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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents the findings done from investigating the spiritual theology of the
fourteenth-century English poem, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.” Firstly, the poem
is situated within its medieval context. Specificaily, the teachings of medieval mystics on
the spiritual journey is examined. Secondly, the poem itself is considered in greater
detail. The journey of one Christian, a knight from Arthur’s court, Gawain, is explored.
The life-altering challenges and failures faced by the protagonist are studied, as are the
relationships Gawain has with those around him. His practice of Christian piety and
virtues are also central to who he is, how he relates to others, and what he learns, or fails
to learn, on the journey. Lastly, then, the thesis draws conclusions from all this
information as to the spiritual teaching contained within this poem. The knight's
stubbornness and apparent inability to come to terms, at least in the immediate aftermath,
are regarded as central to the Gawain-poet’s determination of the spiritual life. This
determination is that the inner reality of a person is more important than the outer
persona, and that the roles that one plays can become quite constricting to the spiritual
life, especially when failure—or what is regarded as failure—is not an option. This thesis
concludes that the poem presents us with a teaching on the risks of leading a spiritual life

wherein the person attempts to act perfectly.
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Introduction

This thesis aims to uncover and explore Sir Gawain and the Green Knight'’s
teachings on Christian spirituality (henceforth, the poem shall be referred to simply as
Gawain). Specifically, this thesis seeks to demonstrate that its particular reading of the poem
discloses a spiritual theology of imperfection.

In fact, the poem offers much to this reading: The Gawain-author seems to delight in
the paradoxes and uncertainties of life. If anything, the author himself' seems the trickster
figure--not unlike the personage of Morgan le Fay in the work. Paralleling the latter, the poet
enjoys throwing doubt on certainty, challenging simplistic views of divine grace, and
shooting a not-quite-but-almost-perfect Christian figure down into the mud of weakness and
fear. Our fallen knight learns, much to his chagrin, of his all-too-human imperfection. This
provides a lesson for us all.

This thesis will frequently emphasize the notion, proffered by the poem itself, that
Christian rebirth/transformation involves elements much greater than the individual can
comprehend. Such a rebirth lies not only outside of the control of the person, but entails
much irony, many twisted paths, and, not least of all, plentiful divine grace. The Gawain-
poet has created a good-humored poem that pokes fun at those of us who take ourselves and

our ideals too seriously. Each human must inevitably experience the Quest--doing so without



inflexibility and narrowness of vision. Christians must reject any need for perfection, and
must view the spiritual life as open-ended. Sin rears its ugly head when one fails to heed this
wisdom.

Ever the quick-witted spiritual guide, the Gawain-poet explores the various issues
arcund conversion. Transformation can occur at both the individual and societal levels. The
Gawain-poet seems interested in the relationship between the transformed individual and the
community. In the two tests of chivalry, the Beheading and Wooing Games, Gawain, as
Arthur’s greatest knight, represents the entire court of Camelot. In this way the author
demonstrates an obvious interest in the societal aspect of Christianity.

Yet ultimately the topic of the spiritual theology of imperfection, as discussed in this
thesis, will emphasize the individual’s journey—because I am choosing to uncover the
poem’s teachings on the journey of the individual. This viewpoint is supported throughout
the work by much information on the solitary journey. For instance, it was Gawain who rode
out alone from Camelot’s gate, who traveled alone through the wilds, and who alone of all
those from Camelot put his neck on the chopping block--with no partisans in sight. The poem
emphasizes the Christian journey of transformation as a solitary and very lonely journey.
Camelot and Castle Hautdesert’s court hold importance only in their shaping of one person’s
Quest. As we will see, at the end, Arthur’s court does not seem to fully grasp or accept
Gawain’s experience. The hero thus remains alone in the misery his newfound self-
knowledge has created.

The hero needs his painful adventure to bring important aspects of his faith to life. He
needs to experience and accept sobering conditions of Christian spirituality that demonstrate

his humanness. The author has our hero perform such an adventure largely by way of the
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hero’s failure to exercise his adopted virtues. These virtues reside in the difficult if not
impossible relationships he sustains with people on this adventure. Perhaps the most painful
element of this journey for Gawain centers on his realization that he can no longer rely so
completely on his certainties—on his virtues and, specifically, his devotion to Mary.

At the end, neither Gawain nor the reader can form a sentimental view of the
Christian life; these virtues harden into superstition or meaninglessness, or become
dangerous delusions, when used as mere signs or as another piece of the knightly armor that
protects the one inside; they possess a force of their own. And even one’s devotions forever
bear imperfection: One must rely on more than one’s works and commitments to the spiritual
life, for these remain as imperfect as the person practicing them.

I do not argue that the Gawain-poet intentionally wrote this work primarily to present
a spiritual theology, that is, as a teaching on the ins and outs of the spiritual life for the
Christian reader. I liken my reading of the poem to how an archeologist unearths bits and
pieces from the past and from that work offers one or more hypotheses. In my reading, [ hope
to unearth various fragments of evidence--some of which form central elements of the story,
some of which do not—and tie them together to produce a coherent picture of the poem’s
spiritual teaching or teachings.

[ concern myself less with the contents of faith about which the author wrote (that is,
I am not interested in the poem’s contribution to the Christian heritage as a systematic
theology), and primarily with the poet’s teachings on the necessary attitude one must take to
life if one is to grow spiritually—if one is to deepen one’s relationships with and
understanding of oneself, God, other humans, and the rest of Creation. In reading the poem’s

teaching on the Christian spiritual life, [ am going beyond the author’s abstract theological
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speculations, and examining how he applies Christian beliefs to concrete experiences.
Anthropology, that is, the poet’s thoughts on human nature, bear importance. The author has
a great ability to allow the reader into the world of Gawain, and it is here that we can discern
such an anthropoiogy.

As we shail see, at the poem’s beginning the virtues and devotions of Gawain seem
hollow; untried, they carry little meaning or power. Yet he does take these things seriously. If
anything, he remains too serious, the only one in the entire story who never seems to laugh
and enjoy himself. Because his adopted virtues and devotions are hollow, he “absolutizes”™
them, making them into gods. He does not yet see that the virtues, like all of life other than
God, is imperfect, that all of life is relative, including his personal values.

In this Quest, Gawain leaves the world of the virtues-oriented innocent for the world
of a more mature yet somewhat world-wearied adult who understands, finally, the
complexities of these truths. Truth, Gawain and the reader find out, is neither easy nor
simple. Gawain is a poem of spiritual awakening.

The Spinituality of Imperfection, co-authored by Emest Kurtz and Katherine
Ketcham, has exercised a major influence on how this thesis reads Gawain, on how we can
define “spirituality” and “spiritual imperfection.” The major premise of Kurtz and Ketcham
is that errors and shortcomings, rather than things we must avoid, actually play a vital,
irreplaceable role in one’s spiritual journey.” That journey holds little integrity or zest
without such seemingly negative realities. We are most human, according to this stance,
when we fully face these issues--in their words, when “we confront our helplessness and

powerlessness, our woundedness.”



Denial, then, presents a grave obstacle on the journey. We frequently regard failure,
dark areas, neuroses, and hurtful emotions as obstacles to better living. However these are, in
reality, not obstacles but opportunities. True, these traumas and painful difficulties present us
at our most vuinerable. But they therefore offer us the greatest opportunities for deeper
living. Thus cur reactions to them, specifically our tnability to confront them, become the
real spiritual issue. These troubling areas carry much importance, and so the authors go so far
as to define spintuality itself as seeing, understanding, and accepting these imperfections.
Our attitude towards such blemishes play such a central role because imperfection “lies at the
very core of our human be-ing.”

This notion of spirituality applies to my reading of Gawain. Our hero seems to use his
religious practice as a way to avoid confronting life’s gray areas. This thesis will investigate
how Gawain plays the role that he does in order to avoid confronting his own humanity. His
piety prevents him from living from his woundedness, since, until the very end, he does not
seem to struggle with his journey at the core of his very identity or being. He simply answers
all challenges from his religiosity (that is, from his pious devotions and his attempt to live the
Church-authorized virtues).

In other words, any struggle that he undergoes provokes him to attempt to maintain
equilibrium: He aims to solve every unsettling situation that he faces not by allowing that
instability to overtake him or teach him. Rather, he seeks to control each challenge--to
courteously subdue the lustful woman, to rectify the tension at Camelot at the beginning after
Arthur has lost his temper, or to avoid even admitting to his great sin and his fears when

preparing himself for the final journey from Castle Hautdesert to the Green Chapel.



Gawain has too much morality. By that I mean that he lives not from his center of
woundedness and humanity, but from a series of shoulds that he has leamned from the
ecclesiastical hierarchy and courtly society. His reactions to the various stressors of life
remain, unfortunately for his spiritual growth, formulaic. The task that he faces on this
particular journey from Camelot out to the Green Chapel via Castle Hautdesert center around
his need to live more authentically, more from the core of his very being. Rather than
shielding himself from the challenges he faces, he must meet them from somewhere deeper
within.

Gawain’s journey calls forth the need for a paradigm shift, a transformation from the
hero being virtues-oriented to being centered from his being, from his soul. Kurtz and
Ketcham’s words speak of this paradigm shift:

The first supposition that requires revision is the belief that spirituality involves

perfection. Spirituality has to do with the reality of the here and now, with living

humanly as one is, with the very real, very agonizing “passions of the soul.” *

In the spiritual journey, in other words, we begin to realize the extent to which we are reaily
strangers from ourselves. We thenceforth live from a new depth, from a part of ourselves we
had not known to exist—a piece with previously unknown needs, desires and identities.
Gawain’s pain arises largely from his new learning. He has met the area of himseif from
which he had been estranged, and has consequently come to see himself in a deeper,
enlightening sense. In the end, his journey holds authenticity. It is not surprising that he feels
so uncomfortable: His old, familiar circumstances have vanished in an instant, replaced by
something seemingly less comforting.

One might perceive the outlook of this thesis as “Pauline,” or as something one could

term as “sixteenth-century Protestant.” This judgment may come from three places: (1) My
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criticism of Gawain’s need for the sacramental reality (and reassurance) of the Church; (2)
my resulting reproach on the hero’s inability to discover any individual identity or values;
and (3) my possible or even apparent reading into the poem of the inevitability of original sin
to weigh down and crush any attempt of the individual to solve his or her problems. [ argue
that such a judgment on this thesis wouid be too simpiistic an interpretation of my own
argument (for instance, [ take a chapter to establish that countless medieval mystics and
spiritual teachers emphasized the utter dependence of the individual on divine grace), and
unfair to the complexities of the medieval world, where a great diversity of theological (and
other) opinions held sway.’

Thus one cannot assume that fourteenth century European Christianity did not contain
the seeds of a later, Protestant thinking, for surely the Protestant reformers had been
influenced by that which came before—Luther, for instance, by Bernard of Clairvaux, John
Tauler, and the Theologica Germanica, the latter two of which came from the late medieval
period in which Gawain was written.® One cannot assume, therefore, that all fourteenth
century Christian intellectuals would place their whole faith in Mother Church and good
works, including the good work of depending on Mary. We can therefore assume that the
Gawain-poet was as able to critique, albeit indirectly, the late medieval reliance on Mother
Church and, perhaps, the overly-excessive morals-based religiosity—just as Calvin, Luther et
al would be doing less than two hundred years later (not to mention the “proto-Protestants”
Jan Hus (d. 1415) and John Wycliff (13257-1384), both of whom had lived during the same
time as the Gawain-poet, and both of whom had enjoyed popular support7).

