moving further along the same lines, he
is freer to deal with questions of identity in new ways begun in his Scottish novels, not
constrained by social expectations which might cloud this complex issue of identity.
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“Christ Jesus”

“But what do you believe about him?”

“What we can. We count any belief in Him — the smallest — better than any belief
about him — the greatest — but we exclude no one...we are an undefined company of
people, who have grown into human relations with each other naturally, through one
attractive force — love for human beings, regarding them as human beings only in
virtue of the divine...it is our work that binds us together...”

“Then when that stops you drop to pieces”

“yes, thank God. We shall then die...we are not the life of the world. God is. And
when we fail, he can and will send out more and better labourers into his harvest-
field. Itis a divine accident by which we are thus associated.”

“But surely the church must be otherwise constituted.”

“My dear sir, you forget: I said we were a church, not the church.”

“Do you belong to the Church of England?”

“Yes, some of us. Why should we not? In as much as she has faithfully preserved
the holy records and traditions, our obligations to her are infinite. And to leave her
would be to quarrel...I have no time for that.”

“Then you count the Church of England the Church?”

“Of England, yes; of the universe, no; that is constituted just like ours, with the
living working Lord for the heart of it.”

“Will you take me for a member?”

“NOS,

“Will you not, if —

“You may make yourself one if you will...do something...

...(415) ...if God must help ere a man can be saved, can the help of man go too far

towards the same end? Let God solve the mystery....he will do his part, which is no

part but the all in all...if man could do what in his wildest self-worship he can

imagine, the grand result would be that he would be his own God which is the Hell

of Hells.”
We should note that MacDonald is here advocating both action, and yet the futility of
action without the life of God. Further, he is hinting at what he will enlarge upon in Lilith
— self-creation in relation to the imagination, as a means of identity — “which is the Hell of
Hells.” This community is bound together mysteriously, while at the same time, this
member does his best to uncover that mystery, rather than hiding behind it. Further,
MacDonald’s belief is that all true communities find their identities in this mysterious
way. There is an element to the struggle for identity which overcomes constructed
boundaries, not just between different notions of church, but between traditional notions of
the difference between the religious and the secular. For MacDonald, there was no such
divide. How divisions are broken down, and false mysteries uncovered, during the search
for Christian identity, is our concern in studying Lilith. Again, in a quotation from Robert
Falconer, we find that MacDonald’s theology emerges from a concern with the process of

revelation, rather than seeking to define in advance the content of such a revelation.
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Rather than revelation becoming a form of secret knowledge to be passed from one to the
other, it becomes a spur to further action. A construction of whispered secrets is based on
privileged knowledge as opposed to true revelation. It does not make a true community,
according to MacDonald (Robert Falconer, p352):

...the Jungfrau withdrew into its Holy of Holies...but from the mind it glorified it

has never vanished... to have beheld a truth is an apotheosis. What the truth was I

could not tell; but I had seen something which raised me above my former self and

made me long to rise higher yet. (my italics)*
We cannot ultimately locate MacDonald’s loyalty as being either to the community as
such, nor to the self as such. The responsibility he feels does not make his concept of
ethics easy, and we will consider it both in the first section, and in the third, in the light of
some of Caputo’s and Derrida’s comments on the relationship between a sense of
giftedness and a sense of responsibility, and how easily one slides from the true notion of
mystery in religious communities, into the formation of a demonic secret (as Lilith shows)
which absolves one from all responsibility. The concept of morality or responsibility in
MacDonald’s work is easy to misunderstand, being placed too firmly within some brief

outline of an accepted Christian or Victorian sense of duty.

Much of his thinking on ethics seems to correspond with the Danish philosopher,
Kierkegaard. His work Either/Or explores and contrasts in turn the aesthetic, dutiful and
religious concepts of identity and action. Kierkegaard represents the religious conception
of life as being one which is leeched upon by the aesthetic and dutiful ideals, in order that
the individual may extract an autonomous identity and sense of se/f~worth. The truly
religious, however, when followed through on its own terms is paradoxical, deeply
problematic, and involves what seems fo be a complete negation or abandonment of both
the aesthetic and dutiful selves — a kind of death — or a gift of death. For the issue in
Either/Or is not merely that one has done wrong, but that one is, essentially, wrong. This
realization significantly comes late — at the end of Kierkegaard’s book, itself behaving like
a stumbled-upon gift, just as Lilith will struggle until her hand may finally be severed, so
that she is able to receive this gift of death.

2 Derrida, to be looked at later, notes in The Gift of Death (p80): “To share a secret is not to
know or to reveal the secret. It is to share we know not what.”
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This will bring us in turn, in the study, to consider MacDonald’s treatment of nihilism in
Lilith, and will also cause us to wonder which aspects of Calvinism he retains in his
theology. For Calvinism, too, has an element in its negative assessment of the human
condition which looks quite like the negative method of the discovery of the “Christ-
self*** in Lilith.

Today, the Victorian sense of duty takes the form of a feeling of responsibility to the self
or to the small group of one’s friends or family or work, and seems, likewise, to shield us
from the more fundamental questions of what is actually required in order for identity as
responsibility to come into being in the fullest sense. These are not, therefore, theological
questions which are, by definition, irrelevant to modern thought but, rather, mean that
MacDonald’s thinking and writing focus upon issues which are of universal concern. It is
significant that Lilith is opened by a quotation from Thoreau’s Walking, a writer who is

seen today as a “champion of individualism”?

, and whose work is considered to be the
epitome of the Romantic desire to escape the natural world through the individual’s
communion with nature. Yet MacDonald chooses to use a passage from this work which
speaks of a hidden community, living amongst the trees. = From the outset, then,
MacDonald contextualises the anxious individualism depicted in Lilith’s opening chapters
in an anticipation of community. Perhaps, too, in his reference to Thoreau, we can see
how MacDonald is anticipating Nietzsche’s Zarathustra in his comment: “Can it indeed
be possible? This old saint in his forest hath not yet heard that God is dead!”, and is
already seeking to uncover a certain emphasis in the Biblical interpretation of Christian
identity for a future generation, who may function from a psychology grounded in

metaphysics or materialism, and who will indeed feel that God is dead.?

In Lilith, we find many failures in the attempts to build communities and cities, perhaps

anticipated in the destruction of the city in The Princess and Curdie’’. The failures of

24 As Robb quotes it from MacDonald's own words in Diary of an Old Soul, in George
MacDonald, p54 .

25 Cambridge Biographical Encyclopaedia

% Caputo, in More Radical Hermeneutics, translates the “God is dead” movement in theology
as a parallel movement to that of the delimiting of ethics, with which MacDonald is concerned,
as we shall see in the section on ethics and ‘The Giant's Heart'.

