
The poetics of depression

Mother Teresa was born in 1910, underwent a crisis of faith in 1948 (the very year that 

she founded her new order, which in the course of time made her world-famous), and 

died in 1997.  For the last 49 years of her life, with the exception of a five-week period 

when she prayed to the recently deceased Pope Pius XII, she was unable to sense the 

presence of God or Christ in her life.  Yet she soldiered on, sometimes feeling like a 

fraud, but taking a joyless satisfaction in obeying her superiors and doing the work that 

they approved.  In her old age, her despair was alleviated by the counsel of theologian 

Joseph Neuner, but his comments did not enable her to recover her faith – only to 

stoically endure its absence as God's will.

When I saw that Time magazine featured a cover story on September 2, 2007 

about her ordeal, I ran away from it as fast as my legs could carry me.  I could not 

imagine reading an entire article about it.  My problem was that I could take the crisis of 

faith of a serious Catholic little more seriously than the faith itself.  I thought I could no 

more sympathize with someone's agony over her loss of confidence in the Triune god 

than with her belief in the Triune god in the first place.  (I was all too aware of the liberal 

Christian canard that doubt is the highest and best sign of faith – an argument I 

consider to be on a par with the argument that falsity is the highest and best form of 



truth.  While this banality no longer makes me pull my hair out in chunks, I did not want 

to encounter it in a piece of journalism.  Intellectually, the pain is still there.)

I even had to suppress a cackle of schadenfreude because Mother Teresa had 

always been one of my least favorite saints – she was too spookily enamored of 

poverty, sickness, and death, and too celebrated by a shallow popular culture for all the 

wrong reasons.

Before long, I recovered my curiosity and took up the Time story.  There I found 

much to reflect upon.  Teresa came alive for me; the ashes of my empathy turned into 

glowing embers.  She was actually the black sheep of the Catholic flock: from 

adolescence on, she was that troublemaker who, unlike her compeers, pays attention to

the priests and believes them.  It never occurs to them, when they drone on about God's

love and His sacrifice and His active presence in our lives, that somebody out there 

might be taking their words literally.  She bought what they were selling.  So of course 

she was baffled by later events – praying to God and hearing nothing, waiting to be 

filled with joy and feeling . . . nothing.  The savvy cardinals always knew that the church 

is just a career, the bread is made of wheat, and the holy water is two parts hydrogen 

and one part oxygen – but she thought all that make-believe was real.  This kind of 

literalism can be life-threatening.  A normal person is able to think on two different 

planes simultaneously and to double-track between the fiction of a church service and 

the reality of practical life.  The earnest soul who tries to unify the hour of morning Mass 

with the remaining 23 hours in the day, applying the catechism to the facts of ordinary 

life in every waking moment, is in a permanently dislocated state.  The multiple 

personality disorder of the average churchgoer is a cakewalk by comparison.



It would be instructive to find out how many nuns and priests have had the same 

corrosive thoughts that Teresa had.  I'm guessing that, at a minimum, the number is 

somewhere between lots and most, but it is just as likely that it is somewhere between 

most and all.  The catechism sets you up for it: after spending your entire childhood, 

adolescence, and young adulthood affirming at the top of your lungs that God listens to 

you, Jesus loves you, and Mary intercedes for you (gaining thereby the continual 

approval of persons higher up in the hierarchy than you, who never give you a nudge 

and admit that they only go about their business "as if" the transubstantiated bread is 

the Body of Christ), inevitably you must awaken some morning and have to admit that 

you have never once encountered any empirical evidence for these putative realities; 

and as for feeling the presence of God or Christ in your life, or hearing an answer to 

your prayers, you would not be human if you did not, at least once in your life, 

interrogate your experience and ask if you could point to any sort of objective correlative

of this presence and love.  Assuming that you are now yourself some way up in the 

church hierarchy when you have these doubts, nothing makes more sense than your 

deciding to deal with them much as Teresa did – because what are your options really?  

