


FRANCIS THOMPSON’S SOHTTION TO THE PROBLEM OF EVIL IN

THE HOUND OF HEAVEN

BY

SISTER MARY VINCENT DVORAK DE N. D.

A THESIS

Submitted to the Faculty of The Creighton University 
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of Masters of Arts 

In the Department of 
English

OMAHA, 1941



FRANCIS THOMPSON'S SOLUTION TO THS PROBLEM OF EVIL IN

THE HOUND OF HEAVEN

I. Though an answer to the Problem of Evil and suffer
ing is most often sought in philosophical and 
theological systems, it is also found in literature 
The answer which literature gives is, of course, 
ultimately reducible to some philosophical or 
theological basis of thought in the light of which 
the artist makes his personal contribution to the 
solving of this age old question.
A. Definition of literature.

1. Function and purpose of literature,
2. How literature touches upon the aspirations, 

problems, etc. of mankind,
3. How literature takes up and reflects this 

Problem of Evil.
B. WHAT DO WE MEAN BY THE PROBLEM OF EVIL?

1. Physical evil
2. Moral evil '

II. Examples of how different answers were given in 
different pieces of literature.
A. Take the case of Greek tragedy among the ancient 

Aeschylus and Sophocles.
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1. What Is their attitude?
2. Criticize the solution of these ancients to 

the Problem of Evil.
III. Now let us take the example of two men close to 

our own time, men who were contemporaries; and 
see how they answered it in their literary con
tributions; James Thomson and Francis Thompson: 
James Thomson:
A. Wretched life, etc.
B. What he thought of life, his answer to the 

riddle,
C. Why it was not an answer: Because he was an 

atheist as exemplified in his poem, The City 
of Dreadful Night.

IV. Francis Thompson:
A. Had a hard life, too.

1. But how did he meet life?
2. His answer to the poem, The Hound of Heaven.

B. Analyze the poem:
1. It is predicated on a CHRISTIAN acceptance 

of life.
2. Therefore It has an answer for pain, suffer

ing, ills, frustration, disappointment.
3. That answer is, as the poem makes clear,



ill

that God, the Infinite Lover of the individ
ual human soul, has a purpose in suffering, 
that through seeming defeat we arise to the 
understanding that a Loving God has created 
us for Himself.

C. This solution Is fuller than the Greek one; it 
is In utter contradiction to James Thomson’s; 
it Is generative of hope, optimism, etc.
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FRANCIS THOMPSON*S SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OF EVIL IN

THE HOUND OF HEAVEN

As one contemplates the marvels of nature, one 
must be conscious of the beautiful world with its pure 
air, with its canopy of the heavens, its blending colors 
of the rainbow, with the richness of snow-capped moun
tains, the fertility of the valleys, the grandeur of 
forest. Whoever observes the universe and considers 
the admirable order manifested by the never-failing 
alternation of seasons, the regular change of day and 
night, and the fixed courses of the planets, must con
clude that there is an intelligent Designer and Ruler 
of the universe; one is forced to admit the existence 
of a First Cause. Philosophy and religion both assert 
that this One First Cause Is an infinitely perfect Being, 
Who has made all things perfectly. But If so, how then 
can we account for all the sufferings, pain, misery and 
wretchedness, - all this we shall call evil - that 
stares at us from every side? Where and how may we find 
a solution to this universal problem of evil? Although 
an answer to this difficult question Is most often 
sought In philosophical and theological systems, it is 
also found In literature. The answer which literature
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gives is, of course, ultimately reducible to some 
philosophical or theological basis of thought in the 
light of which the artist makes his personal contribu
tion to the solving of thi3 age old question. For 
literature is

. . . the verbal expression of man's affections 
as acted upon in his relations with the mate
rial world, society, and his Creator; that 
expression being as varied a3 the moods that 
pass over his soul, whether they speak of love 
or hatred, of joy or sorrow, of fear or hope, 
in a word, the language that addresses itself 
to the human in man is literature.1

Literature includes everything that has ever 
been printed or written. In this respect literature 
differs from history. Historical records, as valuable 
as they are, give us only one side of the picture.
They give us merely the facts. All feelings and emo
tions are left out. These we must find in literature.

Literature, then, is of a personal character; 
it consists In the enunciations and teachings 
of those who have a right to speak as repre
sentatives of their kind, and in whose words 
their brethren find an interpretation of 
their own sentiments, a record of their own 
experience, and a suggestion for their own 
judgments.* '

Literature satisfies the Inborn cravings of

1. Brother Azarias, Philosophy of Literature, 11
2. John Henry Cardinal Newman, The Idea of a 

University, 306
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man’s nature. Man is a restless being. He is trav
ersing this "valley of tears" with the hope that his 
struggle and misery will terminate and that a happier 
life will begin. In the meantime he will welcome any
thing that will distract his mind from the daily rou
tine. Literature in one form or another will satisfy 
these cravings of nature and the longing to escape from 
himself. By reading he will partake of emotions that 
once were the possession of some fellow creature in a 
far-off or near-by land. Reading educates man. His 
mind Is finite; he needs external Influences to develop 
and train his higher faculties.

. . .  so totally helpless is he (man} when 
Isolated, that his intelligence cannot be 
developed until external influences are brought 
to bear upon It. The clash of thought educes 
new thought. Mind influences mind, even over 
the chasm of ages.-3

Consequently, the theme of evil and suffering, along 
with the entire gamut of subjects bearing on life, must 
necessarily enter Into literature since literature Is 
an echo of life.

/The presence of so much evil In the world has 
baffled minds and even turned many from the belief In

3. Brother Azarlas, o£. clt., 15
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the existence of God. Even well-meaning people 
believe that evil reflects an imperfection in the at
tributes of God, particularly His Goodness. God is 
Goodness Itself and has created the world relatively 
perfect with His infinite mind. We said "relatively 
perfect" in order to differentiate from absolute per
fection. This means that the world "has all that is 
necessary to attain the end proposed by its Author,..." 
This end is "none other than the glorification of God."4 
God placed man, a finite being, with a free will in this 
world.