7 One day at noon, when life was at its highest, the whole city fell with a roaring
crash...Where the mighty rock once towered, crowded with homes and crowned with a
palace, now rushes and raves a stone-obstructed rapid of the river...and the very name of
Gwyntystorm has ceased from the lips of men (The Princess and Curdie, p221)
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both Vane and Lilith to understand themselves and to understand one another are linked
by this general background of disastrous city-building. So, too, we find ourselves heirs of
a system of ethics which tends towards competitive values and which encourages city-
building. self-protection or self-justification. MacDonald does his best to outline the price
of accepting from this background our notions of ethical responsibility, where it began to
manifest itself in Ais lifetime, in the mercantile Victorian mind. Here, he has many
Scottish contemporaries, who examine the same issues. However, such examination tends
to be dualistic. The House with the Green Shutters comes immediately to mind,
portraying the battle between an unworldly, Romanticism and a materialistic work-ethic,
in the characters of John Gourlay and his son. John MacDougall Hay’s Gillespie also

deals with the effects of capitalism and of the ethical foundations of communities.

However, it seems that MacDonald is addressing the more fundamental questions: What
is a community? What is an individual? He does so from within the position of a man
caught between various interpretations of selthood, rather than from the standpoint of a
theoretical dualism. For while Vane and Lilith seem for a time (as Vane would have it),
to be on opposing sides, ultimately, no such simple story emerges. Lilith’s story is also
the story of Vane and of the community who are with her. And Vane’s story places the
reader within the narrative in a state of lostness so profound, that we require a certain
amount of faith to continue the quest to make sense as we read. Like the method of the
parable, this story allows for no privileged position of power, all such concepts being
alien. Not even within the mind of the reader can there be any place of permanent rest®.
Whenever such rhetoric occurs, it is ruthlessly exposed. Vane’s explanations and
reasonings are continually confounded, and along with them the reader’s own
expectations. MacDonald’s work centres the issue of identity wholly upon the
interpretation of Christ’s identity and requires us, as does the twelfth century theologian

Anselm, to believe in order to understand.

As already mentioned in the Abstract, in the third section we shall look in more detail at
the work of McLeod Campbell, who takes up the problems of ecclesiology and Christian
identity in the modern context of individualism. His work on the subject of atonement

was in its time — as was Lilith — misunderstood in its attempt to lift the question of

% «For repose is not the end of education; its end is a noble unrest”, (p1, A Dish of Orts). The
“sleep” of identity, then, is not achieved through education.
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salvation out of an anxious, subject-centred attempt to appropriate salvation or Christian
identity, and into a more thoroughly Christological, object-centred focus for Christian
identity. Like Campbell, MacDonald was mistakenly labelled a universalist®®. Both
Campbell and MacDonald were too radical in their thinking for their time, yet also subtle
enough to escape the attention they deserve today, as thinkers who dealt with issues which
are still easily misunderstood, or mis-imagined, by all of us. John MacQuarrie, a
twentieth century Scottish theologian, famous for his work linking Biblical theology to
Existentialism in 4An Existentialist Theology, notes in another book that

...corrections in Christian theology are usually best made not by violent innovations
but by recovering corrective tendencies within the tradition itself...3

MacDonald felt that truth itself was betrayed in some theologies, by the form which they
took. This seems a radical complaint, yet it is important to note that he is not offering an
alternative religion, but seeking a more truthful form of that truth which he discerns hidden
behind the theologies he has come into contact with. He tries to explain this to his father

in a letter’":

...does not all history teach us that the forms in which truth has been taught, after
being held heartily for a time, have by degrees come to be held merely traditionally
and have died out and other forms arisen? Which new forms have always been
abused at first...there are some in every age who can see the essential truth through
the form, and hold by that, and who are not alarmed at a change; but others, and they
the most by far...think all is rejected by one who rejects the form of truth which they
count essential, while he sees that it teaches error as well as truth, and is less fitted
for men now than it was at another period of history. Paul, I think, could trust in
God in these things and cared very little about orthodoxy...

It is the form, then, to which we should pay attention — his use of symbolism; his
interpretation and imaginative treatment of the Biblical literature; and the direction he

takes wherever a similarity can be shown to other, later and contemporary, thinkers.

® Even though his son states that Lilith was “written, | do think, in view of the increasingly
easy tendencies in universalists, who, because they had now discarded everlasting retribution
as a popular superstition, were dismissing hell-fire altogether, and with it the need for
repentance...with hell incarnate...all about and within, we are prone to find comfort in
declaring that Evil is but shadow cast by the Light...” (George Macdonald and His Wife,

551-552)
Mary for all Christians, p23

3 George MacDonald and His Wife, pp197-8
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Section One

The movement from nihilism to community in Lilith

A. Brief outline of the relationship between Lilith and Romanticism

B. MacDonald’s approach to nihilism in Lilith

C. The end of Ethics and the beginning of community in Lilith (using ‘The Giant’s

Heart’ as an intertext)
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A.

Brief outline of the relationship between Lilith and Romanticism

To start with, we must try to understand what MacDonald’s purpose was in creating Lilith;
to study some of the perceived problems of his time which are being addressed. In order
to do this it is important to recognise how Lilith might address the issues which had arisen
in Romanticism, and which had begun to settle into the wider consciousness during
MacDonald’s lifetime. Of particular interest at this time was the identity of the artist in
relation to the notion of a divinely created world, in which God was seen as the ultimate
and originating artist. With the question raised about man’s origin in the light of science,

came also the instability of the artist’s role.

In Creature and Creator, Myth Making and English Romanticism, Paul Cantor draws
attention to the way in which Romantic art, taking up this challenge, sought to provide
new myths of creation in order to replace the oft-repeated story of creaturely fall and
divine grace, which had been interpreted by the church in a way which asserted the power
of the Christian church over its subjects, and led to the belief that human beings have no
responsibility with regard to forming their own selves. Cantor points out that the
Romantics were seeking to provide through their art both a counterpart to the growing
panic created by the feeling that the human being was in control of his or her destiny; and
also to provide a remedy to the problems which that feeling in itself created in the search
for an alternative basis for society. Either it was despair, or a god-like demand for the

power which would reflect such self-origination.

The Romantic remedy often took the form of a return; of the apocalyptic transformation of
society into an harmonious Eden. However, the secularization of the story of the fall
(notably by Rousseau) meant that there seemed no objective grounds (ie a good God) for
such a hope for humanity. Inevitably this leads to the darker vision of apocalypse —
Shelley’s Frankenstein being a notable example. Cantor speaks also of Blake’s vision of
the demonic creator as being another attempt to find — through possibly Gnostic roots — an
alternative to the traditional and limiting — interpretation of the Bible by the church which
sought to control that literature. In these alternative visions, however, we frequently come
up against the problem of dualism, and Cantor does not deeply question the Biblical
literature itself as to how it seeks to remedy such dualism. What is interesting about Lilith

is that it is a story about such attempts to create alternative myths and apocalypses — a
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meta-Romantic novel. In it MacDonald directly draws on Biblical sources as well as
others — notably Boehme and Novalis — addressing both Gnostic and mainstream dualistic
views and deconstructing them through the vision he presents. For Lilith is more vision
than myth, resisting the temptation to end; to draw a line under; to round off or to subdue
history. In this he remains true to his assertion that his only purpose as a writer is to allow
whatever light he discovers to shine for itself (he is a discoverer and not a metaphysician),

trying hard never to attempt to convince another by argument of what he saw as truth.>