Thus Chapter Two, “Ideals 1: Virtues and the Spiritual Journey,” outlines medieval

Christian spirituality, aiming to demonstrate the diversity of opinion concerning, in



particular, various teachings on the Christian virtues. It also aims to show that medieval
spiritual teachers emphasized, much like the Protestant teachers of the sixteenth century, that
without the gift of divine grace, all was hopeless. This is, ultimately, a major lesson for
Gawain, one that humbles him to such a degree that the reader can never be sure whether our
hero will overcome his malaise.

Let me state three things this thesis will not try to accomplish. While literary critics’
thoughts on Gawain raise important questions for any consideration of the poem, this project
will not itself attempt any literary critique. Any discussion of style will play a minor role. For
example, the poem’s interesting vocabulary and alliterative style will remain of secondary
importance. Conversely, literary critics advance very helpful insights into the meaning of
various symbols, such as the pentangle and girdle, the weather, the hunts as commentaries on
the bedroom scenes, and countless other central issues.

Secondly, unlike many works on Gawain, this project will not discuss the other
poems found in the same manuscript. Gawain by itself offers an engaging-enough challenge.
Lastly, while the wider medieval literary history can enrich any discussion of the poem, this
present argument already risks offering too expansive a discussion, and so concepts of
chivalry or the Gawain-poet’s plausible sources for the Beheading and Temptation Games
remain subordinate. A discussion of early medieval European mythology lies at the outer
edge of this thesis, rather than the heart.

Any literature review of the secondary sources on Gawain at this level needs to
concentrate not so much on the deficiencies of each work; as stated before, so many different
points of entry exist in studying this poem that it would take an inordinate amount of space to

debate the pros and cons of each source’s vantage point and the sufficiency of the argument.
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Rather, this discussion will highlight the viewpoint each work has taken and then briefly
Jjudge the value of that perspective for this thesis. [ do not aim to challenge or even
corroborate what others have said before; this project seeks to study the poem as a spiritual
theology treatise, something that, it seems, others have left undone.

Wendy Clein’s book, Concepts of Chivairy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

(1987), discusses the Gawain-poet’s presentation of the paradoxes of chivalry in fourteenth-
century England. Clein places Gawain in its wider background by addressing medieval
chivalry and general attitudes to death. It presents a comprehensive introduction into the
world of Gawain and its audience. On a more specific level, the book addresses Gawain’s
chivalric ideals and his failure to live up to them. She points to the underlying tensions in
“military, religious, and courtly chivalry” as the source of the tensions and ambiguities in the
poem, and ultimately as the source of Gawain’s failure.® Clein does not focus on Gawain as a
spiritual journey per se, but this book offers much in terms of investigating chivalry as a
vocation, and Gawain’s attitude towards his vocation. This book will supplement my
discussion of the Christian anthropology of the Gawain-poet.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and French Arthurian Romance by Ad Putter

(1995) also situates Gawain within a larger background-this time placing the work within
the world of Arthurian romance, and specifically that of the French. Even so, Putter does
spend much time examining Gawain, centering on the psychological and social vision of the
Gawain-poet, writing that the poet’s

romance consistently subordinates action to reflection,

armed combat to psychological drama. It humanizes the

hero, implicating him in an intricate plot that tests and
strains his commitments to promises.’
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As with Clein, Putter also investigates the ideals of chivalry, both in Gawain and in the wider
literary tradition, and of how the Gawain-poet adapts “Arthurian matter for the concerns of

his own day and age.”'

Being a study on the wider topic of Arthurian romances, Putter’s
work includes a section on the heroic ideal.

The Knight on His Quest: Symbolic Patterns of Transition in Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight (1996) by Piotr Sadowski adds a more specialized view of the poem,
discussing the Jungian and psychological significance of the poem’s various symbols,
themes, and figures. For instance he envisions a quest as “a sequence of related events
usually framed within a fictitious, imaginary life span of the protagonist, or at least within a
crucial part of his life, with particular emphasis on moments of transition.”"! Sadowski’s
discussion of the inner dynamics of the quest, of how the Gawain-poet really intended the
reader to see Gawain’s internal journey, will figure prominently in my own thoughts on the
spiritual theology of the poem. [ agree with Sadowski that Gawain’s adventures represent “a

12

metaphor for human life as a spinitual quest.” = Sadowski’s book also addresses the Gawain-
poet’s attitude towards late medieval issues such as the royal court, chivalry, ideals, and so
forth. The Knight on His Quest does not render my own project redundant. As Sadowski
attempts to address these inner issues in relation to the world outlook of the poet rather than

regarding the poet as a theologian or spiritual writer, as I do.

R.A. Shoaf’s The Poem as Green Girdle. Commercium in Sir Gawain and the Green

Knight (1984) takes an even more specialized account of the poem, concentrating on the
“economic, legal, political, theological”"® contexts in which the Gawain-poet wrote. While
this stance may seem too far from my own to offer anything, in fact Shoaf examines values

important to the author, specifically those of chivalry as they conflicted with the new,
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increasingly imposing commercial virtues. Presenting such a specialized study, Shoaf adds
insights into the nature of these values, especially as he views the poem, in its commercial
aspect, as specializing in relationships and relativity. This makes the work valuable for my
thesis, as [ will examine the ambiguities of the spiritual life.

Shoaf’s book also makes a unique contribution to the way one can interpret the
poem’s central images and symbols; The Poem as Green Girdle surveys the vocabulary of the
poem largely in terms of commerce: Exchange (“discourse, intercourse, currency”'*) Shoaf
places the poem’s hero in the midst of these competing values and visions. He concludes that
that the poem’s “vision of man’s middled and muddied estate [lies] . . . somewhere between
»l5

personal loyalties and abstract market forces.

Another highly specialized book, The Gawain Country (1984) by R W.V. Elliott, wili

add less to my project, as it goes into great detail on the linguistics of the poem, of the
meanings and relationships of obscure or interesting words that describe geography and
nature. [t does aid in a fuller understanding of the poet’s intention for such words as coue,
dene, cumbe, dell, and slake.' Its linguistic work does suggest some insights into the images,
types, and symbols important to my discussion. For instance, it looks at the landscape found
in the poem, and relates this to the larger notion of quest. It contains a chapter entitled “The
Landscape of Spiritual Pilgrimage,” which centers more on Piers Plowman; although in
speaking of vocabulary (especially words related to the journey and the physical landscape),
the movement of the hero, and the poem’s major characters, the chapter’s findings will add
something to my thesis. On the whole, since my own project will not be concerned with the

linguistics of the poem, the book functions largely as a reference for some difficult terms.
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Twentieth Century Interpretations of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1968), edited

by Denton Fox, presents many different angles and interpretations on the poem. The chapter
by John Speirs examines the various characters in the poem, relating them to earlier English
literary and religious traditions. He finds a strong parallel between the Green Knight and the
mythicai Green Man of early medieval English festivals. Speirs also addresses the place of
nature in the poem’s story. Even the chapters on style offer something to my own thoughts,
as the authors stay close to the action and sense of the poem.

W.R.J. Barron, in Trawthe and Treason, adds a highly specialized study to the

literature on Gawain. He deals with the third section (the sections, four in total, will
henceforth be referred to as firts), and the precise nature of Gawain’s sin. Trawthe and
Treason examines the relationship between the hunts and the bedroom scenes. In particular,
Barron judges the extent to which Gawain has lived up to the virtues of the pentangle and of
knighthood in general. In terms of the values of knighthood Barron discusses the feudal
relationship between Bertilak and Gawain. Trawthe and Treason also considers, in the face of
Gawain’s acceptance of the lady’s kisses, whether the hero has respected the rules of
romance. As with many other scholars, Barron regards the hunts as the Gawain-poet’s
commentaries on the success or failure of Gawain in these love-tests. Barron provides some
important concluding thoughts on the nature and seriousness of Gawain’s guilt, something
important to my discussion of the poem’s outlook on spirituality.

The Gawain-Poet by Henry Savage spends some time studying the general features of

the poem, highlighting its allegorical nature. Thus the work contributes important insights
into plausible meanings of such symbols as the fox as hunted game on the vital third day. Yet

Savage spends a great deal of time situating the poem’s author in the socio-political



environment of the time, and in particular on the relationship between King Richard II’s aunt,
Princess Isabella, and the latter’s husband, the Sire de Coucy. Savage speculates on the
connections between some of the events found in Gawain and those that occur in the life of
[sabella and her husband. As stated before, my project will not ponder the origins of Gawain;
it will spend little if any time on the political history of the era, 50 Savage’s discussion will
contribute only background information.

Naturally, one cannot completely ignore the milieu from which Gawain came. Larry
D. Benson’s study, Art and Tradition in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1965), permits
the student of Gawain a better understanding of the poem by placing it in its medieval
heritage. As Benson observes,

to modem readers the Gawain-poet frequently seems obscure when he is

most clear, and simple when he is complex. To read the poem without an

understanding of the relations of that art to the traditions that the poet used

is to miss much of the meaning and many of the pleasures that Sir Gawain

offers."”
The author aims to broaden our understanding of this poem by comparing it to other
medieval romances. He begins by examining the early sources of the poem before offering a
discussion on the nature of the green knight in this poem and its possible origins in European
folklore. He concludes by discussing Gawain’s sin and the ending of the poem. As with some
of the other works discussed, Art and Tradition will add another important angle to my own

understanding of the poem and its characters in particular.

Hans Schnyder’s thoughts in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. An Essay in

Interpretation (1961) also aid the modern student entering the wider imaginative world of the
Middle Ages. This essay defines the important place of allegory in the medieval world with

Gawain in mind. Schnyder makes the important point that the medieval understanding



regarded stories, whether from the Bible, folktales, or literary works such as Gawain, as
containing multiple levels of meaning for the audience, ranging from the literal to the
allegorical. Schnyder warns that one must apply an allegorical approach to medieval
literature even when this seems unnecessary. We risk missing an intended meaning if we
neglect this.'® Schnyder’s work, by concentrating more on how to read the poem rather than
on aspects of the poem itself, provides an important missing piece on Gawain scholarship,
even if one does not always agree with his specific allegorical interpretations of various
figures. [ will undoubtedly find this book of importance since I too am interested in the
poem’s allegorical meaning.

Charles Moorman’s The Pear!-Poet (1968) “is intended as a general introduction to

one of the great English poets.”"® As such it can offer only limited insights into Gawain,
although these insights may be unique because Moorman concerns himself more with the
poet than with Gawain per se. Since Benson, Schnyder, and Moorman all place Gawain into
a different general background, all three offer different perspectives on the poem.

Cntical Studies of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1968), edited by Donald R.
Howard and Christian Zacher offers many varied articles on style, criticism, characters,
setting, as well as more general interpretations of the poem. Laura Hibbard Loomis in her
chapter discusses the religious nature of the poem, of how it concemns itself with good and
not evil; of the curious lack of religious visions or mystical experiences in the poem; and of
the earthy rather than “supernatural” goodness of the hero.” Paul Delany discusses the role
of the guide in the fourth fitt, something with which few others have concerned themselves.
Other chapters deal with the green girdle, the green chapel, and the notion of anti-romance in

the poem.
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Conclusion

This thesis attempts, as the title suggests, a reading of the poem. That is, it does not
argue that Gawain can only be interpreted in this certain way by everyone, but only that it is
one possible stance. Because Chnistian spirituality inhered so deeply to the medieval
worldview, other ways of reading this poem, such as Shoaf’s Commercium, hold great
interest to this study; ultimately economics, chivalry, and so on, from various medieval
outlooks, carried spiritual significance. Therefore, these issues will influence this discussion.
Yet, being a study of the poem’s spiritual theology, this thesis will begin first by identifving
and defining important aspects of medieval Christian spirituality, but only after doing the

same to medieval chivalry.
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Knighthood

[t goes without saying that Gawain is not a spiritual treatise per se. My reading of the
poem largely as if it were such a work necessitates a chapter explaining why I can do such a
thing. There does not exist an insurmountable gulf between medieval spiritual treatises and
medieval poetry. Neither does there exist such an impassible obstruction between medieval
chivalry and medieval Christianity. In fact, chivalry, as this chapter will demonstrate, rose in
part from medieval beliefs. This chapter aims to explain, then, why it is that [ can claim that a
medieval story about a Christian knight can serve as a pedagogical tool in Christian

spirituality. [t does so iargely by examining the links between chivalry and Christianity.

