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SWEET BEULAH LAND. By Bernice
Kelly Harris. New York: Doubleday,
Doran & Company. 1943. 390 7pp.
$2.75.

Reviewed by JONATHAN DANIELS

S anyone who has ever heard
A country Sunday singing from
the church in the well-swept
and hard-packed clearing beside the
road must know, Sweet Beulah Land
is heaven. It may mean Israel in the
dictionaries but it is an Israel drawn
in memories of ancient homesickness
for a better land. And the singing out
of such country church windows across
the parked Fords and the cheap tomb-
stones is no more native, no more hon-
est and heartening than this novel of
American country people by Bernice
Kelly Harris.

The particular part of America in
which Mrs., Harris places her story is
the South but it seemed to me a story
of land and people which would be in
most respects true of every part of
this continent. Certainly it is brilliant-
ly true of the South, a truth born
of an almost miraculous eye and
ear for detail and a skill with words
which matches Mrs. Harris's under-
standing of her people. As the South
of this book happens to be my partic-
ular part of the South, I may be prej-
udiced in my pleasure over Mrs. Har-
ris’'s picture of it. But as it happens
to be my South I can also testify to
the good reality of that picture.

Essentially the book is the story of
Lan Holt, the wanderer, of Bit, the
unwanted child of red-haired Sophie,
and of Alicia Donning who was left be-
hind in the inhibited uncertainty of her
aristocracy. Actually, however, “Sweet
Beulah Land” is the picture of the
living of all of the people on “the
Neck,” black and white, weak and bad
and kind, mean landlord and mean
tenants, the lonely and the lost, aris-
tocrats captured in a variety of inher-
ited prisons and the numerous poor
caught in old poverty.

There are few single-sided charac-
ters in this book. In the same people
pettiness and dignity, the comic and
the tragic meet in full humanness.
They know both laughter and grim-
ness, as well as hard going and good
time. Perhaps Mrs. Harris slips occa-
sionally with her aristocrats. Their
own sentimentality about themselves
marks her treatment of them. But
when she creates such a figure as old
Miss Partheny, it is such a character
in our times as we hope the American
pioneer woman was.

Obviously this is no war book, It is
not designed to be current but it comes
straight into these days, nevertheless,
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and with a heartening conviction of
the good strength of the simple people
of America at a time when America
needs their strength. The war does
not enter the book’s pages but one
tenant’s son is off in Hawaii with the
Navy and must have been one of those
there waiting for Pearl Harbor. At
least one of the super-numerous prog-
eny of the Lee's—the one who long

ago survived pneumonia at Christmas-
time—flies in a blue plane over “the
Neck.” The story is that of his people
below him---people often tough-treated
by life but indestructible in it. And
if their land is not a heaven worth
raising hymn-singing about, it is, nev-
ertheless, a country which stirs our
confidence and does not merely de-
serve our concern.
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Religious Books in Wartime
Reading Today Reflects the Preoccupations of People

brief commentary on religious
books in wartime: “As we advance the
colors against the New Paganism, let
us repeat the creed of the ancient
Christendom.” Confident words these,
which are echoed with deep sincerity
in the fox-holes of the South Pacific,
in the African desert, and even (so
rumor would have it) in the trenches
which not so long ago defended Stalin-
grad. They seem, indeed, to rise from
the depths of the sorely troubled mod-
ern spirit. In Hitler’s Germany itself
the Bible has been more popular dur-
ing recent years than “Mein Kampf.”
Some of the finest modern versions
of the sacred texts have been published
there since 1933, despite official hos-
tility to both Testaments. Nor was Mr.
Churchill serving the interests of rhe-
toric merely when, in commenting up-
on the discernible outlines of future
society, he spoke of the reverence in
which Englishmen have held the Chris-
tian faith. Finally, when the record
of fearful persecution can eventually
be written, there will be much to tell
of the faith and fortitude of the Jew.
Already we have one remarkable book
—“The World of Sholom Aleichem,” by
Maurice Samuel, an extraordinary rev-
elation of spiritual riches hitherto bur-
jed for most of us in the Yiddish
tongue?.