Evil came into the world because man with his 
finite mind abused what was good. Since the fall of 
our First Parents, man's nature is strongly inclined 
to evil and hence, the*human body, being of the earth, 
dominates man's immortal soul.

Evil, as we have it in the world today, may be 
divided into two classes: namely, physical and moral.
Physical evil is the privation or absence of some phy-

/sical good. It shows itself under forms such as; dis
ease, defectives, freaks, imperfect specimens, and the 
like. Almost at first sight, it is plain that many of

4. Christian Brothers, Christian Philosophy, 208
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these evils are due to man's rashness and daring. Are 
we to hold God responsible for all this disorder which 
man could easily avoid if he used well the faculties 
which God gave him? But what about earthquakes, cy
clones, tornadoes and the like over which man has no 
power? Could not God prevent them?

. . .  if we consider God’s omnipotence in itself, 
it is plain that it is entirely within His 
power to control all the forces of nature, 
which essentially depend on Him, both for 
their existence and their activity. But it 
must be carefully considered first, that God 
is by no means bound to do all that is pos
sible to Him; and secondly, that the exercise 
or use of any one of His attributes is always 
regulated by the exigencies of the others, 
for God can never contradict Himself. Hence 
His omnipotence will never do what is not in harmony with His wisdom, His Justice, His 
goodness or any other of His infinite perfec
tions. 5

Moral evil is the absence of some moral good. 
It is also the result of freedom of the will. Without 
this freedom man could neither sin nor gain merit.
This evil appears in the form of sin and uncontrolled 
passions. God may permit moral evil but He never 
causes it. '

But causing is far different from merely 
permitting moral evil. What does this per
mission presuppose? Two things: (a) that

5. W. Devivier, Christian Apologetics, 87
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God gives to man free will, which implies the 
possibility of sinning; (b) that He does 
not always prevent the abuse of liberty or 
the” act' of sin. Now God can do both things 
without running counter to the exigencies of His attributes, such a3 wisdom and goodness.6

The Problem of Evil is, then, the problem of 
how to reconcile sin and suffering in this world with

It is our task to point out how, through liter
ature, this Problem of Evil was solved at different 
times. First we shall look into Greek drama. Since 
the Greek drama is the outgrowth of their religion, it 
is logical for us to seek there a solution to the 
problem.

7the Goodness of God.

6. Ibid, 90
7. M. C. D'Arcy, The Problem of Evil, 7



CHAPTER II

THE SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OP EVIL BY THE ANCIENTS

The word ’’drama” is a Greek term signifying 
action, and in its application it includes all forms of 
literature proper for presentation on the stage. As we 
have already mentioned the Greek drama grew out of the 
Greek religion; for from the sacred songs and choruses 
in honor of the god Dionysus, the Greeks in time evolved 
a form of drama, the chief features of which, even in 
its highest stages of development, were lyric or choral. 
Therefore it is not correct to say that the Greeks put 
the chorus Into their tragedies, but rather the oppo
site, they wrote their tragedy around the choral ode. 
Drama Is tragic when its action presents ”a reversal of 
fortune involving persons renowned and of superior at
tainments or it may be comic when the action of the
drama

. . . aims primarily to amuse and which ends 
happily. It differs from farce and burlesque 
by having a more sustained plot, more weighty' 
and subtle dialogue, more natural characters, and less boisterous behavior.2

1. William Flint Thrall and Addison Hubbard, A Handbook to Literature, 437
2. Ibid, 88
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The struggle between good and evil, between right and 
wrong is especially peculiar to the tragedy. Thus we 
shall examine the Greek tragedy and find therein how 
they solved the Problem of Evil.

In every tragedy there Is a conflict, either 
rivalry between two persons or a struggle between 
opposing forces. ’’Greek tragedy must always be peculi
arly arresting, because the Greek tragedians combined 
in a curiously subtle way a conflict of persons with a 
conflict of principles.”3 No matter what kind of con
flict may arise, tragedy has two primary functions; 
namely, a pursual of truth, and a universality of con
cern.- These two conflicts were always pictured in 
Greek tragedy against the background ’’Pate.”

Fate means destiny or a power which influences 
events. In most Greek tragedy this doctrine of Pate 
or ’’Fatalism” pictured man’s life so severely predeter
mined that man, no matter what he did or failed to do, 
had no power to change one iota In the course of events.

We shall now scrutinize two Greek tragedians; 
namely, Aeschylus and Sophocles, and see what their 3 4

3. Louise Matthaei, Studies in Greek Tragedy, v
4. Ibid, vi, vii
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views were on this universal problem. Since this prob
lem is a problem of philosophy, and philosophy contains 
the general beliefs of religion, ?/e can draw conclusions 
from their religious beliefs. ’’For Aeschylus religion 
is an affair of the intellect; for Sophocles religion 
belongs to the sphere of the emotions.”5 6

In Aeschylus there is no difficulty in follow
ing his answers to the great problems of religion and 
morals. His purpose in drama was not so much to ana
lyze the human mind but more to show man’s relation to 
the universal order of things, to teach man how to read 
the decrees of fate, and to adjust his actions to the 
will of divine justice. Aeschylus always aimed to show 
that misfortune is connected with sin, either the sin
of the person himself or of some ancestor; there is al-»
ways some guilt on the part of the sufferer. The sinner
had to expiate and atone for sin in this life; Aeschylus
had a vague and dim conception of eternal life.