You are 27, or 38 like she was, or 55, and from your youth as an altar boy or girl to your 

old age as a church functionary your entire life has been organized by this fictive 

universe.  So, you stay the course, and undoubtedly, just in the way of such things, 

there will be days when it all seems as though maybe it is true; and the rest of the time, 

well, according to the doctrine, the bread changes into the Body of Christ whether you 

believe it does or not, as long as the correct Latin – or now vernacular – formula has 

been said over it.



David van Biema's article for Time was thoughtful:

There are two responses to trauma: to hold onto it in all its vividness and 
remain its captive, or without necessarily "conquering" it, to gradually 
integrate it into the day-by-day.  After more than a decade of open-wound 
agony, Teresa seems to have begun regaining her spiritual equilibrium 
with the help of a particularly perceptive adviser.  The Rev. Joseph 
Neuner, whom she met in the late 1950s and confided in somewhat later, 
was already a well-known theologian, and when she turned to him with her
"darkness," he seems to have told her the three things she needed to 
hear: that there was no human remedy for it (that is, she should not feel 
responsible for affecting it); that feeling Jesus is not the only proof of his 
being there, and her very craving for God was a "sure sign" of his "hidden 
presence" in her life; and that the absence was in fact part of the "spiritual 
side" of her work for Jesus.

I see the efficacy of Neuner's advice as a balm to Teresa's wounded spirit, but I see 

even more its artfulness.  It roped her back in very effectively.  It could only work inside 

the magic circle of Catholic call-and-response, where the dogma is infallible and all 

solutions must be answers to properly decorous questions.  But she had never been 

anywhere else: only those of us on the outside have ready ripostes.  For instance: 

There may be no human remedy, but why is there not a divine remedy?  And how 

exactly is a craving for God a sure sign of His hidden presence? – is the craving for 

sugar a sure sign that there is sugar in the cupboard?  And while the absence of Jesus 

could be evidence for the spiritual side of one's work for Him – I don't see how, but let 

me grant the possibility and move on – it could also be evidence that He just isn't there. 

I credit Neuner with compassion when he reassured her that she was not at fault; and I 

understand that his pastoral role did not permit him to encourage her to go down the 

road of apostasy.  But from an outsider's point of view, Neuner did no more than tell her 

to accept her suffering and tough it out: the church had never promised her a rose 



garden; life isn't about happiness.

This counsel clearly granted Teresa a tremendous sense of release.  For 
all that she had expected and even craved to share in Christ's Passion, 
she had not anticipated that she might recapitulate the particular moment 
on the Cross when he asks, "My God, My God, why have you forsaken 
me?"  The idea that rather than a nihilistic vacuum, his felt absence might 
be the ordeal she had prayed for, that her perseverance in its face might 
echo his faith unto death on the Cross, that it might indeed be a grace, 
enhancing the efficacy of her calling, made sense of her pain.  Neuner 
would later write, "It was the redeeming experience of her life when she 
realized that the night of her heart was the special share she had in Jesus'
passion."  And she thanked Neuner profusely: "I can't express in words – 
the gratitude I owe you for your kindness to me – for the first time in . . . 
years – I have come to love the darkness." 

The end of the story, then, is submission to authority.  It is not joy, pleasure, 

contentment.  Teresa is intellectually satisfied but still bereft.  Life is still darkness, she is

still abandoned, she still prays into a great void, she still feels that she is faking it in front

of her novices who, she knows, believe that she experiences the Mass at a much 

deeper and far more committed level than they do.  But there is no life for her outside 

the church.  She has given it her all; and all it can give her in return is what Gerard 

Manley Hopkins called "carrion comfort," the feast of Despair.  To make the bitter meal 

go down more easily, Neuner calls it "grace."  It is a trick of the mind, but if, as Hopkins 

also said, "the mind, mind has mountains" – if the mountains are all in the mind – 

perhaps those "cliffs of fall/Frightful, sheer, no man fathomed" can be flattened with a 

phrase.  In any case, the clergy have nothing else to offer.  And they have long 

experience as phrase-makers.