Not infrequently the worriers de-
clare that their fellow-men are insuf-
ficiently awake to the challenge of this
war. If one hearkened to them, stiff
draughts of patriotic exhortation would
be washed down with buckets of propa-
ganda analysis. But you have only to
step into a New York church to find
out that the citizen is by no means
asleep. What are these crowds des-
perately praying for if not for the
privilege of realizing the import of
Dante’s unforgettable sentence, “In His
will there is our peace”? You may be
sure that every last man or woman
among them is heart-sick and proud
alike about some boy or girl in uni-
form; and that is considerably more
important than a dozen more naughty

FIGHTING man, Col. W. F. Ker-
A nan, furnished the text! for this

1. WE CAN WIN THIS WAR. By W. F. Ker-
nan. Boston: Little, Brown & Company. 1943.
176 pp. $L1.50.

2. THE WORLD OF SHOLOM ALEICHEM.

By Maurice Samuel, New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

1943. 331 pp. $3.
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words about Hitler. It is only natural
that their reading should reflect their
preoccupations. The fairly surprising
popularity which has come to certain
religious novels—"The Robe,” “The
Song of Bernadette,” “The Keys of the
Kingdom,” ‘“The Nazarene” —testifies
to the realism of the American out-
look. Not all these books are first-rate.
I shall agree that there is something
factitious about Mr. Cronin’s best-
seller, and something unnecessarily fic-
titious about Mr. Douglas’s historical
imagination. But a public eager to
read such books is a public concerned
with the basic values which are at
stake in this war. And in addition it
is a public resolved “to put on the
armor against danger, which is fear-
lessness,” if I may quote John Er-
skine3.

T is a public, above all, which is

tired of being fooled. It knows that
while forty times as many bathtubs
as we now possess would add measur-
ably to the sources of pride in many
domestic establishments and still more
to the triumphs of hygiene, they would
contribute nothing towards cleansing
the mind of man. And to the accumu-
lated festering dirt in that mind we
owe the grim disease of this conflict.
Hitler is the product of a code of
ethics, not the result of a column ol
figures. Our tragedy, “with its unlim-
ited destructiveness and its utter dis-
regard of legal and moral restrictions,
is only the external symptom of the
disease from which not only Germany
and not only Europe but the whole
world is suffering.””¢ I find these words

3. THE COMPLETE LIFE. By John Erskine.
New York: Julian Messner. April 20, 1943. 350
pp., and index. $3

4. THE JUDGMENT OF THE NATIONS. By
Christopher Dawson. New York: 8heed and

Ward. 1942. 222 pp. $2.50.

in Christopher Dawson, an excellent
Catholic writer, but they could be
quoted from Protestant or Jewish
sources equally well.

Yet, though these things are true,
it is a noteworthy fact that genuine
contemporary religious thought does
not seek to flay a patient already
bruised to the bone and faint unto the
point of death. Christ comes now as
He once came to the leper and the
woman of sin. The prophet’s voice is
choked with sorrow, but there is in
it the luminous hope of Isaiah. A num-
ber of anthologies—the list is headed
by Dr. E. Stanley Jones’s “Abundant
Living’’5—are rich in the comfort and
fervor of the Christian tradition. There
is no other book in all the world from
which so much inner healing has come
as from Thomas A. Kempis’s ‘‘Imita-
tion of Christ”; and Father Edward
Klein’s edition of a glorious old English
version of the text seems to me the
best religious treasure of many yearsS.
Of course, one may also try to bring
the regenerating energies of faith to
bear on harassed and disconsolate in-
dividuals. It may be that Dr. Harry
Emerson Fosdick’s “On Being a Real
Person”? is a treatise on ethical path-
ology rather than an addition to theo-
logical discussion, but it does show us
a devoted minister of the Gospel hard
at work to help bring about the mean-
ingful transfiguration of trouble into
victory.

The social teaching of religion is
likewise being clarified by the insight
which comes through suffering. Some
years ago, the bitter appraisal of mod-
ern civilization by such writers as Eric
Gill8 and Alfred Noyes? reflected the
widespread apocalyptic mood which
ushered in Nazism and the war. Per-
haps it is not injudicious to say that
one finds now a new and finer quality
—an attitude blended of repentance
and humility; of courage and hopeful
resolution, which one can only wish to

5. ABUNDANT LIVING. By E. Stanley Jones.
New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press. 1943. 371

pp. §1.

6. IMITATION OF CHRIST. Edited by Ed-
ward J. Klein. New York: Harper & Brothers.
1942. 267 pp. §3.

7. ON BEING A REAL PERSON. By Harry
Emerson Fosdick. New York: Harper & Brothers.
1943. 295 pp. $2.50.

8. AUTORIOGRAPHY. By Eric @ill. New
York: Devin-Adair. 1941, 818 pp., plus 32 pp.
illustrations. $3.50.

9. THE EDGE OF THE ABYSS8. By Alfred
Noyes. New York: E. P. Dutton. 1942. 172 pp.
$2.
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