Medieval Knighthood

By the twelfth and thirteenth centuries knighthood as a military institution had grown
into an entire ideology. Early medieval rulers needed dependable fighters who met
irregularly but with a lifetime’s commitment. Over the centuries, the notion of service took
on a more encompassing sense. This growth ensued from the knights’ ever-changing

relationship of service to their lords.'
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The modem scholar Jean Flore names obedience the most important virtue of the
medieval cavalier.” Knights played a foundational role in the maintenance of the social status
quo, subject to the whims and needs of their lord, while themselves responsible for (and
therefore demanding from) many lesser noblemen and peasants under them. Social and
political rebellion, although an historic reality, does not inhere to this ideology. The ideal
knight offered to risk everything, including life and family, for the lord.” The chivairic code
placed these men into tightly-fitted roles, deviation from which could lead to death by
hanging on orders of the lord and with the support of the Church. Knighthood being a
relationship of service, the men received great privilege from their superiors in return for
performing their duties. The land granted them by their superior represented the greatest
privilege.

Service to the Church afforded the knight some freedom in his relationship with his
lord, for a man submitted to his seigneur only within the limits of ecclesiastical teaching. The
knight as a Christian served the Gospel, as interpreted by the Church, before all else,
including personal necessity. This encouraged a chivalrous devotion to God through the
person of Jesus Christ, a devotion that led the knight to trust in God while on his errands or in
battle, to attend Mass frequently, and to Confess sins regularly.* In fact, the undertones of
chivalry became so religious that a fourteenth-century scholar, Geoffrey Charney, names
knighthood and priesthood as the Church’s dual retigious orders.’

Knights’ vocation as such “holy” soldiers deepened in religious piety in general from
the eleventh-century onwards, and was a movement that also found expression in the growth
and reform of monasteries and general ecclesiastical and papal corrections.” The crusades

evidence the belief that in battle Christ not only stood with the fighting men, but actively
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engaged in battle too. Crusaders literally became soldiers of Christ, able to practice their
murderous ways with theological justification as Christ’s army, engaged in a “just war.”
Again, this combat followed from the notion of service. Frequent stories of Muslim attacks
on Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land emboldened the Church in 1095 to call on Christian
warrlors to serve by protecting sacred Christian sites.

The last key to chivalry centered on the knight’s moral conduct. This inciuded virtues
such as courage, sincerity, faithfulness to one’s word, truthfulness, and generosity (or
largesse).® The last ideal called on the knight to take care of widows, the sick, frail, elderly,
and orphans. This set of morals followed from the notion of a knight as one who actively
supported the social order, for this order presumably upheld justice. The ideal deemed the
Church-sanctioned hierarchical order as just and fit for all. Loyalty to the Church, the lord,
and the social arrangement thus underlay these beliefs. The ideal set out cowardice,
disloyalty, and faithlessness, all of which could destroy society, as the negative counterparts

to positive virtues.”

Knightly Romances

Richard Barber explains that “the apogee of the knight as fighting man—and hence as
hero—coincided with the first flowering of a literature in everyday language.”'® Thus it
became the case of art imitating life which imitated art: Chivalry’s development began far
before the growth of such writings, but romances changed knighthood’s direction by infusing
romantic elements. This literature became the ideology of chivalry, establishing the

expectations and ideals a knight was to follow.



Historical circumstances aided the power of this literature to alter the course of
knighthood. The growth of errant knights, usually younger sons who were squeezed out of
any inheritance and who therefore had to make a name for themselves, illustrates the
changing society that allowed for such a course.'' These men fought but, living so
independently, they also had the leisure time necessary to listen to and be influenced by such
stories.

Wendy Clein writes that “romances are the vehicles for the demonstration of a range
of chivalric virtues: prowess, loyalty, mercy, and courtesy,” and religious piety.13 Fellowship
also played a vital role. The Round Table, advocating equality over seats of honour,
instanced this virtue."* Naturally fellowship makes sense, given that knights as a class could
maintain their privileges against the lower classes only when united. A lack of fellowship
could endanger the entire system; fighting each other would give lower classes or invaders an
opportunity to change things. Thus fellowship, or even /argesse, did not guarantee a
democratic, egalitarian kind of social justice. Romances certainly did not advocate such
order, but concerned themselves more with an inner-class justice. The task of the knight,
regarding the other two estates, the clerical and peasant, was to uphold the social order, that
is, to enforce the social contract.

Romances influenced knighthood by moving the ideal away from the fighting man
and towards that of the courtly man. Two worlds existed according to such writings:
Civilization, that is, life within the confines of the castle; and wilderness, that is, iife outside
the walls of the castle.!’ These romances pulled the knight more and more into the arena of
the court; the knight became a courtier, a man of leisure who spent a great deal of his time in

society, observing very strict social rules. He left this only for battle, and even battle often
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became, in these romances, secondary to courtly society. The Gawain-poet, for instance,
does not tell us much about the hero’s real engagements against dragons, trolls, and outlaws
while on his way to the Green Chapel; the only battle we really witness is the “Christmas
Game”--a kind of sorcerer’s tournament--where the battle focuses on Gawain’s inner reality.
Thus the inner man becomes central to chivalry, where the accent falls on virtues, Christian
morality, the “proper” treatment of women, and so on, rather than on sheer brute strength and
fighting ability.

Romances also influenced the knightly ideal through their Christian values. Chretien
de Troyes’ knights spent a great deal of time in Confession.'® But like fellowship, this
religious ideal made sense considering the roots of knighthood, for a developed conscience
could only aid in the mutual relationship of service that had already existed before the age of
romances. Confession thus not only regulated one’s relationship with God, but also social

relationships. 17

Conclusion

The Gawain-poet uses romance convention as the frame for his spiritual treatise. The
poet creates a world in which people build great fagades based on ideals. Those same people,
in particular Bertilak, Morgan le Fey, and the Lady of the castle, use those masks for a deeper
purpose: “The gestures of hospitality (and temptation),” Ad Putter writes, “are a perfect false
front for a lethal trap.”'® Gawain “fails” because he concerns himself too much with
convention, with performing for that convention, that he fails to understand what is really

going on inside of him, not that such an understanding would come easily. But even at the
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end of the story, as we will see, he is still somewhat caught up in this false world, and so
even then he does not comprehend the deeper issue. Thus even then, his transforming

experience seems incomplete.
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Ideals 1: Virtues and the Spiritual Journey in the Middle Ages

This chapter discusses medieval spiritual teachings in Western Christendom in order
to demonstrate the importance, to this era, of divine grace to the spiritual life. While this
chapter may appear to accord the role of virtues in this journey a relatively minor or even
somewhat negative one, the point to be made is of the fundamental importance, for many
medieval Christians, of grace, and of the fact that virtues result from the health of the
spiritual journey. Virtues reflect a soul in good grace. As we will see, many teachers from the
era deny that virtues can put that soul into good grace. Virtues, from this viewpoint, are the
after-effects, not the first-effects, of a blessed soul. Virtues are the fruits of unearned grace
bestowed as a freely-given, never-earned divine gift.

From the perspective of this thesis, the poem centers on Gawain’s attitude to his
personal virtues and Christian piety. “Virtues,” for the purposes, generally speaking, of many
medieval Christian spiritual teachers, refer to those moral decisions and actions one carries
out in order to lead a more Christ-like existence.! True enough, Arnistotle, Old Testament
prophets, and even Chaucer touting the virtues of the spring rains, all use virtue in a different
or wider context. But for the purposes of this study, “virtue” refers to the attempt at imitatio

Christi through the adoption of various modes of behavior. As the previous chapter on
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knighthood indicates, notions of virtues, as applicable to the cavalier, would also be
influenced by societal expectations of its fighting men.

Medieval and Roman Catholic religious piety, in turn, encompasses devotions,
private and corporate, such as prayers to the Christian saints and Mary, and the faithful
observance of rituals such as the Mass or matins.

The Gawain-poet outlines a spiritual theology of imperfection by critiquing the hero’s
actions and, more specifically, the attitudes that lie behind these actions. The problem does
not issue from what the hero stands for, but from Aow he stands for it. That is, the virtues and
piety Gawain has adopted as a sort of identification do not form the crux of the matter. How
Gawain embraces virtues and piety concems the author. The poem therefore does not critique
Gawain’s five virtues or the place of religious devotions in the life of the medieval Christian
community. Much of the action, such as found in the hunting scenes, represents an analysis
of or judgment on Gawain’s practice of these.

The poet focuses on the hero’s scrupulous application of the virtues, examining how
this underlies the knight’s every action. Gawain’s commentary on the protagonist’s
comportment echoes the warning of the thirteenth-century Beguine mystic Hadewijch on
perfectionism’s spiritual pitfalls: “When a man sees he possesses overflowing sweetness, he
begins little by little to believe in his own perfection, so that he takes insufficient care to
uplift his life.”

By situating the poet’s concern for virtues within some currents in wider medieval
Christian society, this chapter attempts to relate Gawain, as a pedagogical tool for the
spiritual life, to other such works. In particular, one notes, Gawain examines in depth the

beginning stage of the spiritual journey about which many Christian mystics, such as John of
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the Cross and Teresa of Avila, have written. While the poet focuses on piety just as much as
on the virtues (and Gawain’s piety will serve as the next chapter’s topic), [ will limit this
survey to virtues. A full investigation of piety would replicate this discussion on the virtues,
as the same issues inhere to both. Also, although the Christian community calls many of the
medieval writers salient to this chapter “mystics,” this inquiry does not try to advance

Gawain or the Gawain-poet as mystics.

The Virtues and the Middle Ages

One cannot underestimate the important place medieval Christians granted the
Christian virtues. Naturally, knightly classes would have constructed an entire assortment of
values and virtues based not only on the faith but also on social and military obligations. In
looking at Christian virtues alone in this chapter, without disallowing the importance of the
knightly virtues to the story and consequently to this thesis (as we will see), one finds
concord on the importance of virtues in the journey towards Christ. An early Franciscan
exemplifies the widespread attitude by likening virtues to a ladder that, operating from grace,
lead souls to heaven.’ Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theologica echoes this, stating that
“human virtue is a habit perfecting man in view of his doing good deeds.” The practice of
virtues leads to an openness towards the divine. Without this openness, no amount of divine
grace can change one.

In referring to medieval mystics, theologians, and poets, one finds no consensus on
the exact designation, number, and nature of the virtues. The variegated outlook proceeded

from the early church’s inconsistency on the topic. Each Church Father seems to submit his



own ideas, frequently without referring to catechisms or other theologians. Augustine in

Book XIX of The City of God sets Christian prudence, fortitude, temperance, and justice as

superior to any pagan virtues.” Offering a different view, Hesychios of Jerusalem in the fifth
century speaks of the four virtues of moral judgment, wisdom, righteousness, and fortitude.®
From the same era, St. Mark the Ascetic in turn names humility, vigilance, self-control, and
long-suffering,’

Teachers in the High Middle Ages failed to clarify this discussion. Bonaventure’s
“Breviloquium” presents a traditional list of the virtues, the “Seven Cardinal Virtues,” which
include the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity, and the virtues of prudence,
temperance, justice, and fortitude.® The distinctiveness of these seven virtues proceeds from
the diverse functions and duties humans exercise.’