Interestingly, Cantor is not concerned in his analysis to recognise the vast array of
interpretations which the Biblical literature inspires, choosing instead to portray the
‘accepted message’ of the Bible that man should be viewed as a “finished product” (p7) as
its actual message. The representative text that he chooses for his preface to his study of
Romanticism reveals his own interpretation of Deism: “...shall the work say of Him that
made it, He made me not?” (Isaiah 29:16). A simple ethical choice between obedience
and rebellion. However, because of his Christological interpretation, MacDonald certainly
does not view man as a “finished product”, yet considers himself deeply Biblical in his
theology.”® He instead asks if we really understand what this work (ourselves) is without
reference to any relationship to a creator. At first glance Lilith seems to indicate precisely
the static, dualistic approach caricatured by Cantor:

“Why did he make me such?” gasped Lilith “I would have made myself oh, so
different! I am glad it was he that made me and not I myself! He alone is to blame
for what I am...” (Lilith, p202)

The first thing we can note about this is that Lilith is referring to the accepted notion (and
the one which Cantor accepts) of (some) traditional interpretations of identity in religion.
However, MacDonald is also showing how easily such an interpretation is turned on its
head in order to absolve the person from all responsibility to such a creator; a movement
which happens in both extreme Calvinism — in the form of antinomianism - and in

nihilism. Such is the outcome of a religion which denies all mystery; which seeks to

%2 vThe reality of Christ's nature is not to be proved by argument. He must be beheld.”
‘Browning’s “Christmas Eve™, A Dish of Orts, p207, )

% In ‘A Sermon’, what he says of opinion is true in general of his view of human nature: “...to
be of true value it must have in it not only the possibility but the necessity of change; it must
change in every man who is alive with that life which, in the New Testament, is alone treated
as life at all.”

23



explain from its own standpoint of closed logic the notion of the Creator and the created>*.
Cantor perceives Rousseau as breaking free from this notion in his secularisation, while
MacDonald perceives the ‘breaking free’ from such an originally misconceived notion as
remaining, essentially, bound to it in that it is simply a reaction to a reality misconceived,
just as surely as the Calvinist is bound fatefully to their own perversion, in the darkness of
the God who is divorced entirely from the imagination, and rendered merely a logical

‘necessity’.

MacDonald goes deeper with his exploration, addressing the issue in terms of freedom of
imagination, and relating it to perverted concepts of the self-made man. Lilith has earlier
stated in response to Mara’s comment (“You are not the self you imagine”), and in
contradiction to her own (previously quoted) statement:

“So long as I feel myself what it pleases me to think myself, I care not. I am content
to be to myself what I would be. What I choose to seem to myself makes me what I
am. My own thought makes me, my own thought of myself is me. Another shall

not make me!” (Lilith, pp199-200)>°
Out of this process of thought, Lilith has fallen back into the more childlike trap of
demonising God, or annihilating her own identity, in the need to escape the evil she finds
within herself. She shows herself incapable of precisely the free choice for good when
faced with the knowledge of good and evil; a choice which is expected of her according to
the secularised moral scheme. Here is Rousseau’s picture of the self-made man or
woman, born out of the struggle between reason and passion — the “limitless” progress
which Cantor discerns in the movement toward a secular psychology. But in Lilith’s
experience, the struggle results in a similar attitude of reaction to, or acceptance of the
negation of one’s identity, and with it, of one’s responsibility, when one faces the question
of identity in isolation. That is, the instinct towards self-making exists both in religious
and secular thinking, and both result in the same negative end — the loss of the self. For
MacDonald, therefore, the issue must be preceded by a reinterpretation of the entire

concept of selfhood and identity, otherwise the negative results emerging in Calvinist

¥ His essay on the imagination gives us an idea of the way in which Lilith may represent a
perversion of the religious intellect arising from the suppression of the imagination (A Dish of
Orts, p26): “That evil may spring from the imagination...cannot be denied. But infinitely
worse evils would be the result of its absence. Selfishness, avarice, sensuality, cruelty would
flourish...and the power of Satan would be well established...disastrous consequences would
soon appear in the intellect which they...worship.”

% perhaps she echoes both Descartes: “I think, therefore | am” but also thus comes to see
herself as the divine “| AM”; a perversion of Descartes’ thinking (see more detail on p43).
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theology re-emerge on the secular level. And, in any case, to MacDonald, any distinction
between the religious and secular is simply a matter of such mistaken self-making in the

first place.

I do not think, then, that it is MacDonald’s aim simply to pull down either Rousseau’s or
the Romantic attempts to tackle the issue of human freedom outwith the bounds of
religious language, since it is the form of such religious language which has helped to
bring about the crisis of Christian identity. He is, however, striking at one precious part of
it in his portrayal of Lilith; what Cantor calls (p24)
...the heart of the romantic ideal of autonomy. Total self-determination ultimately
requires total self-creation...

Neither is it MacDonald’s intention to show merely that the problem existed before in
religious thought, as being part of a linear history of ideas. For the novel plays with time,
counteracting any notion that a final historical perspective can be applied in dealing with
issues such as identity. Instead, MacDonald identifies the struggle for self-determination
as being part of all searches for identity, whether religious or secular. For the issues he
raises in Lilith’s character are reflected in all of the various characters of the novel, most
of whom have a counterpart in his own society (Vane, the little ones, the skeletons); all of
whom are engaged in finding out the significance of the lives in which they find
themselves. He presents the idea that lives are themselves signifying, not of a separate
preconception of some other ‘thing’ which they signify analogically, but in the connection
between the individual ‘live’ imagination and that which presents itself as gifted — beauty,
truth, goodness, in feeding and informing its ‘liveliness’®®.  This is a mysterious
connection in that it defies appropriation. Identity is then informed from outwith its own
limits (whatever they may be). MacDonald’s conception of the imagination in relation to
the world addresses in new ways the sense of objective groundlessness which will later

characterise the existential search for meaning. Along the way, almost as a by-product of

% For his essay on individual development notes the growth in identity in the child as coming
from the realisation that the world is “around and not within”, while his work on the imagination
is directly connected by him to the Biblical notion, found in Ecclesiastes, that “he (God) has
put the world in their heart, so that no man can find out from beginning to end...” These
notions must be taken together, and show that the formation of identity entails a continual
movement outward which re-informs and in turn feeds the inward ‘heart’. The ‘live’
connection between the outer and inner aspects of growth depends neither on an inner
expansion, nor a losing of the self in the ‘outer’ world. Identity is all in the relationship which
takes place in the movement between the ‘inner’ sense and the ‘outer’ sense, such movement
defined by MacDonald as ‘true life’. At all levels, grace precedes its working out, but that
working out requires the willing of the individual to move in line with the direction of the ‘life’.
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this, he provides a close psychological study of the effects of the breaking down of
organized religion upon his own society. He also addresses the postmodern aspect of
Romanticism which comes from the notion that autonomy exists prior to community, as
opposed to its being grounded in community, and thus linked to the concept of
responsibility. However, MacDonald always leads the reader away from the position of
the impartial investigator and back to this crucial question of identity, whichever angle we
take, demanding that we first look more closely at the Biblical text itself. His blurring of
the distinction between anti-Christian sentiments; and attitudes found within established
Christianity means that he requires of us, firstly, a more imaginative reading of the
tradition itself, for he has identified the suppression of imagination in that tradition to be

the vehicle of much evil.