And so I arrive at my subject, the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose spiritual 



biography so closely mimics Mother Teresa's that my seemingly off-topic introduction 

not only gives the reader the essentials but also demonstrates that his painful life was 

hardly sui generis.

Hopkins was born in 1844, the eldest of nine children.  Both parents were devout 

members of the High Anglican Church, and both were cultured – his father was a 

sometime writer, his mother a lover of music.   Hopkins showed talent for drawing at an 

early age, and studied music composition in his last years.  But what he loved most was

poetry.

What he thought he loved most was God.  In the course of time, he found his 

parents' religion too lax and followed John Henry Newman into the Roman Catholic 

Church.  Then he joined the Society of Jesus at the age of 24 and was ordained as a 

priest.  He was continually assigned work that was uncongenial to him; and in 1884, he 

was transferred to Ireland, where he was especially isolated and forlorn.  He died in 

1889 just short of his 45th birthday.

He was marked out early for depression, first as a typical oldest child – dutiful 

and right-doing – and then by a penchant for perfectionism.  At boarding school, he tried

to go a week without drinking anything until he collapsed at drill; at Oxford, his social 

success, rather than pleasing him, exacerbated his self-loathing.  He began keeping a 

record of his sins.  At the age of 21 he gave up poetry for Lent (along with much else).  

At the age of 23, having decided to break with his family and embrace Catholicism, he 

burned all his poems.  He was drawn to the Jesuits precisely because they actively 

discouraged his poetry as a worldly temptation.  And by comparison to the other 

Catholic orders, they were the Marines – the toughest soldiers for Christ.



Here are five late sonnets composed in Ireland during the last four years of his 

life.  They are often labeled the "terrible sonnets."  Mother Teresa might have written 

them.  The numbers are those provided by Robert Bridges when he published the 

complete poetry in 1919:

[40]

Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee;
Not untwist – slack they may be – these last strands of man
In me ór, most weary, cry I can no more.  I can;
Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be.
But ah, but O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me
Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? scan
With darksome devouring eyes my bruisèd bones? and fan,
O in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic to avoid thee and flee?

Why? That my chaff might fly; my grain lie, sheer and clear.
Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems) I kissed the rod,
Hand rather, my heart lo! lapped strength, stole joy, would laugh, chéer.
Cheer whom though? the hero whose heaven-handling flung me, fóot tród
Me? or me that fought him?  O which one? is it each one?  That night, that year
Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God!) my God.

[41]

No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief,
More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder wring.
Comforter, where, where is your comforting?
Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?
My cries heave, herds-long; huddle in a main, a chief
Woe, world-sorrow; on an age-old anvil wince and sing –
Then lull, then leave off. Fury had shrieked 'No ling-
ering! Let me be fell: force I must be brief'.

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap
May who ne'er hung there. Nor does long our small
Durance deal with that steep or deep. Here! creep,
Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind: all
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep.

[45]



I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.
What hours, O what black hoürs we have spent
This night! what sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!
And more must, in yet longer light's delay.

With witness I speak this. But where I say
Hours I mean years, mean life. And my lament
Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent
To dearest him that lives alas! away.

I am gall, I am heartburn. God's most deep decree
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me;
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.

Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see
The lost are like this, and their scourge to be
As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse.

[47]

My own heart let me have more have pity on; let
Me live to my sad self hereafter kind,
Charitable; not live this tormented mind
With this tormented mind tormenting yet.

I cast for comfort I can no more get
By groping round my comfortless, than blind
Eyes in their dark can day or thirst can find
Thirst 's all-in-all in all a world of wet.

Soul, self; come, poor Jackself, I do advise
You, jaded, let be; call off thoughts awhile
Elsewhere; leave comfort root-room; let joy size
At God knows when to God knows what; whose smile
's not wrung, see you; unforeseen times rather – as skies
Betweenpie mountains – lights a lovely mile.