Not all theologians and mystics speak of the “Seven Cardinal Virtues.” An early
Franciscan, Brother Giles, identifies love, faith, humility, fear of the Lord, patience, solitude
and watchfulness, contempt of the world, chastity, penance, prayer, and obedience as
virtues.'® The Englishman Walter Hilton in the fourteenth century designates humility,
patience, purity, temperance, and love as the virtues, claiming that these can grow only
through prayer.'' In the same epoch, “The Cloud of Unknowing” simplifies things,
describing virtue as the “blind reaching out of love” to God."? Virtue is but the affection that
one directs towards God, for no other purpose or good than God."* The author lists love and
humility as the key underlying virtues to this action.

Teachers discussed the virtues from personal experiences and perspectives. Meister
Eckhart (1260-1329) names obedience the root of all virtues."* This follows from his

instruction on the need for “detachment” from worldly things and even from one’s “need” for



God."” Dante in his “Comedy” also stresses the importance of detachment, which he regards
as central to justice. In the poet’s vision, God grants fewer heavenly favors to those who
during their earthly existence practice virtues while attached to personal gains from such an
exercise: A virtuous action thus tainted reaches “To its objective with less lively rays.”'®

While this listing demonstrates the lack of medieval Christian cohesion in the
discussion of the virtues, as stated before, teachers of Christian spirituality in the period agree
on the need for the virtues on the journey. Most echo Aquinas’s view: “Now, in order to do
good deeds, it matters not only what a man does but also how he does it.”"’

Gawain does not seem to break much, if any, new ground in its view of the necessary
attitude Christians must take regarding the virtues. While the poem follows the norm of
naming and discussing its own virtues, it also adheres to the medieval consensus regarding

how one should practice these issues. As stated, it appears that the Gawain-poet accentuates

the how over the what. The poet seems to reflect Augustine’s warning in The City of God

that virtues are only true, good, and Christian when the person places faith in God rather than
in the virtues themselves. Augustine cautions that the great pagan philosophies such as
Stoicism also preached virtues. The fault of people who subscribed to such philosophies lay
in their inability to see beyond this life and hurnan strength and will.'® Christian virtues must
point the person above everything, including the virtues themselves. As stated, virtues must
open one up to divine grace. We see the blindness that can overwhelm even a virtuous person
1n the poem most strongly in Gawain’s shocking discovery at the end concerning the gravity
of his sinful nature; this sinfulness contrasts greatly with his simplistic spiritual pride issuing
from his earnest belief in practicing the virtues.

The Spiritual Journey and the Virtues in the Middle Ages



In turning to this spiritual movement, one finds commonalties amongst medieval
teachers of spirituality and spiritual theology. Virtues retain an important albeit less than
central place in their thought. Many treatises lay out a step-by-step approach to spiritual
growth. Medieval writers tended to place God at the core of the virtues and of piety in
general: Writers regard God alone as the source but also, as discussed by “The Cloud of
Unknowing”, as the goal of the virtues. As we will see, Gawain agrees entirely with this, and
finds Gawain guilty of idolizing his virtues, of placing them at the center of things. The
central movement towards union with God issues not the exercise of the virtues, but from the
growth of self-knowledge (something, it seems, Gawain gains by the end of his journey) and
humble prayer that opens the heart to God.

St. Mark the Ascetic wams about frequent temptations when one attempts to exercise
the virtues. Relying on the virtues alone, without prayer, entangles one ever deeper in the
passions and temptations."” The life of virtues thus bears a double-edged sword. St. Mark
warns that one’s attitude determines whether we take the path of holy virtue or that of sinful
vice: “Fulfilling a commandment means doing what we are enjoined to do; but virtue is to do
it in a manner that conforms to the Truth.” %° Lacking the right spirit, based on the grace born
from the Truth, the virtues become oppressive laws.

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) revolutionized medieval mysticism,
particularly with his affective language about God.*! John Sommerfeldt, in The Spiritual
Teachings of Bernard of Clairvaux, claims that Bernard assigns the virtues an important
albeit always secondary place in the spiritual journey: Bernard denies that spiritual growth

depends on the development of specific proficiencies, such as the virtues, even if such habits



can aid.”* Ultimately, Bernard esteems God as the Great Educator.”> Humans must open
themselves to the work of grace; rather than acting on their own accord, they must wait and
watch.

Sommerfeldt terms humility, love, and contemplation Bernard’s three stages of the
journey towards God. These three arise from the gift of the Holy Spinit, and we must
therefore regard them as the works not of humans but of God. In fact, Bernard warns that
trusting in one’s own actions ensures the loss of the graces of humility and love. Bemard,
then, adheres to the wider medieval understanding, claiming that the human journey proceeds
from the work of the Lord. For Bernard the Christian does play a major role, but in slowing
down the movement of love®*; humans obstruct their own progress.

Etienne Gilson in The Mystical Theology of St. Bernard offers a second view of the

saint’s spiritual theology. Gilson discusses the issue of love, with merely a cursory glance at
the place of virtue in Bernard’s thought. The scholar speaks of the saint’s different kinds or
stages of love on the journey as corresponding to the depth of one’s relationship with God.
Bernard declares the love of God as both the means and the ends of the spiritual journey.”
Gilson thus turns to the different types of love which Bemnard finds along the way.
Our enfleshed nature pushes us towards egotistical self-love.”® At this beginning stage, self-
attachment overcomes love of God because we have always concerned ourselves, up to this
point in the journey, with our bodily necessities and by extension with our quest for pleasure,
even though God by right as Creator and Redeemer deserves our devoted affection.”’” This
incongruity leaves us dissatisfied, since our restless yearning cannot find relief in self-love

nor in loving created goods.**



The solution does not come easily; by ourselves we cannot mitigate the situation.
Self-knowledge marks the first step. This wisdom occasions the humility Sommerfeldt judges
as so important to Bernard. Gilson writes that Bernard’s human, corrupted by orginal sin, no
longer enjoys the freedom necessary for escaping the bonds of sin or the “impotent” will.”®
The Gawain-poet very keenly understands this predicament: The perfect Christian knight,
under extreme pressure from a seductive lady and from his imminent death, fails, even when
armed with a deeply-rooted piety and commitment to the virtues. Gawain could do nothing, it
seems, except surrender to God. This is an important thing he did not do, the one thing that
might have prevented failure,

One can easily see in medieval thinking the futility of a graceless existence. In
exercising the virtues, one still depends utterly on God. Any one virtue, to effect movement
of the soul towards God, must receive divine grace. [n wnting of the virtue of holy poverty,
Bernard asks in a letter, “what sort of thing is this that, without the help of angels or men,
simply by trusting in divine grace, is able to penetrate of itself to the vision of glory, to reach
the summits of existence, to scale the very heights of all splendor?”*° Virtues hold enormous
power, but solely as conduits of divine grace.

In their fallen state, humans cannot tum from sin. The Fall has destroyed the virtues’
efficacy. This is important, for Bernard regards the virtues as those habits which would
enable humans, in their untainted free will, to choose that which would prevent them from
sinnjng.3l The virtues issue from human love for God. Unfortunately, after the Fall, humans
love earthly things more than heavenly things, rendering human practice of the virtues

unavoidably imperfect.*
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While human sin has, in this sense, annihilated the virtues, love never fails. Thus
Bernard turns to the Benedictine / Cistercian antidote for human fallenness: Love of God and
others.** As John Sommerfeldt explains, for Bemard “all loves are part of one love which is
the proper ordering of the will toward the good. . . Bernard’s message is clear: one must love
to be complete, whole, happy."34 The virtues exert influence, but only when filled with love.
This movement of love occasions the virtues’ growth.”” But love and the journey towards
God do not depend on the exercise of good habits. Quite the opposite: The virtues must grow
from love and the relationship with God. This seems perfectly logical for Bernard. Love
needs to transform the will. A will before this conversion cannot practice the virtues.’®

Catherine of Siena in the fourteenth-century also imparts to the virtues a secondary
place in the spiritual quest. She does so by frequently keeping silent about these habits while
explaining other (presumably more important) necessities of the spiritual life. This silence on
the virtues grows as she investigates the journey’s mature stages. Her “Dialogue” begins with
the restless soul yearning for God. She points to virtues’ great importance here. One relates
more deeply to God after exercising the virtues and “dwelling in the cell of self-knowledge in
order to know better God’s goodness toward her.”*” Good habits enable the focus this greater
self-knowledge demands.

Maintaining silence on the virtues, she emphasizes the role of “humble prayer” in
eventual union with God. Through this prayerful regime one follows Christ’s footsteps.
Catherine fails to discuss the role of virtues in this imitario Christi. In a vision she sees the
human soul adorned with words that refer to the virtues; once again, though, she limits the

place of these virtues, writing that the words in general specify union with God occurring



through love.*® Rather than good habits, self-knowledge and an ever-deepening relationship
of love with God occasion the necessary purity for such spiritual blessings. *’

When the saint does break her silence on the virtues, she emphasizes the love that fills
them. She does not limit them to mere practice, but finds something deeper. [n speaking of
contrition’s importance for the journey, she points to the love for God—the “infinite desire”--
behind it rather than to the virtue itself.** The satisfaction that humans can offer God issues
not from any virtue but ulimately from knowledge of God and “the bitterness and contrition
the heart finds in the knowledge of itself and its own sins. Such knowledge gives birth to
hatred and contempt for sin and for the soul’s selfish sensuality.”*

Catherine identifies humility as the “mother” virtue. Consistent with her teaching, she
locates this good in self-knowledge.** Again, humility carries a deeper sense, for this good
arises “when you see that even your own existence comes not from yourself but from
[God].™" Catherine establishes the root of this mother virtue, then, in knowledge of God and
the understanding of love. She judges any other humility as hollow and useless.

The notion of futility underlies the medieval analysis on the place of virtues in the
spiritual journey. One’s actions, however grand, can never suffice. Bonaventure, in “The
Journey of the Mind to God,” emphasizes the need for divine grace; the Christian cannot
overcome the ego except by means of a “superior power.”™* The exercise of the virtues,
undoubtedly important, ultimately fails to aid this ascent. Bonaventure sees only futility in
the hurman attempt at this journey: “No matter how well we plan our spiritual progress,
nothing comes of it unless divine assistance intervenes.™’

Utterly dependent on divine grace, the saint parallels Catherine of Siena in naming

prayer the sole antidote to human sin and fragmentation.* What and how Bonaventure
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instructs the reader to pray also carries significance: In our dependence, we must pray as
perpetual beginners accepting our ignorance.*’ Bonaventure renounces human efforts and
intellect. Prayer, then, is neither a virtue nor, in a sense, an automatic pietistic devotion as
practiced by Gawain.

Despite this human dependence, Bonaventure does not prescribe a wholly passive
attitude. He invokes our senses, imagination, reason, understanding, intelligence, and moral
discernment.*® But we must act on these from the attitude of prayer and complete reliance on
God’s grace, because sin has distorted the senses, imagination, and so on. Our good use of
these once again counts on divine blessings and, from the human end, on humbly opening to
this grace.* The saint cautions against vainglory by describing the fallen state of humans that
has corrupted us: “Man [sic], blind and bent down, is sitting in darkness, where he cannot see
the light of heaven unless he is assisted by grace and righteousness against concupiscence,
and by knowledge and wisdom against ignorance.”® We depend completely on grace, and
gain “spiritual vision” solely through Jesus Christ.

Bonaventure does assign an important position in the journey to the three theological
virtues. Without the practice of these virtues--which cleanse, enlighten, and perfect--the soul
cannot order itself for the ascent to God.*' Rather than placing the work of the habits at the
beginning of the spiritual journey as Catherine does, Bonaventure terms them the “middle
steps” that create the inner space from where we contemplate God.

