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Rel igious BOOKS in W a r t i m e 
Reading Today Reflects the Preoccupations of People 

G E O R G E N. S H U S T E R 

A
FIGHTING man, Col. W. F. Ker-

nan, furnished the text^ for this 
L brief commentary on religious 

books in wart ime: "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
ied 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 
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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 
r e l i g i o u s 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-
skineS. 

T is a public, above all, which is 
tired of being fooled. I t 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 
tlie 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 of 
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 
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in Christopher Dawson, an excellent 
Catholic writer, but they could be 
quoted from P r o t e s t a n t 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 years^. 
Of course, one may also try to bring 
the regenerating energies of faith to 
bear on harassed and disconsolate in
dividuals. I t 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 
Gills and Alfred Noyes^ reflected the 
widespread apocalyptic mood w h i c h 
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 
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see grow stronger and more perva
sive. Inevitably the social gospel ad
dresses an audience in tension. Mr. 
Low's Blimp has been reported as 
eager "to save religion from the Arch
bishop of Canterbury"; and anyone 
who reads "The Hope of a New 
World,"io by William Temple, will dis
cover the r e a s o n s for Blimp's con
cern. In general the theological and 
philosophical perspectives are widen
ing. Dr. John A. Mackay is the Presi
dent of Princeton Theological Sem
inary. But if he held no academic of
fice he would still remain as noble 
and effective a thinker as American 
Protestantism can muster. "Heritage 
and Destiny"! 1 is a small book, hav
ing to do with the aberrations of mod
ern man and yet also with the chal
lenging tasks which lie ahead. One 
may not share either its premises or 
its conclusions and still put it down 
with a feeling of having been sustained 
if not soothed. The memory of it re
mains as would that of conversation 
with a great person who had achieved 
a goodly measure of wisdom. In like 
manner the foremost of Catholic phil
osophers in our day, Jacques Maritain, 
has shown his readiness to move with 
the shifting drama of humanity in 
"France, My Country,"i2 as moving a 
little book as you are likely to find. 
While it has to do with the terre sacree 
fallen so inexplicably under the heel 
of Hitler, it is also a commentary on 
the Christian conscience and an in
troduction to the vistas which now 
open to the imagination of Christians. 
Professor Maritain is a refugee who 
now abides with us. May I call your 
attention to a less well-known but nev
ertheless illustrious exile, Mr. Hayim 
Greenberg? If you have not already 
followed him in the pages of the Jew
ish Frontier,^^ you have something to 
which to look forward. 

npHERE can be no doubt that the 
*- Christian Church has borne the 

brunt of resistance to Nazism in the 
countries which that plague has over
run. In Germany itself, only the faith
ful, clinging with passionate and im
perilled fidelity to the Gospels, have re
sisted the tyrant and his mandates. 
That they and their pastors will form 
the centers round which orderly recon
struction can begin to take place after 
the fighting is over has been well un
derstood by observers interested in 
post-war political and economic prob
lems. Hiram M o t h e r w e l l , observant 
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journalist and student, is a good ex
ample. Just now the religious conflict 
itself is at last beginning to sink into 
the consciousness of America. Mr. J. C. 
Maier's compilation of all the pastoral 
letters and other documents which re
flect the grim battle for Catholic sur
vival has not yet been published, but 
when it appears it will give readers a 
chance to piece together utterances 
and chronicles which have so far been 
presented piecemeal. There are, regret
tably enough, no books about Catholic 
leaders in the German struggle. By 
comparison, P r o t e s t a n t literature is 
rich. There is Kressman Taylor's "Un
til That Day,"!* an absorbing and ex
cellently written narrative of Lutheran 
fidelity and resistance, one of the very 
best books written about Germany 
under the Nazis. "It's Your Souls We 
Want," by Stewart W. Herman, Jr.,is 
records in absorbing chapters the ex
perience of the pastor of the American 
Church in Berlin. A great story is told 
here with poignancy and objectivity by 
a Christian who stoq_d on the edge 

of the abyss. Attention should also be 
called to "God Is My Fuehrer,"i6 which 
consists of the last 28 sermons preached 
by Pastor Martin NiemoeUer and a 
preface by Thomas Mann; to "I Was in 
Hell with NiemoeUer,"!''' by Leo Stein, 
a breath-taking tale although the au
thor has recently been under some 
criticism; and to "Christian Europe 
Today,"!8 by Adolf Keller, a tragic 
commentary which emphasizes the he
roism of the resisters. 

In all these books—and indeed in 
the better theological writing of every 
mould—one seems to notice a refresh
ing dearth of self-righteousness. I t 
appears to be understood by all of us 
that, whether we be Lutherans or not, 
we have manifestly lived according to 
the pecca fortiter maxim and must 
take the consequences. Hitler is not 
merely Satan rising like a star. He is 
the materialization of our own errors 
and shortcomings. He could not have 
made the headsman's axe the grim 
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symbolic device of ouv time iiad we 
not left humanity stripped of other 
symbols in which there was glory and 
radiance. Obviously, though the heart 
of man has not been at rest, religion 
must be aught else than a soporific. 
I t remains, therefore, to sense anew 
the truth e n s h r i n e d in Augustine's 
"City of God," that happiness springs 
from discipline of the mind and the 
mood under God. This, it seems, is 
the dominant religious outlook today. 