[50]

Justus quidem tu es, Domine, si disputem tecum: verumtamen justa loquar 
ad te: Quare via impiorum prosperatur? &c.

Thou art indeed just, Lord, if I contend
With thee; but, sir, so what I plead is just.
Why do sinners' ways prosper? and why must
Disappointment all I endeavour end?

Wert thou my enemy, O thou my friend,
How wouldst thou worse, I wonder, than thou dost



Defeat, thwart me?  Oh, the sots and thralls of lust
Do in spare hours more thrive than I that spend,
Sir, life upon thy cause. See, banks and brakes
Now leavèd how thick! lacèd they are again
With fretty chervil, look, and fresh wind shakes
Them; birds build – but not I build; no, but strain,
Time's eunuch, and not breed one work that wakes.
Mine, O thou lord of life, send my roots rain.

These poems can claim to be among the most compelling descriptions of depression 

ever set to paper, perhaps rivaled only by those of Emily Dickinson and Jane Kenyon.

For all humans, it is more satisfying to believe in something rather than nothing.  Most 

Catholics believe their creed solely because their Catholic parents did.  They accept it 

without thinking about it, although they would, after the fashion of sectarians 

everywhere, condemn those who do not accept it and defend it against all attackers.  

Their intellects go unexercised, so they rarely if ever bump up against any fact in the 

world that conflicts enough with their lazy dogma to disturb them.  It is true enough for 

them.

Hopkins, a man highly imaginative and capable of the most vivid experiences, 

naturally gives an altogether opposite impression.  No religion could have captured him 

through intellectual coercion.  He had to find it and test it against his observation – it had

to come up to the level of his own understanding.  As a poet, he turned repeatedly to 

two powerful impressions: of the extraordinary beauty of the natural world; and of the 

sordid state of mankind.  His ever-active mind required an objective correlative for these

twin revelations of enchantment and disenchantment.  To do justice to the glory of 

nature, he posited the grandeur of God; to express the deflating truth about the human 



condition, he accepted the doctrine of original sin.  But in his case, these ideas were 

earned.  They embodied his perceptions of heartrending beauty in a fallen world.  

Catholicism gave expression to his deepest understanding of reality.  He broke with his 

family and sought out the Jesuits because Ignatius Loyola's god was his god.

It is not an unlucky accident that a poet chooses to join a religious sect that 

frowns upon poetry and embraces a life of hardship and emotional deprivation.  This 

penury fed something in his soul.  Like Mother Teresa, he was not content; but he was 

in some degree gratified.  But what the sonnets prove, as surely as a Socratic syllogism,

is the truth of a passing observation by the freethinking Baron d'Holbach: "It would be 

useless and almost unjust to insist upon a man's being virtuous if he cannot be so 

without being unhappy."  An organism cut off from the light may gamely insist that it 

loves the dark, but it cannot thrive.  Hopkins took moral satisfaction in his misery . . . to 

a point.  But by the time of the terrible sonnets, the misery has been purged of its 

overtones of spirituality: it has become pure.

Baron d'Holbach went on to say, "So long as vice renders him happy, he should 

love vice."  For "vice" here, read "poetry."  With exquisite irony, Hopkins, in the grip of 

annihilating pain, takes up the pursuit he had forbidden himself in order to deal with it.  

He writes the terrible sonnets, resorting to the poetry frowned upon by his superiors in 

order to express the misery that was being augmented by his superiors – yet all along 

absolving his superiors.