Ultimately paralleling Saint Catherine, Bonaventure concludes that “All this is
brought about by sincere love for Christ, poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who
has been given to us.™’ The latter statement emphasizes that virtues, then, center less on the

effort of the individual and more on the work of divine grace. Good habits receive their
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energy and effectiveness through God’s movement. Otherwise, they remain as hollow as they

sometimes seem for Gawain.

The Spiritual Journey and Suffering

As a spiritual treatise, Gawain does not outline the complete pilgrimage. We see, in
fact, only the very beginnings of the journey that culminates, ideally, in a loving union with
the divine. Our hero has nonetheless made vital headway with his reluctant step of purgation.
Without such a stage, the Christian teachers warn, one risks practicing a sentimental, naive,
and childish spirituality. The mystics agree that a stripping away must occur. For
transformation, the personality must sustain a painful, disturbing reorientation.”* This change
centers on first eliminating all that prevents inner unity and then on perceiving something
greater than the needs and understanding of the self, the ego.

Spiritual teachers write at length on the purgation stage of the journey. In fact,
Catherine of Siena (as we have seen), John of the Cross, and Theresa of Avila employ much
more effort on this part than on the nature and merits of the virtues.” John of the Cross likens
this stage to death, stating, in fact, that for many the course actually feels like dying.*® The
old must die in order to make way for the new; the old and the new, for the Christian, cannot
co-exist. This agonizing process destroys the soul’s attachments to non-divine goods (such as
the “virtues™ in Gawain’s case), thereby disorienting the person since much of what God
strips away 18, in fact, inherently good.

The problem lies not in the objects themselves but in our attachments to lesser things

than God. To repeat myself, then, the Gawain-poet centers on how Gawain utilizes the
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virtues, on how the knight becomes overly attached to these. Gawain relies too much on the
virtues (although we will see that his piety does speak of a relationship with God).
Attachments obstruct fuller relationship with the divine. The Holy Spirit consequently works
at destroying these false supports.’” Carole Lee Flinders sums up the issue as seen by

Eckhart:

There are three obstacles to God-realization: multiplicity,
temporality, and corporeality. Our difficulty is not so much
with the concepts themselves, but with the hold they have over
us: the belief that we are many, and not one; that we are at the
mercy of time (and therefore death); and that our very being is
physical—that we are our bodies.”

Eckhart offers a grave warning. Human desire is so immense, “immeasurably so,” yet
through human knowledge we cannot grasp God. An enormous challenge results, for “where
knowledge and desire end, there is darkness, and there God shines.” We must overcome
this insatiable desire, but not by trying to satisfy it. We can hear the voice of God only when
we remove ourselves from all that we consider as ours.®
God’s love is a tough love. The teachers warn that fuller living does not mean
hanging on to everything and acquiring even more. It involves leaving many things behind
and travelling ever more lightly. One must eliminate the need for “more” out of life and aim,
instead, for “less.” Hadewijch describes this journey with a non-sentimental realism and a
certain toughness acquired along the way:
Abasement and hard adventure
Have I suffered many a day.
Bitter to me are all things
That my eyes ever looked upon.
How can I get off cheaply?
Love, sweetest above all that is sweet,
And who can give all things,

Detains me inceed in woe and bitterness.
I shudder how I keep on.*!



John of the Cross’s “dark night of the soul” offers much insight into the nature of the
problem from the Christian, and Gawain-poet’s, perspective. John claims that human
passions distort reason so that our perverted reason then creates idols. We become enslaved.
Our only way out hinges on the process by which our gaze turns from these idols to looking
at God. Yet because of the immensity of God, we cannot simply change from worldly goods
and gaze directly at God. Rather than looking at the bright light of the Godhead, then, we are
moved by something we cannot see—in other words, by the dark light of God. The soul
gropes around in darkness, travelling a path it does not see towards a goal it can never
understand nor fathom. Thomas Merton sums up the nature and reason for this purgation:
“Before the spirit can see the Living God, it must be blind even to the highest perceptions
and judgments of its natural intelligence.™?

Tremendous spiritual pain results, since the process demands that we give up
everything and receive, in the meantime, only incertitude, discomfort, and dis-equilibrium.
As Merton again concludes, because of the Fall, “the only way to true life is a kind of
death.”™* John of the Cross offers stark words rather than comfort to the suffering spiritual
pilgnm:

When a soul finds no pleasure or consolation in the things of God,
it also fails to find it in any thing created; for, as God sets the soul
in this dark night to the end that He may quench and purge its
sensual desire, He allows it not to find attraction or sweetness in
anything whatsoever.**
Merton terms this the “precipice.” This spells the death-throes of the ego, and it comes about

when we desire to possess and know nothing so that we can truly live the First

Commandment—to love God with all our hearts.%
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Evelyn Underhill would agree that these Christian teachers experienced, inevitably,
both pain and pleasure on the journey towards God.*® She characterizes the pilgrimage as
constantly challenging the self, the ego, to look towards God and away from its needs.®’ To
emphasize just how rudimentary Gawain’s spiritual awakening relates to the larger picture,
Underhill would not characterize such an awakening as even close to a spiritually
transforming expenence: Gawain feels the complete opposite of what such conversion
brings: defeat, an absence of divine consolation, and unconcern for God.*®

Two other aspects of Underhill’s discussion carry importance. Conversion,
characterized by a sudden awakening of the self, is unwanted and largely out of the control of
the self, coming from somewhere deep inside. Thus she writes of St. Francis:

In a moment of time, Francis’s whole universe has
suffered complete rearrangement . . . The change,
which he cannot describe, he knows to be central for
life. Not for a moment does he think of disobeying the
imperative voice which speaks to him from a higher
plane of reality and demands the sacrifice of his
career.®’
She also writes that “pure mystical perception” followed this experience.”® Gawain
experiences neither the awakening nor any such perception. True, he does undergo an

unwanted, expanded self-awareness, but it originates from outside, from the initiative and

actions of others.

Conclusion

It seems, then, that Gawain has just started down that path Hadewijch knows so well.

His ego will experience countless such reversals and blunt awakenings that tell him the
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“more” of life is actually inside; this could prompt a greater openness to God’s voice, similar
to how St. Francis’s old ways of rowdiness, gang warfare, and general excess no longer
worked for him. The Spirit does not blow through Gawain’s life any more gently than
through those of others. The hero conscientiously exercises his Christian piety, hoping that
this will suffice. He retains, more or less, a faith in his virtues, and thus stands at Catherine of
Siena’s first stage. His one great mistake has taken him to a place he wants to avoid, a place
of self-doubt where he realizes that the supports on which he has always depended will fail
him in life: He learns, much to his chagrin, that life’s complications and demands overwhelm
these supports. At the end of the adventure, we see Gawain entering a dark time in his life
where, we know from John of the Cross, much growth can occur. Yet, like so many others,

he remains most unwilling.
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Ideals 2: The Certainty of Christian Piety

Then there are people who rely on certain magic signs and
prayers thought up by some pious imposter for his own
amusement or for gain—they promise themselves everything,
wealth, honours, pleasure, plenty, continual good health, long
life, a vigorous old age, and finally a seat next to Christ in
heaven.'

Gawain is a very devout Christian knight, but relates to God from this devotion. He
relies, in fact, too much on this way, becoming overly concerned with perfectionist practice
to the detriment of his relationship with God that such observance supposedly serves.
Gawain’s penchant for “perfectionism” in his religious practice is difficult to prove by
looking at specific parts of the text. When, for instance, he is increasingly concerned, while
on the initial journey out of Camelot, as to whether he will be able to attend Mass and recite
his devotions (750f), this may indicate, as a single episode, the great virtue of constancy in
the face of hopelessness or personal danger. Again, when riding out from Hautdesert to the
Green Chapel (2069/7), the hero places his faith in the Lord (2138-9). This, too, as a single
episode, can be taken more as an exemplary act of constancy in the face of almost certain
death. But the latter episode, in particular, when contrasted with Gawain'’s sin of betraying
his faith in Mary for the magical talisman that occurred the day before, as well as his
blindness to this sin, makes a sort of mockery not only of his supposed constancy while on

the final journey. It makes a bit of a mockery of his entire religious practice, for he gave up

when it really mattered—when he most needed such faith.
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His last-minute rebuff of his religion betrays a crack in his pious armor, and this crack
evidences his perfectionism in that we can no longer accept with certainty that all his
religious deeds issue from depth. This crack leads one to ask if they are no more than an
attempt at a good performance that, oftentimes, avoids a deeper spiritual engagement. This
thesis asserts later that his piety does seem heart-felt, that his relationships with Mother Mary
and Jesus seem real. However, given the end result of this journey, his piety seems a little too
forced because he has lived it and practiced it all the while unawares of his sinful side.
Because he fails to see the reality of original sin in his own life, one can conclude, especially
after seeing the wisdom of John of the Cross, Catherine of Siena, and others, that our hero is
at times simply acting. This production is a good one, and one has the impression that he has
even fooled himself. Thus his bitter astonishment at the end: He too has a dark side. His is a
perfectionist performance because it has prevented him from seeing his imperfect nature; he
has been more interested in form than substance.

We will divide Gawain’s devotion into two parts, one centering on his five virtues,
and the second concerning his relationships with the divine, (including Mary and the saints),
and how these relationships affect Gawain’s attitudes and interactions with other people. This
chapter will examine the second aspect of Gawain’s devotion, henceforth referred to as
“piety” or simply “devotion,” while the following one will more fully study the hero’s virtues
and how he lives them.

These two chapters seek to discuss Gawain’s starting point on this journey in order to
examine the building blocks of his pilgrimage. These building blocks and the roots of the
Christian faith carry great significance, as Piotr Sadowski notes:

The quest theme in Sir Gawain is embedded within the
temporal scheme of the Church’s liturgical calendar with its
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feast days and related rituals and customs, and harmonized
with the natural cycle of the seasons of the astronomical year
as well as with th’e popular beliefs and folk customs
associated with them.”

Gawain’s religious observances seem to designate him the perfect Christian knight;
but deeper problems exist. Particularly at his “pre-enlightenment” stage, Gawain seems to
have eschewed his own imperfection and broken-ness. In the sixteenth centurv Erasmus of
Rotterdam warns how such a false conditioning (even regarding piety, one presumes) can
obstruct one from God: “Man’s [sic] mind is so formed that it is far more susceptible to

falsehood than to truth.”

Gawain’s piety prevents him from seeing the truth. This is so
because the man has developed a devotion that, although not superficial or wholly
sentimental, has not, it seems, encountered any great obstacles. It is the piety of a youthful

Christian who lacks experience and critical self-awareness. Erasmus’s [n Praise of Folly

claims that spintual maturity demands this awareness and a painful integration of one’s
experiences: A “gain in happiness costs very little, whereas real facts often take a iot of
trouble to acquire.”™

In Gawain’s stage at the story’s beginning, his Christian practices act as a kind of
drug, enabling the knight to cope with life through a few simple words or deeds. These
practices frequently seem to buffer Gawain from a deeper interaction with life. Again, this
does not necessarily indicate a superficial personality or devotion. This chapter seeks to
demonstrate, in fact, that his beliefs and spiritual practices issue from deep within. The end of
the adventure unavoidably effects so much pain for Gawain precisely because of this depth.
Any change or challenge to Gawain’s religious outlook would cause the knight severe pain,
since his identity revolves around his Christian and knightly piety.’ His religious beliefs and

practices impart to him a sense of certitude. Observing religious customs produces certainty
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and security in almost any given situation. We will see this in the bedroom scenes or when he
is journeying from Castle Hautdesert to the Green Chapel.