So where Cantor, and many writers on this theme, provide us with a simple polarization
between the religious and secular attitudes, identifying the latter with the beginnings of
freedom, MacDonald is constantly critical of any static position (the idol) — either
religious or secular — portraying the making of such idols as being a generic expression of
slavery (of a lack of identity), and of a lack of imagination, in all cultures. He portrays a
mistaken concept of freedom and self-imagining in its exposed identity as slavery to the
needs of the self. Indeed, in his novels he has already begun to portray the mistranslation
of freedom (as self-making) within the context of the religious and political problems of
his native Scotland®’. In Lilith, he is broadening the context, even while returning to re-

examine the Christian tradition of identity.

Similarly, his attitude towards ethics is not a simple one. As we have noted, the difference
between his approach and that of Cantor can be illustrated by referring to their use of the
Biblical text. Where Cantor chooses as his preface text for his book on Romanticism
Isaiah 29:16, the image of the potter and clay, as representative of religious epistemology,
and sets it against Nietzsche’s conflation of creature and creature (“In man creature and
creator are united” (ref)), MacDonald’s point of reference is not a conceptual one; not one
of external ideals inwardly applied, but a concern to interpret the deeper issues of the

imaginative nature of art, which already exist in the text of Isaiah. The issue is reflected

%7 Consider the way in which he shows, in AlecForbes of Howglen, that ideal of Scottish
freedom, Robert the Bruce, as greatly reduced in stature, by the confusion between true
identity and mercantile allegiance.
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within Lilith’s own psychology, but the solution is neither conflation, nor theoretical
atonement, but as to how exactly she may be helped to do something, in order to become
herself. She holds within her right hand Nothing and — alone - is unable to let go of it
(Lilith, p202):
She was what God could not have created...her right hand also was now
clenched...upon existent Nothing — her inheritance!
In Lilith there is another allusion to Isaiah which complicates Cantor’s choice of the
simple image of potter and clay as representative of the biblical treatment of human
identity (Isaiah 44:20):

And he cannot deliver his soul, nor say: “is there not a lie in my right hand?”

The context of this Biblical passage, towards which MacDonald has drawn our attention,
is extremely interesting. Like the verse which Cantor chooses, it is set within the
conceptual framework of God as creator but, from verses 9-17, deals with the issue of man
as independent creator (rather than assisting creator); and yet in this new assumption of the
divine role, the artist finds an ensuing and paradoxical compulsion to build idols, things
which are metaphorically dead, lacking the life-source in their conception. This is a
favourite subject of MacDonald’s. The Biblical passage describes the way in which the
craftsmen of different trades lovingly create objects. MacDonald, like the writer, thinks
that this ability is a God-like and God-given attribute.® The writer of Isaiah, like
MacDonald, is a poet; an artist considering the role of art.>®. Artists, like theologians,
have the additional temptation to worship their creation as their own, as opposed to the
creator from whom they receive this gift of interpretation, so cutting off all basis for its
coherence; effectively rendering it dead. This is one context in which to raise the image
of Lilith’s killing of her children. Here, however, MacDonald is addressing the
autonomous tendencies of theology and of art, as being one and the same, rich in their
own conception, representing all the stages of self-satisfaction; of stasis. In this self-

reference he is typically Romantic®’, but is approaching the issue more thoroughly. From

% “Here, the man may imagine greatly like God who created him” (from ‘On the Imagination’,
A Dish of Orts.

% This issue also emerges in St Paul’s theology, for example, in Romans 1v25: “Who
exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and worshipped and served the creature rather than
the Creator...” We should also note that Paul himself, like the writer of /saiah, on
MacDonald’s thinking, fulfils the role of the artist, in that he may be seen as an interpreter of
discovered truth, rather than a creator of new truth.

0 perhaps it is because Derrida is also aware of this wonderful and dangerous capability in
the artist or thinker, that we can see so much in common in their preoccupations. Caputo
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an interpretative standpoint, consistent with the tradition of divine wisdom in the Bible, he
re-imagines the meaning of this tradition (which meaning remains in itself, the same),
rather than seeking to create a new tradition or a new meaning. And because he
emphasises form so much, we should at this point mark the ‘living’ relationship between
form and meaning; meaning being a gift which attaches itself to different forms in
different ages; as the Spirit of God breathes life/meaning — or not — into it. He also reveals
that it is only by freeing the tradition from its habitual forms, that the tradition of divine

wisdom truly discovers or uncovers this new life in every generation.

Cantor notes how the problems which arise from secularisation lead to the search for
apocalypse. But MacDonald’s treatment of apocalypse is always tied to this central notion
of autonomy as it exists. It is like a form which will not let go of itself. For him,
autonomy is not set ultimately against the tyranny of the ideal church; the ideal man or
state, but in its inability to form for itself a community, because of its associated need for
self-justification, which competitive stance leads both to moralising, and ultimately to a

nihilism which undermines all moral stances and, indeed, existence itself.

So MacDonald’s apocalypse, after all, is the result of a gift; a divinely gifted ability to
cooperate; to communicate; to imagine. It is not a negotiated end, but emerges from a
sense of how the fate of one is bound up with the fate of all. This relationship is reflected
in the novel. It is Vane himself who will be sent to bury Lilith’s hand, and he cannot sleep
himself until this is done. Vane’s own mother has a wounded hand which identifies her
with Lilith (the mother church perhaps). Paradoxically, Vane must take the fate of Lilith
upon himself; must even see her as himself. This cannot be done until he has given up the
need to place a boundary upon his own existence and identity, and has ceased to attempt to

justify his own actions.

Cantor identifies the movement to build community as taking place only once secular
autonomy has been established. But MacDonald’s Christian community which emerges
subsequent to the failure of such autonomous action remains essentially mysterious. There

is a ‘gifted’ aspect to the establishment of community in his thinking which is not a

speaks of Derrida as “a master of self-creation...a genius of autonomy...composes...”(like
MacDonald)”...rich, lush, over-full texts that allude to philosophers, psychoanalysts, poets and
novelists in a way that sends his readers scurrying to the library...” (More Radical
Hermeneutics, p90)

28



question of obvious duty, as opposed to the city or utilitarian construct of which Rousseau
speaks. This mystery cannot be claimed, however, by particularly religious constructs,
which also build their cities upon a rhetoric of power, only to be torn down. This mystery
does not make such a ‘gifted’ community incoherent; it is simply that it can set itself no
tangible borders, being bound to lack any rhetoric of power or of protectionism*'. This
tendency to define boundaries is something with which MacDonald has struggled in terms
of the nature of his own beliefs and perceptions:

...we ought never to wish to overcome because WE are the fighters, never feel
THAT IS MY TRUTH...Every higher stage of Truth brings with it its own
temptation like that in the Wilderness, and if one overcomes not in that, he
overcomes not at all...*

The greater the art, the nearer the truth, the more complete the vision, then, the greater
becomes the danger of ensuing evil and destruction, for power only truly resides in truth.
The corresponding beauty which speaks of that truth (or ‘life’; they are the same in
MacDonald’s thought) will turn back upon itself all the more fiercely, when the individual
artist or interpreter seeks to appropriate such a power or life, which never originally
belonged to him or her. Such a turning back, then, since it is a turning away from life, will
take the form of a death, or deaths, which are defined in terms of the degree of life (or
truth) which they have attempted to appropriate.  Lilith, therefore, is likely, upon
MacDonald’s own thinking, to represent an evil of the Christian or the artistic variety®.