It is elementary psychology to say that Hopkins would have been a depressed 

person in or out of a church: but his depression was directly fed by the doctrines of his 

church and turned into a black hole of suffering.  The natural beauty of everything non-



human, juxtaposed against the natural depravity of humanity, is an intellectual recipe for

tormented thoughts.  Similarly, Mother Teresa's dark night of the soul, of 49 years 

duration, was exacerbated by teachings that emphasized God's justice and mercy and 

her unworthiness to receive it.  These doctrines are almost a formula for depression: to 

believe them is to be demoralized.  A depressed person, already laboring under a great 

weight of self-criticism and self-loathing, is unlikely to perk up at the news that God's 

utter silence is, at best, a test of the depressed person's endurance, but at worst, a 

proof of his incorrigibility.  This is the more so if the mind can but dimly grasp how one's 

personal sense of abandonment will in the end conduce to the greater glory of the deity 

who does the abandoning.  If my earthly father disappears out of my life, never to 

return, and I am forever pained by his absence, I may take some consolation in the 

thought that I will have his approval after my death; but it must remain opaque to me 

how my suffering proves how much he loves me.

A normal human appetite for happiness cannot coexist with these dogmas 

without conflict.  The extraordinary power of the terrible sonnets stems from this conflict,

which is partly conscious and partly fed by deeper springs.  Hopkins is aware that he 

has been abandoned.  Implicitly in all of the sonnets, but outspokenly in three of them, 

Hopkins dares to accuse God of playing an active role in his misery:

1. O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me/Thy wring-world right foot rock?

2. Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?

3. Were thou my enemy, O thou my friend,/How wouldst thou worse, I wonder . .
. .

But at no point does he question the superstructure of belief that creates the conditions 



of his crisis: in the existence of the God of Biblical revelation; in His infinite love for His 

erring creatures; and in the unworthiness of those creatures to receive His love.  As he 

starves to death on a desert island, Hopkins extols the kindness of the Captain who 

steers the ship of relief away from him.

This impasse between the sufferer's misery and the impossibility of his thinking 

his way out of it imbues the poems with their nearly unbearable tension.  They capture 

the double bind of depression as almost no other documents do: I don't deserve this, 

but I do; it is not my fault, but it is no one's fault but mine; after devoting myself heart 

and soul to the one true faith for twenty years, what I need is more faith.

An individual suffers the greatest psychic damage when his superego is both powerful 

and malignant.  Hopkins has an active and unrelenting superego: dutiful, moralistic, 

judgmental, obedient to authority, watchful.  At the same time, it is implacably hostile to 

him, denigrating him for every wayward thought, and condemning even the impulse to 

write poetry.  Here I wish to borrow directly from Morton Schatzman's Soul Murder, a 

study of the psychology of the abused child.  Schatzman offers a grid of four 

possibilities:

You are not a victim, and you know that you are not
You are not a victim, but you think that you are
You are a victim, and you know that you are
You are a victim, but you do not think that you are

The second condition is paranoia; the third condition is a situation of political or personal

oppression.  The first condition has no name, inasmuch as it implies a happy life and a 

healthy orientation.  The last condition also has no name.



Ground down by a malevolent view of the universe, but convinced that the view 

was correct and it was only himself that was incorrect, Hopkins was in a cleft stick – and

his condition was the more dire because he had such a capacity to enjoy the beauty of 

nature and the magic of poetry.  He was laboring under the direction of a temporal 

power that pathologized that capacity for enjoyment as itself sinful.  And he revered that 

temporal power and gave it authority over him.

As an example of world-historical irony, Hopkins has been claimed posthumously

by the Catholic Church – the institution that blighted his life – as one of Catholicism's 

truest expositors.   Catholic fanboy Edward Short, hoping to impress readers of The 

Weekly Standard (in "Agony of Spirit," December 16, 2013) with Hopkins's claim to be 

one of the great letter-writers of English literary history, succeeds only in giving us 

glimpses of Hopkins's suffocating religiosity:

Apropos what he called "beautiful evil," Hopkins insists that "it is our 
baseness to admire anything evil.  It seems to me we should in everything 
side with virtue, even if we do not feel its charm, because good is good."  
Indeed, for the poet, "without earnestness there is nothing sound or 
beautiful in character, and a cynical vein indulged coarsens everything in 
us."  

But this takes the cake for reviewer naivete:

These letters correct the view that Hopkins resented the religious order 
that forbade the publication of his verse . . . .