Gawain suffers a very significant wound, largely because of his perfectionist, pious
observances and because he hides behind false securities. We will speculate later about the
spiritual road ahead for him after this jolt. For now, we will look at what lies in Gawain’s
heart, that is, what resources he can use for his journey. Very clearly, he has a sound base
from which to begin the more difficult, post-shock journey, as he lives his faith boldly,
faithfully, and joyfully. This thesis in no way seeks to accuse Gawain of stupidity,
insincerity, or faithlessness.

In fact, while alone on the journey towards the Green Chapel in the second fitt, during
his tenure in courtly society at Castle Hautdesert or Camelot, or when in the company of
another person such as the Lady of the Castle, Gawain maintains a remarkably consistent
level of religious awareness and speech. He refers repeatedly to God, Providence, Mary, and
the saints, regardless of the wider subject under discussion, and he blesses people in God’s

name when taking his leave, reflecting a certain joy and ease in this faith.

Second Fitt

As the first fitt deals mostly with the scene at Camelot before and during the visit of
the Green Knight, we learn little to nothing about Gawain’s religious piety. The second fitt
introduces us more fully to the hero and his beliefs and practices. The reader soon witnesses
Gawain’s profound yet simple trust in Providence. As he prepares to leave Arthur’s court for

the Green Chapel the next day, he gives his worries concerning the whereabouts of the Green



Chapel over to God: “As God wyl me wysse” (549).5 We cannot know Gawain’s inner
emotions and musings, but can probably assume that he has, to a large degree, comforted
himself with such meditation on God.

For instance, Gawain voices the above prayer even as his apprehension blocks him
from talking to others about the road ahead.” Alone in his fears and turmoil, the knight
wishes to keep only God close, to share these fears solely with his Creator. It is a blessing
that Gawain opens to the divine when in his darkest moments, since he will face many of
these alone on the journey. We have the sense that, accepting this journey as a possible death
march, he acknowledges and reconciles himself to a life that has largely escaped his control,
and that has therefore come to depend on God more than ever. His devotion does contain a
great authenticity to it in the form of this dependence. The problem, we will see, follows
from his use of piety to try to control life.

In describing Gawain’s formal send-off from Camelot the next day, the author places
the protagonist’s Christian devotions into perspective: Line 641 briefly refers to the knight’s
military skills, with the remainder of the section concentrating much more fully on his
devotion. Thus the reader senses the relative importance of this latter to Gawain.® Christian
devotions overtake his personality when the specter of death haunts him.

The pentangle on one side of Gawain’s shield symbolizes much of the knight’s
Christian (and knightly) devotions. It first signifies Gawain’s trust in Chnist and the
redeeming suffering of the Lord: “Ande alle his afyaunce / vpon folde wat3 in pe fyue
wounde3 / bat Cryst ka3t on pe croys” (642-3).” In his own anxious torment, Gawain
probably identifies more deeply than ever with the suffering of Jesus. We glimpse Gawain’s

deeply rooted, childlike trust in Christ (the term “childlike” is used here as a criticism of the
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hero rather than as a compliment of his faith).'” God’s redeeming love for Gawain seems as
certain and real as the pentangle itself, and so this symbol becomes a talisman. It serves as
the armor on Gawain’s shield, becoming, in other words, the knight’s real protective gear.

The Gawain-poet’s next words also indicate a great deal about this childlike piety.
The knight believes in Christ’s five wounds “as pe crede tellez” (643)."! Gawain obediently
acknowledges, accepts, and trusts the Creeds and teachings of the Church. The hero,
anything but a heretic or an original and rebellious thinker, adopts a very traditional,
orthodox piety drawn from Mother Church. As a son of the Church, we can guess that he
fully accepts as truth the promises of this Mother, specifically that devout participation in the
Mass and devotions taught by ecclesiastical authorities guarantee the blessings of God in this
life and the next. His words of the previous day, so quietly confident, issue from this belief.
However, Gawain'’s obedient dedication contains the seeds for a hard fall, for Gawain seems
incapable of leaving these walls behind for an individual relationship with God. "

As with our hero’s “childlike” piety, one can only discern this rigidity, and its
negative effects on Gawain, by looking at the poem as a whole (see footnote 10). Lines 2138-
39 in particular indicate the crux of the problem: “Ful wel con Dry3tyn schape / His
seruauntez for to saue.”'? Gawain has clearly, the previous day, decided to rely firstly on the
girdle rather than primarily on anything divine. Yet the next day he speaks so readily and
quickly of his faith in God (2138-39). This readiness adds to the lack of critical self-
awareness concerning the damage to his relationship with God that turning away from Mary,
his chosen heavenly patron and protector, and towards the magical girdle has caused. His is a
soul in trouble, for it is a soul that has forsaken God, at least partially. Worse, if the Green

Knight were to kill him, given the state of this soul thus turned away from God, the hero
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could only offer his ignorance as a saving grace. Gawain’s over-reliance on pious claims
about God taking care of God’s servants rings hollow. If at this point the pious talk would
have failed him he might have come to his senses without the brutal awakening of the Green
Knight.

Erasmus finds that such a rigid faith often contains little authentic love for humans or
God, and that, practiced from obedience, it fails to lead towards imitatio Christi.** Erasmus
goes so far as to call such living “silly,” and wonders what would happen, both to the
ecclesiastics and the individual, if someone were to suggest that rather than any pious
devotions, the Christian follows aspects of the actual life of the saint.

Gawain’s pious perfectionism masks the fact that he has yet to find his own path to
God. The Christian community does play a vital role in one’s relationship with the divine.
However, at some point each Christian needs to individualize the journey, finding their
personally unique way.'® Gawain’s piety imprisons him in a narrow role that others have
constructed, this role prevents him from exercising his unique path within the Christian
community. This rigidity ultimately fails him.

To be fair to Gawain, he does seem to desire something more individual, even within
the firm confines of devotion. As a Christian knight, he devotes himself specifically to Mary.
The second side of Gawain’s shield depicts an image of the Virgin. Gawain identifies himself
as a confident, trusting, and faithful knight of Mary:

And quere-so-euer pys mon in melly wat3 stad,

His pro po3t wat3 in pat, pur3 alle oper pynge3,

Dbat alle his forsnes he fong at pe fyue joye3

Pat pe hende heuen-quene had of hir chylde (644-7)."°

Whenever Gawain looks at this image of Mary “his belde neuer payred” (650)."
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This relationship reflects the desire for individuality, as Gawain has chosen Mary
when others might choose St. Christopher, St. George, or someone else as an object of
devotion. And Gawain does not seem to follow the Church’s customs merely for show. His
closeness to Mary and confidence in her protection reflect his deeper, very personal practice.
This dedication has led to a deepening relationship with Christ and the Mother of the Lord
that holds great and immediate effect in his real lite. This aspect of Gawain’s Christianity
contains the seeds for much growth, but is limited by the knight’s lack of pliability. A spirit
of openness is important because Gawain’s piety encompasses his whole existence. In the
brief part of his life during which this adventure takes place, Gawain does not seem to
fragment his life into “Christian” and “not Christian” (although, as stated, he still lacks some
integration concerning his self-awareness). However, he risks an all-or-nothing attitude
because of inflexibility and a lack of alternatives in how he perceives things.

Gawain’s relationship with God parallels the one with Mary in that it contains seeds
of openness while imperiled by inflexibility. As we see the knight on the beginning of his
journey, the poet reminds us twice that Gawain does not feel alone: He has not lost faith.
Uncertain of his path, Gawain leaves Camelot for the great unknown “on Gode3 halue”
(692).'® Thus he represents his God, thinking not of a treacherous or dishonest way of
avoiding the meeting with the Green Knight, but rather of how his part in the Beheading
Game mysteriously ensues from something greater. Gawain aims to serve the divine will. As
confusing as this supposed divine will seems to the modern reader, given other strange
elements of the poem—such as a tail green giant who can pick up his beheaded head, address

Camelot, and then ride off--we do not have to justify Gawain’s attitude, but simply accept it.
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Gawain’s inflexibility leads to a hardihood in his actions and attitude. While boldly
riding through the woods, truly alone for the first time on the journey, we read of Gawain’s
felt closeness to God: “Ne no gome bot God bi gate wyth to karp” (696)."” Confronted by
beasts both animal and human-like, Gawain still keeps the faith.”° In fact, the Gawain-poet
portrays a very devout knight whose constancy alone keeps him alive. Significantly, the poet
acknowledges Gawain’s piety, rather than his fighting prowess or adherence to some
chivalric code, as the cause for victories over murderous beasts. This boldness may act more
as a hindrance than a help later on (he does not seem resolute when with the Lady, but his
acceptance of the girdle and deception of Bertilak are in fact very courageous moves to
preserve his life). But for now, alone on the perilous journey, this audacity serves him.
Again, this is a matter of flexibility. He needs to behave as a brave and daring Christian
knight when danger imperils his physical safety, but become more reliant on God than these
confident, perhaps immodest wits when seduced by the Lady or confronting the reality of his
imminent death.

Rather than feeling estranged from the divine while riding from Camelot, Gawain
uses his piety to lean on God’s support, a method that works at this time. This stance works
here because our hero, in these life and death struggles, is in his element. He has met such
challenges countless times before. Old pious habits suit old, easily-surmountable challenges.
Therefore, although the journey seems very discouraging and regrettable, the hero senses that
God nevertheless stands with him. Thus the man’s convictions do not diminish even as his
loneliness grows when he fails to make connections with the “locals,” who know neither God

nor the place of the Green Chapel, and who extend hostility rather than hospitality.!



57

The knight successfully uses his piety to control things, to make dangerous situations
end most beneficially for him. His life depends on his piety. More specifically, his life
depends on the divine answer to this piety. At least for now, this response acts in Gawain’s
favor. Conversely, along with his boldness, this need for control shall cause him to sin later
on. His over-reliance on Church custom and personal devotion prevent him from responding
to a new situation, later on in the Castle, with new tactics.”

The most remarkable and life-saving divine reaction to the knight’s piety occurs
shortly after the author’s portrayal of Gawain’s success against the wild beasts. Just as things
become unbearable, due to the wintry weather and isolation, and Gawain suffers at his last
wits, he prays to Mary that she direct him to appropriate shelter (736-9).> As Gawain rides
the next day, the poet reminds us of the knight’s profound devotion:

Carande for his costes, lest he ne keuer schulde

To se pe seruyse of pat syre, pat on pat self nizt

Of aburde wat> borne oure baret to quelle (750-2).%*
Our hero then prays once again, actually bargaining with Mary that he will observe his
devotions after settled in the necessary dwelling. He promises her his attendance at Mass and
the matins honouring her feast day the next morming, and even recites, in good faith and
preparation, his Paternoster, Ave Maria, and Credo.”

Gawain here controls the situation through his piety. His devotion pays off. He
suddenly beholds what turns out as Castle Hautdesert which, as we will learn, lies near to the
goal of the journey. Yet this prayer of control has not only addressed Gawain’s need for
warmth and physical comfort, but also issues from his need to control his soul’s health and
ultimate destiny, a concern of course made all the more urgent by his “appointment” with

death.®8



As before, we see that Gawain’s piety, however flawed with this obsession for
control, is not superficial; it does not disappear once he discovers the Castle. Instead he
reverently thanks Jesus and Saint Julian for this blessing.>” We can speculate on the theology
behind the constancy of faith we have witnessed since we first met Gawain: The knight
draws a close connection between his prayers and the events in his life. Thus in difficult
times his faith becomes, in a sense, his shield (literally exemplified, as discussed, with the
pentangle and figure of Mary depicted on his armor). In his battles with dragons, trolls, and
other opponents earlier in the journey, Gawain depends more on Jesus, and other Christian
figures, than he does on his knightly strength and fighting prowess, although, as stated, these
are old situations for a knight, so he need not change his spiritual habits at that point.