Who takes in marriage an unwilling bride,
From sire unwilling, how can he be pure?
Not e’en in realm of Hades, after death, •Shall one so reckless fail to be arraigned.
For there, among the shades, another Zeus,6 
’Tis said, offence by final verdict dooms.

5. Gilbert Norwood, Greek Tragedy, 177
6. Aeschylxis, The Suppliants, 11. 223-229
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The special instruments by which the offenses of man
are punished were the Furies, the daughters of Night.

These dread goddesses of the underworld, in whom the spirit of vengeance is personified, 
derive their functions from Fate; whence 
they are called in mythical fashion, the 
sisters of the Fates. Their mission is to 
pursue criminals, and crush them with misery 
and misfortune.'

Aeschylus believed in the One Supreme Deity as 
the sole ruler of the universe. The other deities he 
represented as subordinate in rank and existing only by 
the express will of Zeus. Some of the praises and at
tributes he refers to Zeus are : "Hail, King of Kings I 
Most Blest among the blest! Of powers on high most per
fect Power! (The Suppliants, 11. 517-520); Zeus, in 
will, in deed, sole cause, sole fashioner; (Agamemnon,
1. 1462); the all-seeing Father (The Suppliants, 1. 130); 
Zeus, with impartial ken, these things beholdeth; evil 
men fitly with bale doth he requite, the good with bles
sing; (The Suppllants, 11. 396-399); high-consummating 
Zeus, (Eumenldes, 1. 29)."

To act with injustice is impossible to him; he 
is ’constrained’ never to assist transgressors.
There is a universal law of justice, a moral 
ordinance governing the whole world, to which 
even he must submit. This law is called by 
different names— Fate, Destiny, Justice, 7

7. Arthur Elarn Haigh, The Tragic Drama of the Greeks, 90
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Necessity;8
An example of this law of Justice is found in Prometheus 
Bound. Prometheus is left entirely to the will of Zeus. 
No help comes to him because he will not obey the god 
and he will not admit his guilt, although he had helped 
Zeus, a younger god, to gain the throne of heaven.
Zeus wished to destroy mankind because he saw in it 
weakness and foolishness. Prometheus asked Zeus not to 
do it. This was the first cause of enmity between the 
two gods. When Zeus discovered that Prometheus alone 
knew a secret danger that threatened the destruction of 
his throne and would not tell him, Zeus determined to 
persecute Prometheus, for since he was a god he could 
not kill him. This he did by fastening him to an 
adamantine rock. As Prometheus hangs fastened to the 
adamant, Io, a virgin, changed into a heifer by jealous 
Hera, the wife of Zeus, comes upon the scene. Promethe
us is so enraged by the sufferings related by Io that 
he hurls defiance at Zeus. For greater punishment Zeus 
opens the earth and Prometheus still bound to his rock, 
falls headlong into the abyss.

In this drama we find the old problem of divini-

8. Ibid. 90
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ty and free will standing in direct opposition. On one 
occasion Aeschylus guesses that suffering is god’s 
discipline for man.

What art so eager for, my son?Let not Infatuation’s spell,
Spear-frenzied, soul-possessing, bear thee on:
No, the first germ of evil passion quell.9

In comparing man with the deity Aeschylus be
lieved In making man comparatively little and also that 
he should obey the gods with a blind and entire obedi
ence, since man’s destiny was dependent on God himself.

Such being the scheme of divine government, 
as conceived by Aeschylus, in which the laws of 
eternal justice are administered by an all- 
powerful deity, it follows that Injustice can 
never prosper, and that the punishment of sin is certain and inevitable.10

Thus far we have shown what Aeschylus thought of sin and
suffering; we are about to see the corresponding views
of Sophocles on the same subject.

SOPHOCLES

The transition is but a step, but that step 
brings a great change, not only in the man, but also in 
the age. Kan is no longer tied to doom or destiny, but 9 10

9. Aeschylus, The Seven Against Thebes, 11.683-87
10. Arthur E. Haigh, op. clt., 91
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enjoys liberty of choice in action; and man either by
his knowledge or ignorance, by his good will or ill will
has made himself what he is. Thus

The signs and proofs of this divine order 
in the world are to be seen in the retribution 
which inevitably falls upon guilt and injustice.
. . . Sometimes evil-doers are cut off in the 
very moment of triumph by the ’swift-footed 
vengeance of heaven’; at other times punish
ment appears to be delayed; but 'the gods, 
though slow, are sure in visiting crime, when 
men abandon godliness and turn to evil.'11

With Sophocles, religion was more concrete; the Supreme
deity was a personal and omnipresent being; "Mighty in
heaven He dwells, Zeus, seeing, guiding all; (Electra,
11. 174, 175); and therefore they, those Curses, sway
thy prayers, thy sovereignty, if still there dwells
beside the throne of Zeus the Eternal Right that rests
on oldest laws; (Oedipus at Colonos. 11. 1379-1383);

Thy power, 0 Zeus, what haughtiness of man,Yea, what can hold in check?
Which neither sleep, that maketh all things old,
Nor the long months of Gods that never fail,

Can for a moment seize.
But still as Lord supreme,
Wasting not old with time,

Thou dwellest in Thy sheen of radiancy
On far Olympos’ height. * *

Through future near or far as through the past,
One law holds ever good,

Nought comes to life of man unscathed throughout 
by woe. (Antigone. 11. 603-614)

11. Ibid, 171
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Like Aeschylus, Sophocles insists on complete and blind 
obedience. But unlike Aeschylus, Sophocles maintains 
that man may be made to suffer without having committed 
any sin. He admits the existence of unmerited evil and 
makes no attempt to reconcile this injustice with the 
just deity.