Isaiah, in its description of the apocalyptic provides a similarly non-protectionist, non-
appropriative vision of community, in which artists exist not in competition, not as human
gods build dead gods, in order retain a worthless autonomy, but where

Everyone helped his neighbour, and said to his brother “be of good courage!” So the
craftsman encouraged the goldsmith. He who smooths with the hammer inspired
him who strikes the anvil. (Isaiah 41:6)

! This makes it remarkably like MacDonald’s Fairyland, the borders of which are stumbled
upon, and remain secret - for example, in ‘The Golden Key’. We will also consider this notion
of the borders of a land in the study of ‘The Giant's Heart'.

%2 etter quoted in George MacDonald and His Wife, p204

3 We can see also the appropriateness of MacDonald's use of the mythology of Lilith, Satan’s
wife, for this theme, Satan being a most beautiful fallen angel, guilty of the sin of pride,
because he became jealous of that power and glory which belongs to God alone.
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Such a community could not conceivably exist, were the notion of the artist that of the
creator of separate, self-sufficient worlds, as MacDonald insists cannot be the case*.
Apocalyptic revelation of one’s identity and any sense of transformation is seen as
possible only in the context of such a community, for only there can one begin to
appreciate identity itself, in the form of the ‘other’; one who may be known only through a
kind of not-knowing, in a mystical, yet outward-looking sense. This is the admission of
the mystery of identity in one another, rather than a knowing which is merely an
acknowledgment of one about whose views or past we know (a ‘dead’, objectifying
knowledge, which bears a relation to the ‘dead’ art of idol-making). This is neither the
compromise community which, according to Cantor, Rousseau cannot avoid arriving at;
one of a joyless and necessary civic duty. Neither is it an isolated community of Lilith’s
“little ones”, built upon and limited by unthinking assent to — rather than active
imagination of - a proposition. But MacDonald’s vision of community cannot really be
understood in its fullness by reference to an opposition with any other concept of
community because, by definition, it may not exist in terms of an opposition with
anything, steadfastly resisting as much as it can any rhetoric of difference or power in its
concept of its own identity. Indeed it only continues to live insofar as it avoids such self-

awareness. The community of unique individuals is a gift which confounds all

description.

Lilith, in representing MacDonald’s own development of thinking, shows, too, how the
individual ‘quest’ for selfhood is translated into a recognition of the reality of the ‘other’
towards whom one is drawn, and from whom, in the process, one uniquely receives a
sense of identity. MacDonald has used this concept of the ‘other’ in much of his work,
such as in his story, Photogen and Nycteris (‘The day boy and the night girl’); or in the
way in which the Princess must gaze upon the face of the ‘other’; the Prince in ‘The Light
Princess’. His treatment of seeing and sight in general almost always involves such a
corresponding ‘other’. This will be explored in the second section, with reference to ‘The
Golden Key’. However, we have noted, for now, that he comes to this place from a
background in which dualistic thinking of all kinds has surrounded him — in Romanticism
and its tendency towards gnosis; in Calvinism, and in the temptations of the artist himself,

from the need to create a sense of coherence in the post-enlightenment world. We need to

“4 A Dish of Orts, p20: “Is not the Poet, the Maker, a less suitable name for him than the
Trouvére, the Finder?”
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be careful, too, in studying his work, that we do not allow common dualisms
(secularism/religion; reality/fantasy; spirituality/materiality) to define and condition our
thinking when trying to understand the nature of his work. This would be to negate his
entire struggle against the effect of such oppositions. They are like vast relics of the
ancient struggle for autonomy which overshadow the human psyche and lie strewn about

the philosophical landscape.

Especially in relation to the standard Victorian Christian interpretations of good and evil,
Lilith is designed to challenge; and it is worth noting that MacDonald’s exit from formal
preaching was linked to an apocalyptic issue — a refusal to be limited in his religious
vision by cultural standards. He refused to dismiss the idea that the renewal of creation
might include the salvation of animals. Further, he has often been described as a
universalist. However, his theology cannot be defined by the common usage of such
terms. He insisted that the notion of hell must itself be interpreted with reference to God’s
love. The thing to keep in mind, when we are considering the historical context for Lilith,
is that MacDonald does not have any alternative plan available, which is being offered
through his works of fiction. Rather, such works are designed to enable the reader to step
out of a world which has been constantly confusing itself with notions of categories and
boundaries which can easily define this or that view in terms of dualisms; with the rhetoric
of power. He can be clearly seen in Lilith to be addressing the concerns of Romanticism;
not from any position which he defines as his own, in which he seeks an autonomous
refuge; but in an effort to reinterpret and rediscover the apocalyptic nature of the world
and body in which he finds himself.

The first thing to consider is how it is that the novel Lilith moves through such nihilism
and concern with duty, towards a more fully grown ethics; a sense of identity and
community. What is the nature of this apocalypse, and in what way does MacDonald

allow us to interpret, discover, or uncover this mysterious happening?
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B. MacDonald’s approach to nihilism in Lilith
What is his concept of nihilism?

A horrible Nothingness, a negation positive infolded her, the border of its being that
was yet no being, touched me, and for one ghastly instant I seemed alone with Death
Absolute. It was not the absence of everything I felt, but the presence of
Nothing...it was the recoil of Being from Annihilation...then came the most fearful
thing of all. I did not know what it was, I knew myself unable to imagine it, I knew
only that it was Life in Death — life dead, yet existent, and I knew that Lilith had had
glimpses, but only glimpses of it before; it had never been with her until
now...something began to depart from me...the lamp of life and the eternal fire
seemed dying together. And I about to be left with naught but the consciousness
that I had been alive...she was in the outer darkness, we present with her who was in
it. 'We were not in the outer darkness, had we been, we could not have been with
her...the darkness knows neither the light nor itself, only the light knows itself and
the darkness also. None but God hates evil and understands it...She knew life only
to know that it was dead, and that, in her death lived...she had killed her life, and
was dead...she had tried her hardest to unmake herself, and could not...she could
not cease....her right hand also was now clenched — upon existent Nothing...”I
yield” said the princess. “I cannot hold out. I am defeated — Not the less, I cannot
open my hand...”I will take you to my father...” “How can he help me?” “He will
forgive you” “Ah, if he would but help me to cease! Not even that am I capable of!