This piety reflects the intimate connection between Gawain’s existence and that of
“spirits.” The latter world comprises Mary, Jesus, and Christian saints who now dwell in
some afterlife. These beings take a very deep interest in Gawain’s reality-—-sometimes
interfering for his sake when he prays. Yet our hero’s spirituality is not “otherworldly” but
instead orients itself towards his material world. He frequently uses his prayers as a means of
controlling what happens in the here and now.

But this concern for his world does not lead to “godly” self-absorption. Although
inflexible, Gawain’s spirituality adopts a wider view of things. For instance, he does not
retreat into a shell, but understands one’s actions as producing a sort of karmic effect because
of their centrality to the community. Overwhelmed by the Castle’s friendly welcome, Gawain
wishes upon the Castle’s lord, Bertilak, a “good karma” that this hospitality deserves:
““Graunt mercy,” quop Gawain, ‘per Kryst hit yow forzelde’” (838-9).?® Good and pious

actions, such as those followed by Gawain through his prayers or those of Bertilak’s



welcome, are rewarded by Christ, both in this life (as per Gawain after he prays for a
dwelling) and, presumably, in the next one. Jesus’ love and treatment of us largely depends
on our religious devotions and treatment of others.

Once at Castle Hautdesert, a final albeit important aspect of Gawain’s personality
becomes quickly apparent to the reader—his tendency to fill his conversation with references
to God, Christ, Mary, and other figures of his faith. This practice probably issues from two
sources. Firstly, this manner of speaking is a custom in a Christian society. But secondly, this
habit reflects an important aspect of Gawain’s piety which the reader has glimpsed before (as
when he prays out in the cold, depending on more than his own wits). Gawain constantly
retains these spiritual figures at the edge (perhaps one could say the roots) of his
consciousness. Thus we once again find Gawain, when still unaware of the Green Chapel’s
proximity, acknowledging Providence in ensuring his timely arrival for his meeting (1053-
55).” Again speculating on this theology, he refers so constantly to this heavenly world
because he considers it as real and near as the person to whom he is speaking. We thus see
his piety centering on real relationships with God, Mary, et al., rather than growing from a
purely cerebral or fanciful idea of the divine. Unfortunately, as stated previously in this
chapter, these relationships are endangered by the hero’s refusal to wholly embrace the First
Commandment, to love God completely, even if this means letting go of his desire to follow
his virtues.

In any case, this manner of speaking inheres to his inflexibility and, even more, to his
need for control. His words can seem, at least to a modemn reader, somewhat superstitious.
Pronouncing “holy” names keeps him safe. Erasmus decries this need for control, speaking

of “the people who’ve adopted the foolish but pleasurable belief that if they see some carving
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or painting of that towering Polyphemus, Christopher, they’re sure not to die that day.”*

These holy names are every bit the talisman that the green girdle later becomes. Again, we

witness in this early part of the story the seeds of Gawain’s sin.

Third Fitt

Gawain’s rigid Christian piety determines his reaction to the Lady of the Castle’s
attempted seduction. Caught completely off guard, Gawain first feigns sleep then
mechanistically crosses himself as she enters his room and sits on his bed. He thinks, perhaps
superstitiously, that this latter action offers protection (1178£).>' W.R.J. Barron regards this
crossing as the blasphemy of misusing a “sacred symbol,” although not a completely willful
sin, as the knight is crossing himself in surprised panic.** Yet given that we have seen
Gawain constantly mindful of the divine reality, one can argue that this action parallels
Gawain’s prayers to Mary for shelter when the cold and aimlessness of the journey tire him.
When in distress, Gawain calls for divine help.

[t is important to emphasize that, even with Gawain’s need for control and
superstitious tendencies, his faith still contains aspects necessary for spiritual growth. For
example, in this bedroom scene he does not suspend his trust in God even when given the
opportunity and a very good excuse (a woman'’s obvious desire) for a sexual encounter with a
beautiful woman. He perseveres as a Christian knight at the supreme moment of temptation.
While Barron might see this scene as Gawain at one of his worst moments, I would hazard to
say that the knight’s reaction to this extreme situation might represent Gawain at one of his

best Christian moments. The knight’s fidelity indicates something deeper than a mechanistic
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piety, although he fails to give himself entirely over to God at the precipice, where God
seems absent, but is, according to John of the Cross, most present.33

We do witness a positive aspect of his faith. As the Lady finally prepares to take her
leave after failing to seduce Gawain, the latter blesses her: “Mary yow 2elde” (1263).**
Perhaps I am again making too much out of social convention. But judging from his prayer
life and instinctive faithfulness to God when wooed by the Lady, one can only assume that,
social convention or not, Gawain truly entreats these words. As when he first arrives at the
Castle, Gawain’s Christian piety reaches out to the larger Christian community. He expresses
his faith not only in selfish or self-centered ends. He also regards Jesus, Mary, and the saints
as divine guardians of the wider community. The seeds of more than a mechanistic or
controlling piety are certainly present (aithough Gawain fails to develop them on the third
day of the Lady’s attempted seduction, when he needs something more than his tradition-
oriented piety).

While his previous prayers have largely centered on his personal needs, given
Gawain’s consistent piety, this blessing might indicate a piety that takes a wider view of
things. In fact, so strong is this urge to reach out to the wider community, Gawain twice more
extends divine blessings on the Lady before she leaves (1279, 1307), and does the same the
next day to her even as she attempts to seduce him again (1535).

Healthy and strong aspects of Gawain’s relationship with the divine become clearer
still on the third day, when the poet notes that only Gawain’s trust in God is keeping him
from acting on the Lady’s requests for lovemaking: “Gret perile bitwene hem stod, Nif Maré

of hir kny3t mynne” (1778-9).> The knight himself admits this in the face of her very
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pressing advances: “God schylde . . . pat schall not befalle!™ (1776-7).° His faith keeps him
from committing adultery.

Unfortunately, his mechanistic spirituality overwhelms his ability to see the faults of
lying to his host and depending on a talisman instead of God for survival. The poet informs
us that the hero’s confession on the third day transpired without event, and that the knight
merely gave his heartfelt sins to the priest with no note of wrestling over anything (1876/).
Once again, we find our knight concerned with his soul, with making his peace with God, but
doing so from an inflexible view of things. He is probably feeling good and pious because he
resisted the Lady’s sexual advances for the third day. This feeling of triumph over the sin he
did not commit blinds him to the truth of the sins he is committing at that moment.

This is an important blindness on Gawain’s part—perhaps even a “saving” blindness
had the Green Knight killed him--since only with a relatively pure conscience can he meet
his death with the hope of salvation. But this false security issues from Gawain’s
participation in the life of the Church, both devotional and sacramental. Gawain once again
acts like a faithful and obedient son of the Church. He looks to the institution for all his
spiritual needs, taking seriously the Church’s belief in itself as a spiritual panacea. He fails to
take the responsibility for his own spiritual health that flexibility and openness to the spiritual
life could produce. He prepares for death largely at a sacramental level. He also prepares
according to the wisdom and spirituality of someone else, as our hero begs his confessor to
teach him how to save his soul when faced with death (1877/f). While we can observe many
mature aspects to our hero’s spirituality (such as his concern for others), one of his fatal

flaws is this childish reliance on the Church and his eagerness to give up his spiritual powers
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to someone else, the latter tendency of which we see in his quick acceptance of the girdle, as
well as in his appeal to his confessor, on the same day, for spiritual teaching,

It is within the hero’s character, then, that he also relies on the talisman, for it lies
outside of himself (just as his devotional practices came from the outside in the form of
ecclesiastical teaching). The hero wants life at all costs, even if it means, possibly, the
forsaking of eternal life. John of the Cross, rather than sixteenth-century Protestant theology,
seems to draw out the crux of the issue: As stated before, our hero fails to follow the First
Commandment, for this would demand what Merton, in his summary of John of the Cross’s
teaching, a “black-out of desire.”’

John regarded “spiritual gluttony” as a dangerous sin by which Christians idolize their
relationship with God and the fruits of that bond. Gawain’s confession, wherein he asks for
advice on the spiritual life but fails to identify his great sin, arises perhaps from this need to
perform for the Church simply for performance’s sake, rather than for the good of his soul.
John criticizes such spiritual exercises, however much the Church officially sanctions them:

Inasmuch . . . as in behaving thus such persons (who

excessively follow penances and other Church-sanctioned

spiritual exercises) are working their own will, they grow in

vice rather than in virtue; for, to say the least, they are

acquiring spiritual gluttony and pride in this way, through not

walking in obedience.
We see the protagonist’s spiritual pride as he rides to the Green Chapel from Hautdesert, in
his dishonest portrayal of himself to the guide as a good and faithful Christian who has
placed his fate entirely in the hands of God. Gawain says this with a “gruchyng” tone, that is,

with ill-humour and probable arrogance. As we know, Gawain has really placed his faith in

the talisman, and so he has no basis for such arrogance.
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Gawain’s faith in ecclesiastical formulae leads to his post-confession euphoric
behaviour. Although he is to meet his fate the next day, after “purifying” his soul he
mace hym as mery among pe fre ladyes,
With comlych caroles and alle kynnes ioye,
As neuer he did not pat daye, to pe derk ny3t,
With blys (1885-8).%°
Yet at this point in the story. and with his joy, we can hardly doubt Gawain’s sincerity,
however childish it seems. Therefore, to repeat myself, I would argue that he does not
consciously see his sin, and that he confessed sincerely. He enjoys his last day with a clear
conscience, his soul prepared for death.*® Even Barron gives Gawain the benefit of the doubt
because of the extreme pressure under which the knight has lived over the last few days:
At the climax of a sequence in which his self-awareness has been
increasingly preoccupied by his own reputation, by concern for his
chivalry in the approaching test at the Green Chapel, scrupulosity
may have been overwhelmed by the natural human instinct for self-
preservation.*!
His rigorous piety fails him when it most counts. His personal inventory of sins, taken before

seeing his confessor, fails to include his lack of faith in Mary and reliance on magic to keep

him alive.

Fourth Fitt

Still, the depth and potential for Gawain’s freedom from this rigor and limited self-
awareness seems clear. As stated before, Gawain sincerely blesses others. He does so not
merely out of social convention or mechanistic piety, but retains a freedom and personal style
when doing so. We see this twice as he leaves the Castle for the Green Chapel. He blesses the

Castle and its inhabitants under his breath, out of the earshot of his hosts: “pe Hapel hem
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3elde bat halde> pe heuen vpon hyze” (2055-6).** He then entrusts the Castle to Christ as he
rides off (2067). Gawain’s sense of community seems clear. Just as he has commended his
soul to God, he now confides this Christian Castle to God. He concerns himself not only with
his own soul. As stated, his piety is not limited to himself. In his piety he reaches out to
others in community-building.

Neither can we term this devotion a *“Sunday moming” piety, as we see Gawain cross
himself, seemingly automatically (2071), as he rides out. This indicates once again faith and
piety permeating every aspect of his life, even if, more negatively, this often leads to a
machine-like spirituality. In a positive sense, it reflects how his relationship with the divine
bears on everything he does. He excludes nothing from the domain of this faith. Consciously,
he does not seem to lead a fragmented life--although he is about to find out that he is
anything but integrated.

Of course, he does lead a fragmented life—but is wholly unsuspecting. As stated,
when the guide tempts him by offering a way out (2118f), Gawain portrays himself as
depending completely on divine resistance:

ba3ze he be a sturn knape

To stiztel, and stad with staue,

Ful wel con Dry3tyn schape

His seruante3 for to saue (2136-9)."
Gawain does not mention his dependence on the girdle to the guide for the obvious reason
that he has promised the Lady he would keep silent. Even so, he seems very sure of himself,
as confident in divine protection as he did the previous day when spending time with the
Castle’s female inhabitants.