He [Sophocles] admits the existence of unmerited evil, and makes no attempt to reconcile the fact 
with the justice of the eternal laws. These 
deviations from strict equity must be accepted 
and recognized as part of the order of the uni
verse, though their reason is inexplicable to 
human wisdom. They are mysteries which, »if 
God conceals, no man can discover, however long he search1!12

Such was the case of Oedipus.
In the drama Oedipus the King we find Oedipus, 

a wise and noble-minded person, hurled into crime, des
pair and disparagement. At his birth the mother seeks 
to find the future of her child from the Delphic oracle. 
She discovers that he will be the murderer of his father, 
Laius, and husband of his mother, Iocasta. This fate, 
locasta determines to avoid. She exposes the child 
Oedipus on Mount Cithaeron. There a shepherd finds him 
and carries him to his master Polybus, the king of 
Corinth. Queen Meorpa, the wife of Polybus, since she

12. Ibid. 172
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childless, takes care of Oedipus as if he were her own 
child. In his youth, Oedipus discovers that he is not 
prince of Corinth; therefore, he seeks the Delphic 
oracle and without returning to Polybus and Meorpa, wan
ders to a far-off land. Without his knowledge he slays, 
his father, Laius; and when he enters Thebes, he Is the 
only one who can answer the riddle of a Sphinx. Because 
of this solution he becomes the King of Thebes and marries 
Iocasta, the former Queen, not knowing that she is his 
mother. When the truth of all these circumstances is 
revealed to him, overcome by grief he speaks with deep 
conviction,

Woe! woe! woe! woe! all cometh clear at last.
0 light, may this my last glance be on thee,
Who now am seen owing my birth to those 
To whom I ought not, and with whom I ought not
In wedlock living, whom I ought not slaying.13»

That punishment surely follows sin, Is evident from the
song of the chorus in Oedipus the King.

But if there be who walketh haughtily,
In action or in speech,

Whom Righteousness herself has ceased to awe,Who shrines of Gods reveres not,An evil fate be his, ,
(Fit meed for all his evil boastfulness;)
Unless he gain his gains more righteously,
•«-And draweth back from deeds of sacrilege,
*Nor lays rash hand upon the holy things, 13

13. Sophocles, Oedipus the King, 11. 1182-1187



/

16

By man inviolable:14
An example of how Sophocles evaluates obedience 

and condemns its opposite vice is taken from Antigone. 
Haemon, the son of Creon, pleads for Antigone, his 
affianced bride. Antigone, prompted by holiest affec
tion of sisterly love, has buried her brother Polyneices 
against the expressed will of the state. Creon believes 
that obedience is the first duty of home and state.

But the man
Who by transgressions violates the laws,Or thinks to bid the powers that be obey,
Ke must not hope to gather praise from me.
No I we must follow whom the State appoints 
In things or just and trivial, or, may be,
The opposite of these. For anarehy 
Is our worst evil, brings our commonwealth 
To utter ruin, lays whole houses low,
In battle strife hurls firm allies in flight;
But they who yield to guidance,— these shall find 
Obedience saves most men. Thtxs help should come 
To what our rulers order; least of all 
Ought men to bow bfefore a woman’s sway.-1-5

Creon does not give in to the entreaties of his son and 
condemns Antigone to a living grave. Thus Antigone has 
become the martyr for the cause of truth. She Is guilty 
of no sin because she performs an act of sisterly char
ity.

Retribution follows crime very closely. Scarce- 14 15

14. Ibid, 11. 882-891
15. Sophocles, Antigone. 11. 671-679
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ly had Antigone been led to her tomb, when Teiresias,
the prophet, enters Creon’s palace and foretells that
terrible happenings are to come over his house. The
next few pages of Antigone bring about the suicide of
Creon’s son, Haemon, and his wife, Eurydike. As Creon
is being led off the stage he speaks thus,

(Looking at the two corpses)Lead me then forth, vain shadow that I am,
Who slew thee, 0 my son, unwillingly,
And thee too— (0 my sorrowl)— and I know not 
Which way to look or turn. All near at hand 
Is turned to evil; and upon my head There falls a doom far worse than I can bear.16

In the closing words of the play Sophocles reiterates
the thought that sin Is punished.

Man’s highest blessedness,
In wisdom chiefly stands;

And in the things that touch upon the Gods,
’TIs best in word or deed,
To shun unholy pride;

Great words of boabting bring great punishments,
And so to grey-haired age 
Teach wisdom at the last.I'5'

According to Sophocles, reverence, humility and modera
tion are the virtues and qualities that will make man
live a happy and peaceful life. The sum of his teach-

/
Ing is contained in the words with which Athene warns 
Odysseus,

16. Ibid, 11. 1339-1345
17• Ibid, 11 1345-1352
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Do thou, then, seeing this, refrain thy tongue 
Prom any lofty speech against the Gods,
Nor boast thyself, though thou excel in strength 
Or weight of stored-up wealth. All human things 
A day lays low, a day lifts up again;
But still the Gods love those of ordered soul,
And hate the evil.18

With regard to the life beyond the grave Sophocles 
holds the same views as Aeschylus. Human beings still 
exist and possess the same features as they did while 
on earth. Their life, however, is not active but dim 
and shadowy, they "feel no pain for those that die I 
see are freed of grief."18 19 *

As regards the state of the dead, and life 
beyond the grave, Sophocles merely reproduces 
the indistinct conceptions of the popular be
lief. Human beings still retain a kind of 
existence after death, and possess the same 
physical features as before. . . .  In fact, 
there is nothing in the plays of Sophocles 
to suggest that he had any deep or permanent conviction on the question of immortality.20

THE ATTITUDE OF THE GREEK ANCIENTS

We are now ready to say why the ancients did 
not adequately answer the Problem of Evil. Aeschylus 
and Sophocles both believed in One Supreme Deity with

18. Sophocles, Alas, 11. 127-134
19. Sophocles, Electra, 1. 1170
20 Arthur E. Haigh, oj). clt., 174
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many minor deities subordinate in rank and existing 
only by the express will of the Supreme God, Zeus.