Short quotes from this paragraph written to R. W. Dixon in 1881, which I give in full:

When a man has given himself to God's service, when he has denied 
himself and followed Christ, he has fitted himself to receive and does 
receive from God a special guidance, a more particular providence.  This 



guidance is conveyed partly by the action of other men, as his appointed 
superiors, and partly by direct lights and inspirations.  If I wait for such 
guidance, through whatever channel conveyed, about anything, about my 
poetry for instance, I do more wisely in every way than if I try to serve my 
own seeming interests in the matter.  Now if you value what I write, if I do 
myself, much more does our Lord.  And if he chooses to avail himself of 
what I leave at his disposal he can do so with a felicity and with a success 
which I could never command.  And if he does not, then two things follow: 
one that the reward I shall nevertheless receive from him will be all the 
greater; the other that then I shall know how much a thing contrary to his 
will and even to my own best interests I should have done if I had taken 
things into my own hands and forced on publication.

This is like a battered woman saying "If my husband beats me, then two things follow: 

that the love I will receive from him as a consequence will be all the greater; or that he 

knew better than I did what was right for me, so that nothing would have been worse 

than to try to avoid my beating."  If you saw that in a letter sent by a famous woman to a

sympathetic correspondent, would you accept it at face value and then write something 

like the following paragraph?

Of course this is not a point of view that most literary biographers can be 
expected to appreciate; but as these letters show, it was the point of view 
to which the poet himself subscribed, with whatever anguish.  When it 
came to Hopkins's vocation, Newman provided the soundest gloss, telling 
the poet: "Don't call the Jesuit discipline 'hard.'  It will bring you to heaven."

Set aside for the moment that there is no heaven – that it is a figment of Newman's 

infantilized imagination.  Does it matter that Newman was one of the most arrogant, 

egotistical, unctuous, opportunistic, self-aggrandizing, smarmy, narcissistic careerist 

climbers who ever lived?  That his pose of humility masked a devouring ambition to be 

always foremost in whatever company he kept?  That he took the measure of Victorian 

society, which society is today a byword for moral hypocrisy, and thought that there 



wasn't enough piety?  (I started to write "enough fake piety," but all piety is for show; 

calling it fake is a redundancy, like calling modesty "false."  All displays of piety and 

modesty are performed.  There are adept performances and gauche performances.  

True modesty has other names, as does true piety; or they have no name at all.  In the 

circles that Newman ran in, they not only had no name, they had no place.)

I am not saying that Hopkins did not believe what he wrote to Dixon.  His last 

words, when he was dying at the age of 44, were "I am so happy, I am so happy.  I 

loved my life."  Having fallen into the Jesuit sinkhole, a man like Hopkins is going to do 

one of two things: get himself out of it; or if he can't or won't, move heaven and earth to 

convince himself that it is God's will.  He had to either leave the sty or else go the whole 

hog.  But we can entertain a private opinion as to whether he is suffering from a type of 

"false consciousness."

Catholic apologist and Hopkins biographer Paul Mariani, responding in the New 

York Review of Books on April 30, 2009 to an earlier article by Mark Ford ("The Poet 

and the Wreck," published in the January 15, 2009 edition), upholds Hopkins as the 

supreme poet of Catholic triumphalism:

What Hopkins wanted more than anything else was to write for the greater
glory of God, a logocentric rather than a phallocentric vision as your 
misogynistic and virulently anti-Catholic "reviewer" would have it.  Nor was
Hopkins's life the wreck Ford would have it, any more than Christ's was, 
but a story of darkness and light, of death and resurrection.