[ am a slave...Let me die...” “Verily, thou shalt die, but not as thou thinkest. Thou
shalt die out of death into life...*

The entire novel has been a circling; a disorientating wander through the mires of
unthinking obedience and thoughtful mistakenness, from Vane’s first encounter with the
‘other’ world, which seems to operate according to an entirely unknown set of laws. This
has been no Pilgrim’s Progress*®. From the start of the novel, Vane has wandered in a
mist, circling back upon himself, in search of a horizon from which to gain his bearings.
The novel has been a spiralling Vane’s encounter with nihilism, which takes the outward
form of Lilith’s desire for death. Hell and death are notably here not physical places apart
from other physical places, but neither are they interpretable merely as psychological

constructs’. In this, MacDonald echoes James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and

“S Extracts concerning the concepts of death and non-being, taken from Lilith, chapter 39.
46Despite the fact that Pilgrim’s Progress was one of MacDonald's favourites, often performed
by the entire family, in Lilith, he seems concerned to explore the wider implications for the
formation of identity in terms of the nature of reality. Robb notes (p100, George MacDonald),
that “In Lilith, more is at stake than Vane's inner growth...his action can be decisive in aiding
or retarding the spread of evil as a whole...”. The apocalyptic aspect of direct confrontation
with the nature of evil is borne out by his son, who notes that MacDonald was happy for it to
be described as “the Revelation of St George” (George MacDonald and His Wife, p548).

47 Although this is a matter of perception, for his son also notes that he quotes Marlowe's
Faust in Salted with Fire(p123): “All places shall be hell that are not heaven” (George
MacDonald and His Wife, p551), we must also remember - such is the importance placed
upon the relation between perception and reality - that it may not be termed psychological,
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Confessions of a Justified Sinner in his refusal to grant a location for the reader from
which they may judge their position. He draws us in to the experience outlined above.
For while Lilith’s experience may be interpreted psychologically, the fact that she is
connected with Vane’s desires and fears means that we must ourselves deal with the
nihilistic possibilities which emerge on all levels, from the experience of self-
consciousness, since they are present in a form which relates ‘being’ to history - the

narrative form itself*.

MacDonald’s method of universal but indirect representation of Christian apocalypse in
Lilith is concentrated mainly in the negative terms of Lilith’s existence. This indirect
method can be partly attributed to his assertion that the case for faith cannot be argued
through logic.*® And his son recalls the one time at which he encountered his father’s

anger:

“Father” said I, tapping the table with a finger, “can you tell me that you know the
God exists whom Jesus proclaimed? Can you tell it me with the same certainty

according to MacDonald’s thinking. Materiality itself is a matter of interpretation. This is,
therefore, a real hell, capable of affecting the material world, for all that it is a/so a question of
Paerception.

As we noted on page 20, Lilith was written in response to universalism, to the idea that
darkness is not real; being but a shadow cast by light, and his treatment of shadows in
Phantastes suggests that he has formerly held, or at least considered, this view in terms of
subjectivity. Here, however, we can see from this passage that darkness has reality;
tangibility; and yet it does not seem real to those who are in it, for “the darkness knows
neither the light nor itself, only the light knows itself and the darkness also...”. Here,
interpretation does not even become an issue until the reality of evil; the nature of reality apart
from God is acknowledged. In this, we find a Calvinistic strain of the thought that one’s
intrinsic sinfulness — this experience of nihilism - must be acknowledged. However, it is also
clear that because “only light can truly know darkness”, that light must in some way be first
involved in this apprehension of our own darkness, for: “If the dark portion of our own being
were the origin of our imaginations, we might well fear...” (‘On the imagination...’, A Dish of
Orts, p25). So the scene is set in the novel against this pre-existent background of the
question of the relation between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ light, rather than through any sense of
dogma asserted. For “God sits in that chamber of our being in which the candle of our
consciousness goes out in darkness...and sends forth...wonderful gifts into the light” (same
essay, p25). This is consistent with MacDonald's view of the nature of truth; which is that it ii
discerned in movement; the movement of ‘true’ life. His interpretation of darkness in relation
to light shows that Calvinism lies in paradoxically killing a living truth by seeking to tell it, by
attempt to equate it with the dogmatic form which it produces; while paradoxically seeking to
tell it. See George MacDonald and His Wife, p309, where he quotes: “ Calvinism is the only
Theology that makes out a perfect system, but that does not establish it as truth.” While
universalism also seeks to represent truth (the universal love of God) but distorts it in order to
contain its meaning in logical terms (by psychologizing the nature of perception) to become a
lie. Both fail where they separate the inner and outer aspects of darkness or light, through
their imaginative lack, in the attempt to gain some metaphysical ground of defence.

“9 ¢| pelieve that Jesus is the eternal Son of the eternal Father...| believe...though not for a
moment would | endeavour by argument to convince another of this, my opinion. If it be true,
it is God's work to show it, for logic cannot.” (A Dish of Orts, ‘A Sermon’, p292)

33



that I can vouch for this table I am touching?” A look of spiritual indignation —
almost of momentary anger at my stupidity — flashed across his face. “Of course
not!” he exclaimed. “Do you think I could believe in a God demonstrated, proved by
weight, resistance, inevitability?”....what is the extent of our merely rational
horizon? But for faith and imagination it were in truth a narrow one!*
If he cannot express his belief in a positive manner, what he can do is to convince the
reader of the reality of darkness so thoroughly, that such a reader will come to long for the
reality of light, and through such longing be granted — through paying attention to ‘inner’
light - a perception of the nature of this darkness in terms of its estrangement from light
for him or herself’’. Such a perception, however, exists not as an isolated fact, but in

relation to ‘outer’ light, and so cannot claim a metaphysical proof.

This negative approach to the expression of Christian belief is also reflected in a literary
phenomenon - the tradition of reductive irony in Scottish Literature. Reductive irony is
interpreted as the method which communicates what is valuable at times when its direct
expression is simply not possible, because of the ‘hijacking’ of a language from those for
whom it formerly expressed a living reality and identity. In and through its exposure of
the nature of evil, it seeks the good, which it can no longer directly express. In
Christianity, this happens with the Biblical literature where it begins to find attached to it
connotations of power or religious self-justification, instead of encouraging the individual
relation between word and mind, in which the individual or community can find itself
addressed — reinterpreted the reader in the act of interpretation. MacDonald constantly
refers not only to the content, but — more importantly — to the form of Biblical literature,
seeking new ways of presenting interpretation which can defamiliarise the text, free it
from the abuse of its use, and direct the reader towards this ‘live’ aspect of meaning. The
link between irony and Christianity was also a preoccupation of Kierkegaard’ 52 who as
we have noted, has other interests in common with MacDonald. Reductive irony,
however, is a modification of radical irony. It can find its expression in nihilism; and can

reinterpret that nihilism®. A radical disorientation; a corresponding loss of inferior

% George MacDonald and His Wife, p336.