Aeschylus laid down the law that sin worketh 
suffering and suffering worketh wisdom. He always 
aimed to show that misfortune or suffering was d\ie to 
one’s own sin or that of some ancestor. In this res
pect Aeschylus runs a parallel with the sufferings of 
mankind because of the fall of Our First Parents. With 
regard to this statement E. H. Plumptre has this to say,

. . .that the underlying thought in all Greek 
tragedy, and pre-eminently in his jAeschylusl , 
is that of a curse cleaving causelessly to a 
given race, generation after generation, 
against which man struggles vainly, each ef
fort to escape only riveting the chains more 
firmly. If any explanation is at hand of the 
dark mystery of evil, it is that prosperity, 
as such, makes men obnoxious to the jealous wrath of the Gods or of their ruler.^1

Sophocles makes no such*conviction. He believed in the
existence of unmerited evil and made no justification
for man on the part of a Just God.

The thought of a Divine discipline, ordering men’s lives aright, is brought out yet more clearly in the way in which the dramas of 
Sophocles deal with another great element of ' 
tragedy, the mystery of suffering, apparently 
undeserved by him on whom it falls, of an evil 
destiny transmitted from generation to genera- 21

21. Edward Hayes Plumptre, The Tragedies of Aeschylus, lix -------b--------
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tion, of crimes into which the criminal falls unconsciously, entail a tremendous punishment.22
The two tragedians use very vague terms about 

future life. In other words they are uncertain. Con
sequently their answer to the Problem of Evil is inade
quate, since they do not believe in eternal life where 
the just receive their reward and the wicked their 
punishment. The Justice of God is denied.

22. Edward Hayes Plumptre, The Tragedies of Sophocles, lxxx



CHAPTER III

NO SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OP EVIL BY JAMES THOMSON (B.V.)

We are about to take two poets of the late nine
teenth century who were contemporaries, James Thomson 
and Francis Thompson, and see how unlike were their 
solutions of the Problem of Evil. Just as the two men 
who looked out from behind the prison bars, the one saw 
mud and the other stars, so two modern poets looked out 
from behind the prison bars of this life. James Thom
son saw the mud of atheistic despair, while Francis 
Thompson saw the stars of the Divine Attributes of a 
Just and Merciful God.

James Thomson--he signed his writings "B. V.” 
i. e., Bysshe Vanolls, to avoid the name of the older 
poet by the same name, and to mark his reverence for 
Shelley and Vanolis— was born at Port Glasgow, November 
23, 1834. When he was but six years old his father, who 
was a sailor, came home from a distant voyage, a help
less paralytic. The father died in 1853 and the -mother 
some time before this. Of his mother James often said, 
"She was mystically Inclined with Edward Irving and had 
also a cloud of melancholy overhanging her."

Thus from earliest childhood, when impressions
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make the deepest grooves, James was surrounded by pov
erty and superstition. It was impossible for him to 
escape the spirit of melancholy from his Irvingite 
mother.

This is the trouble with narrow expressions of 
religion, such as the faith of the Irvingites, 
the faith of Thomson’s mother and therefore of inescapable influence upon Thomson. They plot 
out all the inches of heaven and decide upon 
the unknown and the unknowable.^-

It is necessary to take these conditions of
childhood environment into consideration when passing
judgment on his later pessimistic life.

Any man with any tragic experience whatsoever 
judging life solely or largely by his personal knowledge of it is bound to be a pessimist.
James Thomson writes in ESSAYS AND PHANTASIES! 
nHaving made us take part in this poor puzzling game of life, she has taken care that 
all the rules shall be unfavorable to us: the cards are marked, the dice are loaded, we are 
always swindled." «But this assigns conscious 
intention to that which is without intention.

At the age of nine James was admitted to the 
Royal Caledonian Asylum. Prom here he passed to the 
Royal Military Asylum at Chelsea, where he studied for 
schoolmastership in the army. ,

1. Jeannette Marks, "Disaster and Poetry— A Stu
dy of James Thomson (B. V.) North American Review, 212

2. Ibid, 95
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His first position was that of assistant teacher 
to Joseph Barnes at the garrison of Ballincollig.
Joseph Barnes and his wife made a second home for mel
ancholy James Thomson. Unfortunately, at this time, 
he also became acquainted with Charles Bradlaugh, the 
radical politician and atheist, who remained his friend 
for more than twenty-three years and, needless to say, 
wielded a strong influence on the mentally confused 
young schoolmaster.

Another acquaintance of this time was a fair, 
young girl of fourteen years, Mathilda Weller. To him, 
she seemed the ideal partner for life. But as Providence 
will have it, in a very short time he received the news 
of her death. He dedicates to her memory some of his 
shorter poems. »

When he left the Chelsea School the second time 
he enlisted as army schoolmaster. In 1862, he was then 
twenty-eight years, he was discharged because he would 
not give the name of the culprit who disturbed the camp 
discipline. He then went to London and began to write 
for magazines.

At different times various employments were 
opened to him. In 1872 he was sent to the United States 
by a mining company, and for seven months he stayed
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among the Rocky Mountains. The next year he went to 
Spain as special correspondent of the New York World.
His contributions were, however, very small; conse
quently, he was dismissed. His opium habit was making 
him less trustworthy and reliable as time went on.
This fact only increased his financial difficulties and 
put more pressure on his melancholy mind.