Replying to this broadside, Ford noted that his article had been devoted primarily to 

making the incontrovertible point that Hopkins, in writing his famous poem "The Wreck 

of the Deutschland," had "transformed news reports of the wreck and of the deaths of 



the nuns in the poem he wrote on the subject."  Ford professed perplexity over how 

such a thesis could be labeled "misogynistic."  His article had also referred glancingly to

another verity of Hopkins scholarship: that his sexual longings were homoerotic.  This 

topic, uncomfortable for Catholics, had elicited the following blast from Mariani:

But the fact is that Hopkins detested anything that might rob a young 
person of his innocence, and if such thoughts rose unbidden – as they do 
in every human being I have ever met – then he did everything in his 
power to kill those thoughts.

Yes, Hopkins had homoerotic thoughts, but there is nothing – nothing 
in the record which I have researched now for four decades – to suggest 
that he ever acted on those impulses. . . . Yes, Hopkins was tempted by 
the sensuous and even by the homoerotic, but he was a priest first and 
foremost, and his "dearest" love was neither Digby Dolben, nor Robert 
Bridges, nor the boys in the barracks, but God the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.

Ford replied mildly that "Nowhere do I suggest that Hopkins ever engaged in any 

physical expression of his homosexual desires."

It is instructive to parse Mariani's assertions carefully.  He affirms the existence of

Hopkins's homoerotic thoughts but praises Hopkins's struggle "to kill those thoughts."  

In short, he valorizes Hopkins's self-rejection and self-loathing.  Here is Catholic 

orthodoxy in a nutshell: we are odious; but we can rise to the heights of recognizing our 

odium and taxing ourselves daily and hourly with it, and this is the life that God 

approves.

Thus Hopkins believed his voices of self-hatred and sided with his Jesuitical 

persecutors in viewing one part of his own nature as depraved, and his doing so is what

earns Mariani's highest approbation – as if such false consciousness, where the victim 

believes what his lying tormentors say about him, is not as common as rain, and in fact 



the determining characteristic of depressive personalities who have been subjected to 

"soul murder" by their abusive parents or parental surrogates.  Mariani's logic is this: 

that Hopkins's total submission to the superiors who added to his torments is additional 

proof that his superiors were right – by which way of judging we might also conclude 

that Jim Jones was right because his followers willingly drank the cyanide.

In his introduction to the third edition of the Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins 

(Oxford University Press, 1948), W. H. Gardner takes Mariani's position to its ne plus 

ultra of a spiritually upside-down world:

Whoever would understand Hopkins must go not to Freudian psychology 
but rather to the "Spiritual Exercises" of St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of 
the Society of Jesus.  Loyola was a great psychologist, and the religious 
values for which he and his disciple Hopkins stood have never been 
confuted, though they have often been rejected or ignored.

Calling Loyola "a great psychologist" based on the rules he drew up for his monks is 

brazen even for a believing Catholic.  One might as plausibly read the rules for boxing 

and call the Marquis of Queensberry a great philosopher.  But I picked up the gauntlet 

and did go to the "Spiritual Exercises."  Loyola's most famous, or infamous, utterance is 

found in his 13th rule for having "the true sentiment that we ought to have in the church 

militant" – that he would "hold that the white that I see is black, if the Hierarchical 

Church so decides it."  This accorded with his feeling that the traditional monastic vows 

of poverty, chastity, and obedience had not gone far enough: he felt that obedience 

especially had been scanted.  Paul wanted his followers to be fools and slaves for 

Christ; Luther and Calvin emphasized abject submission to all forms of authority both 

secular and sacred; but Loyola felt that none of these gentlemen had stated the matter 



strongly enough.  What is distinctive in his view is not only its extremism, but its shifting 

of the subject's allegiance from Christ to the Pope.