*1 The negative way never, however, becomes more important than the truth underlying it,
never hardens into a negative system of truth-finding, which is precisely what he hated the
term ‘Protestant’ for, stating that “You cannot... make a belief out of a denial” (From a
Northern Window, p86)

2kierkegaard’s The Concept of Irony, with constant reference to Socrates

%3 in his Theology of Hope, p336, Moltmann speaks of irony: “In Western social
philosophy....we repeatedly find attempts to retain the idea of estrangement and regain the
human nature of man by means of transcendental reflection. ‘I no longer coincide with my
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conceptions of goodness (as duty, as fearful obedience) is required. However this way of
darkness is often likely to result in such fear as closes down the imagination. It is a
venture into the unknown, with no clear guarantees, but which should prove to itself its
utter dependence on its creator rather than on metaphysical beliefs about the creator.
Unlike Anodos, who in Phantastes, is required to “put forth on the open deep with but one
ship...his tiny craft.”, Vane is denied even that safeguard; but is himself plunged into the

water54.

Because of MacDonald’s insistence upon the perceptual nature of reality, and yet the
objectively gifted nature of such perception by God, he seems to bridge the gap between
the commonsense, Scottish tradition of enlightenment philosophy, which emphasises a
kind of self-evident perception of reality by the thinker>, and the “radical pietist”
tradition, characterised by, for example, Kierkegaard, which challenges the notion of

autonomous reason, but often comes to posit faith as a substitute for knowledge, laying

faith open to abuse. The twentieth-century theologian, Milbank sees such pietism as an

...influence...subterranean  and  concealed...yet...objectively  traceable...if
philosophy determines what it is to be and to know, then will it not pre-determine
how we know even Christ to be, unless we allow that the structure of this event re-

social “I”...1 can now....be conscious of the role...|1 see myself and my roles falling apart. By
means of such reflections, the self-consciousness of man withdraws itself from the
compromising, confusing, social reality...in reflection, in irony... it regains that detachment in
which it thinks to find its infinite possibilities, its freedom and superiority....but this...turns man
into @ man without attributes in a world of attributes without man.” We see in Lilith, that
MacDonald is using such irony as a ‘fiction’, however, showing that it serves a purpose in
exposing false ideas about selfhood, illustrating in a negative fashion the nature of ‘human
being’, in the case of Lilith. The use of irony against itself, in relation to the different roles in
which Lilith and Vane are encountered, and encounter one another, exposes the ‘lack’ in such
self-conscious irony. And yet, while showing the manifestation of this ironic form of
knowledge, MacDonald resists the temptation to make of such ‘lack’ a ‘secret’ language for
the oppressed. Nihilism in itself does not ground us, just as MacDonald objects to the
negative form ‘protestant’ in the formation of the Christian faith, even while he also resists its
g‘ositivistic verification.

Lilith, p35: “l was lost in a space larger than imagination”
% Thomas Reid, for example, Professor of Philosophy at MacDonald’s own King'’s College,
Aberdeen, in 1752 stated: “l shall take it for granted, that | think, that | remember, that |
reason, and, in general, that | perform all the operations of mind of which | am conscious.”
(The Tradition of Scottish Philosophy, p107). There are things which Reid says of the notion
of ‘ideas’ which possibly trigger MacDonald's thinking on the relationship between ‘inner’ and
‘outer’ as well: (p112): “Ideas stand in two distinct relations to their external causes. First, the
ideas represent their external causes, and secondly they resemble them. Reid does not like
this. If the direct object of knowledge is an idea and the external object is no more than an
indirect object of knowledge, it follows that we are never in a position to test the
hypothesis...to test it...we should have to have equally direct access to both the external
object and the internal one.” MacDonald seems to be saying that imagination grants us such
access, in relating the inner to the outer, but only occurs as a divine gift, and cannot be
treated as an intellectual assumption.
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organises also our ordinary sense of what is and what we can know, in such a way

that the autonomy of philosophy is violated..
Yet MacDonald does allow such predetermination in Lilith, and instead of violating the
autonomy of philosophy, helps it to pass through its logical conclusion, until the need for
light becomes more pressing than the need for autonomy, and so has to be reinterpreted by
the nature of its own desirein a non-autonomous fashion. There is no use in punishing
philosophy since it is grace, not punishment, which causes the repentance of Lilith; her
‘reinterpretation’ by light. Light provides its own interpretation. Once the horror of
darkness is entered into, the light alone can reach and understand Lilith, bringing its own
interpretation of what appeared to be punishment, interpreting the darkness in retrospect,
changing history by such reinterpretation®’. MacDonald is therefore able to inferpret
nihilism without needing to prescribe the way in which it sees itself at any given moment.
This is because, as we have already noted, like John MacQuarrie, he is subtle, and does
not favour violent innovations but would rather speak through — and so reinterpret - the
nihilism which is the inevitable conclusion of Romantic individualism®®, The dialogue we
discern between him and Reid demonstrates this. He could be speaking to Reid’s worry
about ‘ideas’ when he says (‘On the Imagination....”’, 4 Dish of Orts, p2):

“Are there not facts?” say they “Why forsake them for fancies? Is there not that
which may be known? Why forsake it for inventions? What God hath made, into
that let me inquire.” We answer: To inquire into what God has made is the main
function of the imagination...the word itself means an imaging or a making of
likeness.

This is neither a theory of ‘ideas’ in the sense that worries Reid, nor a taking for granted of
the appearance of reality, but a legitimisation of the artistic operation, which requires faith
(the ‘live’ connection) in order to perceive and to image the effects of light and darkness.

Broadie notes that (The Tradition of Scottish Philosophy, p118)

% > Radical Orthodoxy, p

* Indeed, he seems to take the approach to nihilism advocated by Gavin Hyman in an essay
entitled ‘John Milbank and Nihilism: A metaphysical (mis)reading? (Literature and Theology,
Vol 14, No. 4, Dec 2000), in which he advocates a ‘fictional’ reading of nihilism. MacDonald’s
approach, | think, because of his understanding of the nature of fiction, is similar, although
Wlth important differences, owing to the way in which he links faith and imagination.

* He takes a similar line in his Miracles of Our Lord (p437) speaking of the transfiguration:
“Like the other miracles, | regard it as simply a rare manifestation of the perfect working of
nature...” C S Lewis, deeply influenced by MacDonald, seems to have applied this thinking to
his study of miracles, where he attempts to show that Jesus's miracles need not be
interpreted as a violation of natural laws, but as a sign of their fulfilment in realms outside of
our conceiving (Miracles, p64). In the third section the study will consider that this thinking
comes from a refusal to conceive of grace and nature as logical opposites.
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Reid appears to have held that the truth of common sense beliefs is underpinned by a
benevolent God who created us with such a nature as to find those beliefs
irresistable.