This moment could be as blasphemous as when he crosses himself in the first

bedroom scene and when he confesses his sins minus those connected to the girdle. Yet, as
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with these two cases, his response is not as hypocritical as it may appear: He has trusted in
Providence all along, from the very first moments when he rode out from Camelot. He has
steadfastly adhered to his convictions. Judging from this constancy, his faith in Providence is
stronger than his unconscious fragmentation. He has not “sold out™ his faith for a talisman.
His maintains his faith, although he has added a little boost from the girdle. His faith, he is to
learn shortly and to his chagrin, is imperfect.

Judging from his confession and from this response to the guide, it seems that it has
not yet dawned on him just how his acceptance of the girdle has compromised his faith. If
one gives Gawain the benefit of the doubt here, as I think he deserves, one can see this as
Gawain not at his blasphemous, lying worst, but at his pious best. Also significant to his
speech, he refers to himself as a servant of God (2139). Once again, then, we see Gawain as
the Christian knight riding out on God’s errand, depending on God and not solely on the
girdle. [t seems that Gawain appends the girdle to the core of his faith. This does not
minimize his sin. [t simply acknowledges the truth. Gawain’s response to the guide seems to
provide evidence that he is not selling out to the girdle in his moment of crisis.

Lines 2156/ and 2208 also show us Gawain at his pious best (or blasphemous worst
according to some critics), as he twice surrenders to God’s will. In his hour of darkness he
remains true to God. He has identified the “Green Chapel” mound as the devil’s place
(2189£f) and expects his doom shortly. Yet the knight shows no sign of feeling deserted by
God, nor does he entertain any thoughts as to making a deal with the devil to save himself.
Once again, selling out his beliefs does not occur to Gawain, even if these beliefs have, with
the girdie, become somewhat fragmented. He will not sacrifice whatever faith he has. This

steadfastness, built on the solid foundation of his devotion, is probably Gawain’s greatest
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spiritual asset--and will see him persevere through the dark times that will follow his
realization of the truth.

Gawain’s stance, at the mount, reinforces the argument that at Confession, when
crossing himself in the bedroom scene, and when evoking his hope in God while with the
guide, he has done so with a pure heart. Even with the girdle one can perceive his purity, that
in his naiveté or moral blindness he has not fatally damaged his soul or forsaken his Christian
beliefs. He remains as a good son of the Church, albeit less perfect than he presently thinks.

Conclusion

We will leave Gawain and his piety as he readies himself to face death. This final
encounter with the Green Knight / Bertilak alters his entire worldview, forever changing his
piety. The second section of the thesis, which deals with how the Quest moves Gawain into a
destabilizing spiritual, emotional, and psychological space, will examine this ending,

We have seen up to this instant our hero’s piety based on certainties and a great deal
of perfectionism. Iperfect though it is, it is also heartfelt. This sincerity issues from deep
within Gawain’s psyche. Every thought, speech, and action flows from those Christian roots.

The next chapter will address his virtues as the second aspect of those roots.

! Erasmus of Rotterdam, In Praise of Folly, Betty Radice, tr. (London: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 127.
? Sadowski, p. 53.
3 Erasmus, p. 135.
* Ibid., p. 136.
5 Wendy Klein makes the point that Gawain “defines his vocation in terms of religious, military and courtly
ideals, synthesizing the modes of chivalry current in the fourteenth-century.” Klein, p. 37.
¢ «“As God shall guide me.” The line number from SGGK is in brackets after the citation, and in these footnotes
I will give the translation, which is from W.RJ. Barron, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (New York:
Manchester University Press, 1974), p. 57.
7 «3e knowe pe cost of bis cace, kepe I no more
To telle yow tene3 perof, neuer bot trifel.”(546-7)
“You know the nature of this affair, and I do not care to speak to you further about the difficulties involved, it
would only be a waste of breath.” Barron, p. 57.
% Clein, p. 93.
% «and all his trust on this earth was in the five wounds which Christ received on the cross.” Barron, p. 61.
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0 as stated, the term “childlike” is used here as a criticism of the hero rather than as a compliment of his faith
(It would be a compliment if he were following the spirit of Matthew 19:14: “but Jesus said, ‘Let the little
children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs™). We
can discern the negative, childlike quality to Gawain only by looking at the protagonist’s actions as a whole, as
found throughout the entire poem. No one single episode demonstrates this. We can see this childishness in the
incongruities of the hero’s behaviour, especially towards the end of the adventure, on the day before and the day
of the fateful meeting with the Green Knight. We can see the most “childish™ aspect of Gawain’s spirituality in
his complete blind:ess to his great sin concerning the green girdle. Countless medieval spiritual teachers, John
of the Cross and Teresa of Avila among them, demand an important level of critical self-awareness. Welch, pp.
39-46. Gawain's piety, and therefore his faith in Christ, is “childlike” in that it does not prompt him to
acknowledge and understand his sinful side. He fails to question his motives behind accepting the green girdle,
especially when he is in the confessional. And when riding out 1o the Green Chapel, he seems to have forgotten
the deal with the Lady over the magical girdle.

A mature, critically self-aware spirituality would not compartmentalize things so. It would not switch
on ane side of the personality—the pious Christian part—and at the same time switch off the other side—the
part grasping for anything, even magic, in order to stay alive. We find, in other words, a very severe lack of
integration. Given that the hero has only one day previously tumed from Mother Mary's protection to that of the
green girdle, it is quite a contrast to observe this *“pious” hero riding out to the final confrontation full of so
much speech about God’s protection (2138-9).

! 35 the Creed tells.” Barron, p. 61.
2 One can argue, of course, that in fourteenth-century Roman Catholic England it would be difficult to follow a
more individual path than the one our hero has. But this is the century of Hus, Wycliff, and the Lollards, as well
as the latter days of the entire medieval period in which the Church had enjoyed a powerful position.
1 “The Lord is strong to save: / His servants trust in him.” Barron, p. 135.
" Erasmus, 130.
1% The idea for this comes from Henri Nouwen, who writes that “The time seems to have to come when I can
no longer stand back with the remark, ‘Some say . . . others say,” but have to respond to the question, ‘But what
do you say?'” Henri Houwen, Reaching Out (New York: Image-Doubleday, 1986), p. 14.
'6 «And wherever this man was beset in battle, his steadfast thought was upon this, above all else—that he
should draw all his fortitude from the five joys which the gracious Queen of Heaven had in her child.” Barron,
. 63.

b “his courage never failed.” Barron, p. 63.
'8 “in God’s name.” Barron, p. 65.
% “and no one but God to talk with by the way.” Barron, p. 65.
X Sumwhyle wyth worme3 he werre3, and with wolues als,

Sumwhyle wyth wodwos pat woned in the knarre3,

Bope wyth bulle3 and bere3, and bore3 operquyle,

And etayne3 bat hym anelede of the he3e felle;

Nade he ben du3ty and dry2e, and Dry3tyn had serued,

Douteles he hade ben ded and dreped ful ofte. (720-725)
“Sometimes he fought with dragons, and with wolves also, sometimes with forest trolls, who lived in the rocks,
with bulls and bears t0o, and at other times with boars, and ogres who pursued him from the fells above; had he
not been bold and unflinching and served God. without doubt he would have been struck down and killed many
a time.” Barron, pp. 65, 67.
1 “wonde ber bot lyte bat auper God oper gome wyth goud hert louied.” (702) “Few lived there who loved
either God or man wholeheartedly.” Barron, p. 65.
% 1t does seem, however, that when he takes the girdle he is really not relying enough on his piety. However, his
failure to turn fully to God on the third day of wooing reflects how Gawain has been depending on prayers and
virtuous acts rather than on a relationship with God (not that such a relationship does not exist for him). John of
the Cross’s teachings on desire can help us see the real problem. Gawain has made idols out of his religious
practices, since when his greatest challenge is looming, the second meeting with the Green Knight, his God
seems absent. The green girdle, at the hour of anguish, seems more real to the protagonist than the divine. This
failure to behold his lack of faith seems all the more glaring a sin given the fact that the knight’s prayers have
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proven very effective before. as when, out in the wilderness and in danger of missing Mass and other devotions,
his prayer for a chapel is gloriously and immediately answered (750%).

The knight’s relationship with God seems frigid: without devations and rituals handed to him by the
Church, and especially when left in the dark, at the edge of the “precipice,” as Merton characterized it, our hero
declines to stay the course. He refuses to place his entire trust in God, and so gives a major portion of that trust
over to magic. The knight is so used to pious devotions that when pushed into a corner, when he finds himseif
all alone, without any instrument of piety—when Mother Church can no longer come to his rescue (for even
one of its faithful, supposedly pious daughters, the Lady of the Castle, appears less than virtuous and less than
devoted to her sacramentally sealed, Church-sanctioned and blessed relationship with the Lord of Hautdesert)—
Gawain gives a large part of his faith up.

The guide episode, and the biindness of the hero to his sin, retlect the knight's over-reliance on society
or Church-sanctioned pious formulae and an under-reliance on an ever-growing, ever-fluid relationship with
God. When invited by circumstances (however difficult they may be) to step out into Merton and John of the
Cross’s precipice, our hero draws back, and simply looks to the girdle as a replacement for the piety of the
Church.

B e kny3t wel pat tyde

To Mary made his mone,

bat ho hym red to ryde

And wysse hym to sum wone.

“Then the knight duly made his prayer to Mary, that she would direct his course and guide him to some
dwelling.” Barron, p. 67.
* “concerned about his religious duties, lest he should not manage to see the service of the Lord, who on that
very night was born of a virgin to end our troubles.” Barron, p. 67.
¥« I beseech pe, lorde,

And Mary, bat is myldest moder so dere,

Of some herber per he3ly | my3t here masse

And by matyne3 to-mome, mekely I ask,

And perto prestly [ pray my pater and aue

And crede.’ (753-8)

* ‘T beseech you, Lord, and Mary, your most dear and gentle mother, for some shelter where [ may devoutly
hear Mass and the matins of your feast day tomorrow, meekly 1 ask it, and in preparation I here and now recite
my Paternoster and Ave Maria and Creed.”” Barron, p. 67.
* W R J. Barron, Trawthe and Treason (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1980), p. 19.
*7 benne hat3 he hendly of his helme, and he3ly he ponke3

Jesus and sayn Gilyan, pat gentyle ar bope,” (773-4)
“then he reverently removed his helmet, and devoutly thanked Jesus and St. Julian.” Barron, p. 69.
*8 «*Many thanks,” said Gawain, ‘may Christ reward you for this.” Barron, pp. 71, 73.
B« ne wot in worlde whederwarde to wende hit to fynde.

I nolde bot if I hit negh myt on Nw 3eres mome
For alle pe londe inwyth Logres, so me oure lorde help!'”

“I have not the least idea where to go to find it. I would not for all the land in Logres fail to reach it on New
Year's moming, so help me God!™ Barron, p. 83.
* Erasmus, p- 126.
* «And sayned hym.” (1202)
“crossed himself with his hand.” Barron, p. 91.
*? Barron, Trawthe and Treason, p. 91.
3 Merton, p. 51.
* “may Mary reward you.” Barron, p. 95.
3 “there was great peril between them, should Mary not be mindful of her knight.” Barron, p. 121.
% «God forbid . . . That shall not happen!™ Barron, p. 123.
¥ Merton, p. 54.
*® John of the Cross, pp. 54-55.
% «And then the knight enjoyed himself with the noble ladies, with pleasant merry-making and every kind of
delight, more than he had done on any day, with great happiness, till night nightfall.” Barron, p. 129.
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