James Thomson was the son of a sailor and was born at Port Glasgow in November, 1834.
While he was quite a small boy, a sudden break
down in his father’s health brought the family into very low circumstances, and forced them 
to seek better fortune in London. At the age of nine, he was admitted to the Royal Caledo
nian Asylum, where he spent probably the hap
piest eight years of his life. In 1.850, he 
entered the military training school at Chel
sea, with a view to qualifying as an army 
schoolmaster. In 1851, he was appointed“ 
teacher in a garrison station at Balllncollig, 
a village near Cork, and here he met two per
sons who had no small influence upon his sub
sequent career. One was a young girl, Matilda 
Weller by name, for whom the poet formed a 
passionate attachment, and whose early death 
appears to have left him wandering, on his own 
testimony, in ’a waste of arid woe never re
freshed by tears.’ At Balllncollig, he also 
met Charles Bradlaugh, then a trooper in a 
regiment of dragoons, and it was mainly under 
his tuition that Thomson became an atheist, 
and, subsequently, cast in his lot with a 
small but intrepid London band of free-think- 
ln& journalists. . . .  Thomson's career in 
the army ceased in 1862, when he was dismissed 
because of a somewhat trivial act of insubor
dination. He afterwards became a solicitor's clerk, then secretary to a mining company In 
America, a war correspondent in Spain, and, 
finally, a journalistic free-lance in London.
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His later years, darkened by poverty and Ill- 
health, largely due to Insomnia and intemperate 
habits, were spent in London, and he died at 
University college hospital, under distressing circumstances, in June, 1882.3

With this background of his life in mind we are 
convinced that James Thomson’s spirit inclined toward 
the dark side of things, In other words towards pessi
mism. Let us step onward and examine his best known 
poem The City of Dreadful Night for his solution to the 
Problem of Evil.

Before reading very far into the poem we find
that the poet recognized the monstrosity of existing
evil and finds himself overwhelmed by It.

Lo, thus, as prostrate, "In the dust I write
My heart’s deep languor and my soul’s sad tears." Yet why evoke the spectres of black night 
To blot the sunshine of exultant years?

Why disinter dead faith from mouldering hidden?
Why break the seals of mute despair unbidden,
And wail life’s discords into careless ears?

Because a cold rage seizes one at whiles 
To show the bitter old and wrinkled truth 

Stripped naked of all vesture that beguiles,
False dreams, false hopes, false masks and

modes of youth;
Because It gives some sense of power and passion In helpless impotence to try to fashion 
Our woe in living words howe’er uncouth.

Proem, 11. 1-15

3. Sir A. W. Ward, editor, The Cambridge History of English Literature. XIII, 119-12T5 --------

596b*j
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As we read on, we find that the poet has lost his three 
theological virtues; Faith, Hope and Charity.

In his delirium Thomson follows a person who 
walks "with an intent." The two did not converse be
cause the guide was "wrapt in thought as in a veil." 
Until they came to a black high tower that "merged 
into the heavy sky" the person said,

He murmured to himself with dull despair,Here Faith died, poisoned by this charnel air.
II, 11. 11-13

The two walk silently on till they reach "a
low wall*s open door."

He gazed, and muttered with a hard despair,
Here Love died, stabbed by Its own worshipped pair.

II, 11. 17-19
After a short Interval they proceed untila

We stood before a squalid house at length:
He gazed, and whispered with a cold despair,
Here Hope died, starved out in Its utmost lair.

II, 11. 22-25
Puzzled by the strange action and conversation

of his companion Thomson asks, ,
When Faith and Love and Hope are dead Indeed,
Can Life still live? By what doth It proceed?

II, 11. 29-31
In answer he receives this cold reply,
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Take a watch, erase
The signs and figures of the circling hours,Detach the hands, remove the dial-face;
The works proceed until run down; although 

Bereft of purpose, void of use, still go.
II, 11. 32-37

Thomson ceases to follow; despair has taken the place
of Faith, Hope and Charity.

I ceased to follow, for the know of doubt 
Was severed sharply with a cruel knife:

He circled thus for ever tracing out
The series of the fraction left of Life;Perpetual recurrence in the scope

Of but three terras, dead Faith, dead Love, dead
Hope.

II, 11. 43-49
The poem The City of Dreadful Night Is a narra

tion of his own experiences. On account of his opium 
addiction his nights are sleepless and he compares
them to the endlessness of time In "termless hell."»

The City Is of Night, but not of Sleep;
There sweet sleep Is not for the weary brain;

The pitiless hours like years and ages creep,
A night seems termless hell. This dreadful strain Of thought and consciousness which never ceases,

Or which some moments* stupor but Increases,
This, worse than woe, makes wretches there Insane.

I, 11. 71-78
The poem is also a conglomeration of his own 

thoughts. Because his spirit brooded on the dark side 
of life, his thoughts are pessimistic. This mood was 
the result of many causes: Inheritance from his Irving-
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its mother, sorrow for lost love, physical suffering—  
opium habit and tubersulosls, constant anxiety about 
his financial conditions— his opium habit made him 
unreliable and unpersevering at any work. Secondly, 
his thoughts are melancholy; this mood was brought 
about with his loss of religion in 1857. All this cli
maxes in despair.

I reached the portal common spirits fear,
And read the words above it, dark yet clear,
’’Leave hope behind, all ye who enter here:”

VI, 11. 19-22
Again

What merchandise? whence, whither, and for whom?
Perchance it is a Pate-appointed hearse,

Bearing away to some mysterious tomb 
Or Limbo of the scornful universe 

The joy, the peace, the life-hope, the abortions 
Of all things good which should have been our

portions,
But have been strangled by the City's curse.