THAT the Major communions express 
this t ruth differently is an his

torical commonplace. It may be that 
upon occasion they do not express it 
at all. The mordant pages of Dr. 
Bernard Iddings Bell's "The Church in 
Disrepute,"i9 remind us that ecclesias
tical complacency and treacle have not 
disappeared. I t was a saintly bishop 
who wrote of his clergy that they 
talked of original sin as if originality 
had ceased therewith. But there is 
much to be said on the other side. I 
surmise that in several sections of 
American Protestantism the name of 
Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr is associated with 
earthquakes, thunder storms, and other 
more or less Divine visitations. "The 
Nature and Destiny of Man," volume 
II of which has just appeared under 
the sub-title of "Human Destiny,"30 is 
a "hard" book which grips one's at
tention by reason of its remarkable 
dialectic and eloquence. I t has been my 
fortune to read, often for professional 
reasons, a good deal of American Prot
estant literature; and while I am often 
in dissent, I am certain that the virility 
of the religious life manifested in it 
is prevailingly badly underestimated. 
Therefore I may, perhaps, confess that 
Niebuhr is for me a summons to what 
is latent in myself of his own spirit 
of contradiction. He has uncanny in
sight into the nature of man, seeing it 
as the stuff of e t e r n a l l y imperfect 
drama, antipathetic and violent, sooth
ing and ironic, foolish and wise. The 
human being is a creature who es
capes from treadmills of his own in
dustrious making by reason of a Divine 
law against treadmills which he ap
prehends but does not comprehend. 
There is no easy truth here. It is a 
book of manly faith, which pushes 
both tolerance and intransigence as far 
as either can go. But one may perhaps 
wonder, and not irreverently, whether 
it is after all a case of Niebuhr nail
ing down God, or of God nailing down 
Niebuhr. 

By comparison the Catholic position 
may appear to be intellectually serene, 
but this is only because the tension 

has been shifted to tiie drama of tne 
natural come to grips with the com
pelling supernatural. Father Walter 
Farrell's "Companion to the Summa"3i 
is now complete in four volumes, and 
these make available in quite readable 
form the teachings of St. Thomas 
Aquinas, the most illustrious Doctor 
of the Church. Of course there are 
other books which tell part of the 
story—Jacques Maritain's "Ransoming 
the Time,'"-"- Michael de la Bedoyere's 
"Christian Crisis,"'-s and Thomas Wood-
lock's "The Catholic Pattern."^* But 
Father Farrell 's "Companion" is a good 
place to start if one desires to see how 
the problem of a u t h o r i t y and con
science is resolved in Catholic thought. 
It may possibly be true that in his 
fallen state man may sometimes risk 
thinking that when he has become a 
Thomist he had also become some
thing more than a Thomist, but that 
would not be Father Farrell 's fault. 

Let me add that since the begin-
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ning religion has in all its best houi-s 
found expression in poetry. Dr. Sam
uel Johnson did not think so, for rea
sons complimentary to himself, but he 
was manifestly wrong. Thus there is 
"Charles Peguy: Basic •Verities,"25 as 
translated by Anne and Julian Green, 
a beautiful book of selections from a 
French poet who will be read as long 
as men remember his language. Rainer 
Maria Rilke was one who went in 
quest of religion, which he never quite 
found. But his "Poems," so ably trans
lated by Jessie Lemont,36 are all on 
the side of the angels. Finally the 
"Poems" of C h a r l e s L. O'Donnell^'? 
have been rescued from the oblivion 
into which they had u n f o r t u n a t e l y 
fallen. 

There is abroad in the land what 
men term a "revival" of religion. We 
do well to remember, as we speak 
those words, that religion is something 
for which the best of our contempo
raries, in many dark lands, have stood 
and died, thus helping to earn for man
kind the right to freedom. 
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Reviewed by GLADYS GRAHAM 

MURIEL STREIBERT CURTIS, 
Professor of Biblical History 
a t Wellesley College, has done 

a real service for parents in preparing 
this collection of tales from the Bible 
in a form which will entertain young 
readers, or hearers, while giving them 
a thorough basis for later appreciation 
of the book of books. The suggested 
age group is nine to fourteen but the 
boundaries may well be extended both 
ways as the stories have intrinsic in
terest for those older and a simplicity 
that makes them understandable to 
any child who has reached the tell-me-
a-story age. 

The pageantry of the Old Testament 
furnishes rich material for tale-tell
ing with the individual heroes to high
light the great mass movements, with 
the clang of battle alternating with 
the quiet recordings of contemplative 
withdrawals, and the moral precepts 
vivified by personal episodes. The stor
ies are necessarily "gentled" a little 
for young comprehension and pleasure 
but there is no falsification and very 
little editorial comment. 

The story of the boyhood of Jesus, 

his quiet days and humble occupations 
is filled with detail which will espe
cially appeal to readers of comparable 
age. The ethical teaching is admirably 
simplified—how well it is adapted to 
simplest exposition—and the parables 
hold their own in sheer good story 
merit, as always. 

The author says of her book, "No
body in these stories forgets God for 
very long. Nobody can read the stories 
without thinking about God." And it 
is t rue that throughout the work the 
sense of God's presence and concern 
for his people is evident even when 
those people are turning temporarily 
to very ungodlike activities. 

ANSWERS TO LITERARY QUIZ 
1. Tiny Tim Cratchit, in "A Christ

mas Carol." 
2. Oliver Twist, in "Oliver Twist." 
3. Little Nell Trent, in "The Old Cu

riosity Shop." 
4. David Copperfield, in "David Cop-

perfield." 
5. Joe, the fat boy, in "Pickwick Pa

pers." 
6. The Marchioness, in "The Old Cu

riosity Shop." 
7. The little Kenwdgs, in "Nicholas 

Nickleby." 
8. Paul Dombey, in "Dombey & Son." 
9. Pip, in "Great Expectations." 

10. Ninnetta Crummies, in "Nicholas 
Nickleby." 
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