It seems that MacDonald is returning to Reid’s assertion in his positing of the ‘inner’ light,
but that his starting point is designed to ensure that the work of the imagination remains
central in the working of the intellect. For we can see how Reid’s logic of inner light is
easily capable of translation into a theology which is closed, owing everything to
philosophical necessity, and sharing none of the wonder inherent in MacDonald’s
insistence that coherence and inner light must be primarily conceived as a gift; and the
intellect conditional upon it, rather than making such an imaginatively conceived ‘gift’ or
inner light a necessary object in the mind. His high view of faith as ‘substance’, and his
corresponding vision allow him to do this apparently without fear of the objective loss of
such a gift of coherence, primarily because of his refusal to think of Christ in terms of the
opposition between grace and nature, as he says in this letter:

...1 think the law of the spirit is really the law of the universe; that as, when the Lord
vanished from the sight of his friends, they found him in their hearts, far nearer than
before...

Lilith, however, is a clue that there may be a long and distressing road between the
vanishing of Christ from sight, and his reappearance in the heart. We find that the
necessity of recognising this ‘disappearance’; this occurrence and reality of nihilism as a
universally defining experience is also considered by the twentieth century theologian,
Jurgen Moltmann®:

...but it is a fact that the God of the resurrection is in some sort an atheistic
God...the God who is with us is the God who forsakes us...

However Moltmann goes on to note that

...the romantic nihilism of the ‘death of God’, like the methodical atheism of
science...is an element that has been isolated from the dialectic process to which it
belongs...

That is, the nihilistic experience of hopelessness in the Christian tradition which
previously informed philosophy, conceives of it in terms of a loss, which encourages a
healing process of ‘mourning’, which serves a purpose in bringing the thinker to search for

the grounds of his or her reality in God. The search or process, then, has a purpose; there

% Theology of Hope, p171
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is some meaning in it. However, in post-enlightenment philosophy which ends or limits
concepts to those of human reason, such a loss is an end of everything, and therefore
cannot be conceived of as a loss at all. MacDonald comes to this philosophy, not armed
with a metaphysic of grace, but with a demonstration that grace may yet inhabit this
search, even where such an ‘end’ has seemed final. He cannot go back and re-
philosophise; but he can demonstrate that writing and living have a faith-based process
which implies the existence of meaning apart from its metaphysical expression. In this
emphasis on ‘process’ he anticipates future hermeneutic and literary emphases, where they

approach the question of meaning,.

So perhaps, in Lilith, MacDonald is trying to reintroduce that dialectic where he
anticipates the effect of its loss in /ate Romantic nihilism, but in new ways. These are not
based on metaphysical logic, although they may well have such an aspect in their
translation or interpretation. For, interestingly, Moltmann, in the same passage, identifies
the possible origination of the modern ‘death of God’ theology in the phrase of an early
Romantic poet, Jean Paul, where “...the message ‘there is no God’ is proclaimed in terms

2960

of despair of the hope of resurrection™", and that

Modern atheism and nihilism, which causes the disappearance of all dogmatic

philosophies and the nature religions to disappear...is a universalising of the god-

forsakenness of Jesus...only then does resurrection...as a resurrection of the totality

of being out of nothing...become a prospect necessary for all that is....
We can see how natural it is for MacDonald, whose conviction is that “the law of the spirit
is really the law of the universe”, to conceive the the reception of the loss of knowledge of
the resurrection may be seen in terms of an utter despair; an utter incoherence; a final and
necessary sense that all that is is dead, “Life in Death” as he puts it in the passage quoted
from Lilith. Hence his recurring emphasis on a reinterpretation of ‘being’ or reality. It is
also possible that his interpretation of nihilism grows directly out of that of Jean-Paul, or
at least finds in it some direction for, in Robert Falconer, he pays the highest tribute to that
poet’s ability, p109:

I know but one writer whose pen would have been able worthily to set forth the
delights....Jean Paul...

® Theology of Hope, p168: “The early romantic poet Jean Paul in his nightmare vision placed
this statement (‘God is dead’) on the lips of the risen and returning Christ. He himself wished
only to give an idea of how it would feel if atheism were true — yet he had a greater effect than
any other upon the romanticist nihilism of modern times... it is plain that for Jean Paul the
reality of God and the hope of resurrection depend on each other both for faith and for
unbelief.”
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Nihilism and Faith

We should return then to Milbank’s comments, and see how MacDonald is subtly
different, expressing his theology not in terms of an “influence”, a kind of backdrop of
hope or faith, but by noting how faith is inexplicably found in the midst of hopelessness.
Lilith involves not the concept of influence, but of reinterpreting. Such interpreting is not
a violation of the autonomy of philosophy, but necessarily cannot grow anywhere but out
of the experience of nihilism which comes from such autonomy. In this process, nihilism

is enabled to interpret its own nature.

It is also a participatory theology in the fullest sense: “we were with her, we could not
have been with her if we had also been in the outer darkness”. We can read this statement
in many ways. We could read it as stating that one must keep oneself away from evil in
order to save another; and therefore keep a distance. In doing so one is paradoxically
nearer to the person (Lilith) one wishes to help. This is the safe reading. However, we
must consider how very important is motivation in this novel. For, if theology is not
‘with’ in the first place, in being willing to enter such darkness, it, too, by definition, is in
the outer darkness, which is defined by isolation (non-knowledge of the light or of itself).
But an imaginative theology may willingly enter such outer darkness, and in this very act,
find itself “with”, thereby challenging the isolation which characterises outer darkness,
and so its reality. In other words, Lilith’s position is an inner one; though real to her. It
only remains limited, however, to that innerness and subjectivity, inasmuch as it is
perceived to be an ‘outer’ reality; because one which must be entered into and shared by
all. Hell becomes real in the moment that truth takes the form of a denial, on the basis of a
metaphysics or in the natural light of reason, of its reality. It also becomes real in the
moment that the instinct for self-protection (isolation of the self) becomes of greater

concern than the faith in, and interpretation of, light.
It is clear that MacDonald felt that the experience of the nihilistic route was much closer to

his own coming to an experience of Christ’s presence, than was a triumphalist or

simplistic concept of belief in God’s presence as being self-evident rather than ‘gifted’
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(even when such a perception comes through the seemingly ‘evident’ works in nature).

He said in a letter to his son that®':

...existence is a splendid thing...but for my hope in God, I should have no wish for its
continuance, and should feel it but a phantasmagoria...rather than believe in the
popular God, I would believe in none...

Nihilism and theology
In his essay on Milbank and fictional nihilism®?, Hyman says:

It has often been assumed that nihilism is the antithesis of theology. Indeed, such an
opposition may be traced back to Friedrich Nietzsche, who saw his own nihilism as
a direct inversion of Christian faith. Much of his virulent anit-Christian rhetoric
reinforced the conception of theology and nihilism as rival combatants which
‘squabble over creation as jealous rivals fight over a shared lover....I argue...that
Nietzsche would be better viewed as a ‘perspectivist’ or ‘fictionalist’, and also that
only a ‘narrative’ or ‘fictional’ nihilism can be a thoroughly accomplished
nihilism....then the confrontation between theology and nihilism begins to
subside....at this point...a reconciliation between a fictional theology and a fictional
ni