IX, 11. 15-22
Finally he comes to the conclusion that there 

is no God. In Section XIV we have an atheistic answer 
to the Problem of Evil. All the inhabitants of the city

t

of tremendous night assemble in a large gloomy place to
hear some one speak. All at once ”we heard a voice of
solemn stress from the dark pulpit.” The voice said,

And I have searched the heights and depths, the scope Of all our universe, with desperate hope
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To find some solace for your wild unrest.
And now at last authentic word I bring, 
Witnessed by every dead and living thing;

Good tidings of great joy for you, for all: 
There is no God; no Fiend with names divine 
Made us and tortures us; if we must pine,

It is to satiate no Being’s gall.
It was the dark delusion of a dream,
That living Person conscious and supreme,

Whom we must curse for cursing us with life; 
Whom we must curse because the life He gave Could not be burled in the quiet grave,

Could not be killed by poison or by knife.
XIV, 11. 34-49

I find no hint throughout the Universe 
Of good or ill, of blessing or of curse;
I find alone Necessity Supreme;

With infinite Mystery, abysmal, dark,
Unlighted ever by the faintest spark

For us the flitting shadows of a dream.
0 Brothers of sad lives I they are so brief;
A few short years must bring us all relief;

Can we not bear'these years of labouring breath? 
But If you would not this poor life fulfil,
Lo, you are free to end it when you will,
Without the fear of waking after death. -

XIV, 11. 73-35
To solve this Problem of Evil we must reconcile

the Goodness of God with the sin and suffering of this
world. Since James Thomson denies the existence of God
there is no solution becatxse there is no problem.

But all that is most authentic and arresting in 
the poetry of James Thomson Is absolutely "without hope, and without God in the world."" It is
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the poetry of sheer, overmastering, inexorable 
despair--a passionate, and almost fierce, dec
laration of faith in pessimism as the only 
true philosophy of life.4

Now we have visualized what it is to be an 
atheist, and through what dark glasses of grief and 
despair he looks upon suffering and misery. We are 
about to turn the page and look at a happier pictxire. 
We find God, not only looking for us, waiting for us, 
but actually pursuing us that He may take us in His 
arms, after being purified and chastened in the fires 
of sufferings and sickness of this life’s existence. 
From the mud of atheistic despair we are to turn our 
gaze to the God of Love and Mercy in whom only it is 
possible to find a complete answer to this Problem of 
Evil.

4. Sir A. W. Ward, o£. cit., 119



CHAPTER IV

FRANCIS THOMPSON*S SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OF EVIL IN

THE HOUND OF HEAVEN

That Francis Thompson had a hard and disappoint
ing life, there is no doubt. It was, however, his happy 
lot that even with physical misery, he looked up to the 
stars to find there a higher, better life. Out of the 
tears and privations of London streets he was able, 
through the means of his keen intellect, to see that 
God, the Infinite Lover of the individual human soul, 
has a purpose in suffering, that through seeming defeat 
we arise to a higher spiritual life whose joy will never 
end. Francis Thompson was able to draw inspiration and 
condense this majestic theme, in his immortal poem, The 
Hound of Heaven. He walked the streets of London, a con
sumptive and an opium addict, in poverty and hunger, and 
yet this hard, tough school became the gold mine of
knowledge of mortal man. It was God’s Providence to

/

send Francis Thompson to tell the world how one may see
nthe traffic of Jacob’s ladder Pitched between heaven and Charing Cross;”

Francis Thompson, poet and mystic, was born at 
Preston, Lancashire, England, on the 18th of December,
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1859. His first training he received at home, at the 
hands of his mother and the family governess. When he 
was eleven years of age he was sent to TJshaw College, 
near Durham.

That Francis lived in an atmosphere of good 
pious people is shown from the fact that when he first 
came to Ushaw his parents wished that college studies 
would prepare him for the holy priesthood. If that 
were not to be his vocation then he should take such 
courses that he would be able to assist his father In 
the medical profession. The hopeful student soon 
showed a remarkable love of books. He early distin
guished himself in the thorough mastery of the classics. 
His leisure hours were always spent In the library.

At TJshaw Thompson spent seven years, during 
which time he was indelibly impressed by the orthodox 
religion? but he did not get the vocation to the priest
hood which his parents so much desired.

After the summer vacation in 1870 he entered 
St. Cuthbert’s at TJshaw, a combined seminary 
and college with preparatory classes. There ' 
for seven years, he followed the courses with 
the intention of studying for the priesthood.At the end of that time he was advised to 
leave. Much has been written by way of un
favorable criticism of those who advised 
Thompson to abandon the idea of becoming a 
priest. But when we remember his incurable Indolence, his physical weakness and his 
Incredible impracticableness, it is diffi
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cult to see how any sane spiritual director 
without direct inspiration from heaven could 
have advised him to continue. But the fact 
that the advice given Thompson was clearly 
such as he should have received, in no way 
lessened the depth and permanence of his 
disappointment at his failure.^

In October 1877 he was sent to Owens College, 
Manchester, to study medicine. For this vocation he 
had no love and was totally unfit to follow it. Instead 
of attending lectures he spent most of his days in the 
public libraries of Manchester. At Owens College he 
spent eight years. Upon his return hone he made no 
effort to conceal his repugnance for the medical profes
sion. Consequently, there "was a terrible scene between 
father and son. Still unwilling to pursue his medical 
studies, and fearful of another such meeting, the young 
man tried to enlist as a soldier, but being refused for 
want of the requisite chest-measurement, abruptly fled 
from home.” It was when he arrived at London without 
money and employment that "his life’s tragedy began.”
He worked, doing odd jobs here and there, trying to 
keep body and soul together.

Thompson was never strong, and now, deprived of

1. Terence L. Connolly, Poems of Francis Thompson, xvii



34

home and sympathetic friends, tormented by the remorse 
of conscience for being unfaithful to parents, his life 
was most trying.

In the school of medicine he learned the 
qualities of laudanum; we do not wonder that at times 
he sought it for relief.