As for the values that Gardner believes to have been rejected and ignored but 

never refuted, they can be summed up in Loyola's exercise prescribing the proper way 

for me to meditate on my sins: I am enjoined "to bring to memory all the sins of life. . . . 

looking at the foulness and the malice that any mortal sin committed has in it, even 

supposing it were not forbidden. . . . to see all my bodily corruption and foulness. . . . to 

look at myself as a sore and ulcer, from which have sprung so many sins and so many 

iniquities and so very vile poison."  This inventory should be followed by my gratitude to 

the angels who have guarded me and the saints who have interceded for me: they have

done this for worthless me, even though I deserved to have the earth swallow me up 

while "creating new Hells for me to suffer in them forever!"  Another salutary spiritual 

exercise is devoted to imagining these Hells, going one by one through the five senses: 

"seeing the great fires, and the souls as in bodies of fire. . . . hearing the wailings, 

howlings, cries, blasphemies against Christ our Lord and against all His Saints. . . . 

smelling the smoke, sulphur, dregs and putrid things. . . . tasting bitter things, like tears, 

sadness and the worm of conscience. . . . feeling how the fires touch and burn the 

souls."  In short, even by 16th century standards, Loyola was mentally and morally ill – 

not merely because he inhabited a fiction (which, being religious in nature, is thought to 

be automatically respectable, if shared by a sufficient number of fellow cultists), but 

because his world-view was obsessively concentrated on the most morbid and 

demoralizing ideas.  A man who perseverates in thoughts of sin and punishment is 

either consumed by self-hatred or by hatred of others – the latter being so often a 



disguised expression of the former.  These filthy imaginings are bad enough, but the 

pathology is exacerbated when this thought-world stimulates a man into frenzies of 

activity.  Loyola was a tireless organizer and a monster of what passes for integrity.  It 

does not take much to impress our fellow humans by such means – more's the pity.

Loyola was not alone in this fanaticism: John Bunyan defined grace not as the 

state of bliss and benediction that the believer enjoys, but rather as the believer's 

"conviction of sin, especially of the defilement of his nature."  But Bunyan was just a 

bumpkin preacher and writer of children's books, whereas Loyola had the drive to found 

the Society of Jesus and set its members on a course that made them major players in 

history over the next four centuries.

It was for the good of the world, not to mention poetry, that Hopkins lacked 

Loyola's abundance of energy and arrogance.  As a depressive, he stayed in touch with 

his feelings and in closer contact with the world as it is, while Loyola tripped the light 

fantastic in his mania and constructed a worldly empire on the basis of his world-hating 

delusions.  But when we picture Hopkins as an earnest Jesuit, doing his best at Loyola's

spiritual exercises and internalizing Loyola's view of ordinary human nature, we quickly 

understand how the pathology of religious frenzy has toxic power to infect others via 

contagion.  Gardner again:

Hopkins was an idealist afflicted with "world-sorrow" . . . . His later 
desolations had been foreshadowed as early as 1865, for confronting his 
own sin and the imperfections of all men he had complained:

And so my trust, confusèd, struck, and shook
Yields to the sultry siege of melancholy.

As with Hamlet and Lear, it is not the personal but the universal aspect of 
sorrow that gives his last poems their sublime and purgative quality.



This is the party line – Hopkins is writing the world-sorrow of us all.  Thus is Gardner 

made stupid by religion.  Hopkins does not in the least resemble Shakespeare, but 

rather the characters Hamlet and Lear.  If the late sonnets are not personal, no writing 

has ever been personal.  And what is both personal and imperishable about them is 

their setting forth the psychology of a true and ardent Jesuit and thereby recording, in 

incomparable language, the debilitating effects of soul murder.  These poems capture 

memorably and unmistakably the state of a mind in thrall to a life-denying ideology.  It is 

a belief system that seems verified by the subject's low spirits: in a devastating 

feedback loop, his misery validates his certainty of his own depravity, and his sense of 

his own sin confirms him in hopelessness.  Yet some residue of self-respect rouses him 

to say that "what I plead is just."  And what gives the poetry its excruciating set of 

tensions is precisely this dissonance that cannot be resolved, this plea for a way out 

when there is no way out.  The poems take on added power from what Hopkins cannot 

see: that a man of his beliefs is already depressed; and that he is seeking comfort from 

his persecutors.  He knows nowhere else to turn but to God: but from our secular 

perspective, he is praying to a void; and from his own, to the Father who has infallibly 

assigned him his portion.