It speaks well for Thompson’s Catholic 
training and for his own correspondence with 
it that during his six years in Manchester as 
a medical student (1878-84) and during the 
three years of his outcast days in London’s 
streets he never changed his Catholic ideals.After a disagreement with his father in 
November, 1885, he went down to London desti
tute and broken in health. He tried to earn 
his living, at first as a book-agent and then 
as a shoe-mender’s helper. Finally he became 
a common tramp, earning a few pence during 
the day by selling matches or calling cabs 
and spending his nights in wretched lodging- 
houses or in the door-ways of darkened alleys.
And all this time Thompson had been suffering 
the agony of a drug-addict, an agony of which no one who has not witnessed it can have the faintest conception.^

On one occasion he was on the verge of putting an end 
to his life. It was heaven alone that came to his re
lief. Of this occasion he later writes,

Short arm needs man to reach to heaven, •
So ready is heaven to stoop to him;

Just how far poverty went with Francis is seen 
from the fact that for two years he had been sending to

2. Terence L. Connolly, o£. clt., xviii, xix
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the editors of various magazines his verses, written on 
scraps of paper found on the streets— but all this with
out any financial aid. Until once following the advice 
of Bishop (then Canon) Carroll, he sent "Dream Tryst" 
to the magazine Merry England. The value of the poem 
was immediately recognized by the editor, Mr. Wilfrid 
Meynell, and "the poem and its acceptance became the 
turning-point in the poet’s career, at a time when all 
hope seemed gone." This was the beginning of ties of 
friendship between the poet and the benefactor together 
with his family. After being medically treated Thomp
son lived for nearly two years in the Premonstratensian 
monastery that Thompson said he discovered his possi
bilities as a poet and wrote most of his poems.

Thompson died of consumption on November 13, 
1907, at the Hospital of St. Elizabeth and St. John, in 
St. John’s Wood, London. He was then in his forty- 
eighth year.3

In this thesis we are not so much interested in 
his other poems as we are in his The Hound of Heaven.
For in this beautiful poem, the greatest ode of all

3. Digested from John Thomson’s Francis Thomp
son The Preston-Born Poet, 1-70
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time, Francis Thompson comes nearest the solution to 
the Problem of Evil. Let us examine the poem and see 
for ourselves.

I FLED Him, down the nights and down the days;I fled Him, down the arches of the years;I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways Of my own mind;
11. 1-4

In these opening lines a soul in utter delusion 
flees the presence of God, the Almighty Pursuer. With 
each repetition of "I fled Him" this deception is more 
keenly impressed upon the reader. Flight alone being 
insufficient the soul hides from God in Joy and sorrow.
Tears, laughter, hope, fear evidence the varied moods 
of the soul.

and in the mist of tears I hid from Him, and under running laughter.Up vistadd hopes I sped;
And shot, precipitated,Adown Titanic glooms of chasmed fears,

11. 4-9
How desperately the soul is evading the omnipresence of 
God is seen from the fact that it kept ahead of the 
hound.

Those strong Feet that followed, followed after.
1. 9

indicate the insistency of the pursuit. Listen, you 
can hear the chase.
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Prom those strong Feet that followed, followed after. But with unhurrying chase,And with unperturbed pace,
Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,They beat— and a Voice beat 

More instant than the Feet—
11. 9-15

The poet indicates the final outcome of the pursuit. 
fAll things betray thee, who betrayest Me.1

I. 15
The Divine Lover complains to the soul of being betrayed 
since it seeks consolations in material things. As a 
result the soul in turn is betrayed by its Redeemer.

The soul now cut off from Divine Love pleads 
for love and human sympathy as it knocks on the hearts 
of creatures.

I pleaded, outlaw-wise,By many a hearted casement, curtained red,
Trellised with intertwining charities;

II. 16-19
At the same time nI knew His love Who followed," 

yet the soul dreaded deprivation of human affection.
The human heart is selfish; although it loves God it 
tries to keep something for itself. The Infinité Lover 
is not satisfied with a part of the heart, but wants 
the whole of it.

(For, though I knew His love Who followed,
Yet was I sore adread

Lest, having Him, I must have naught beside.)
11. 19-22
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Thus the soul, unwilling to open even "one 
little casement” to the pursuing love of God, and 
wearied by seeking love from men, seeks refuge in the
heavens.

Across the margent of the world I fled,
I. 25

The soul sought consolation and shelter from the stars,
And troubled the gold gateways of the stars,
Smiting for shelter on the clanged bars;

II. 26, 27
The quietness of the planet made a striking contrast to 
its impetuous, hasty knocking. Then it hurries to the 
moon which resembles a silhouetted castle.

And silvern chatter the pale ports o' the moon.
1. 29

In a vain appeal to the planets the soul begs to be 
hidden

From this tremendous Lover—
1. 32

by the veil of the mists and faint light of the night. 
Lest this Lover discover that the soul had sought ref
uge in these heavenly bodies only to be betrayed by 
their obedience to the Divine Designer, it begs,

Float thy vague veil about me, lest He seel I tempted all Iiis servitors, but to find 
My own betrayal In their constancy,
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In faith to Him their fickleness to me,
Their traitorous trueness, and their loyal deceit.

11. 33-38
The last recourse to the elements is the soul's desire
that the winds sweep it away with their swiftness.

Clung to the whistling mane of every wind.
But whether they swept, smoothly fleet,The long savannahs of the blue;
Or whether, Thunder-driven,They clanged his chariot 'thwart a heaven,

Plashy with flying lightnings round the spurn
o' their feet:--

Pear wist not to evade as Love wist to pursue.
11. 39-46

The outcome of this futile attempt is that the fear of
the soul is not so anxious to escape as the force of
Love to overtake it.

Still with unhurrying chase,And unperturbed pace,
Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,

Came on the following Feet,
11. 46-50

Above the tumult of hurrying feet the soul hears the 
reproach

And a Voice above their beat—
'Naught shelters thee, who wilt not shelter Me.'

11. 50, 51
Grace is working in the soul. Conscious of its 

rejection by "man or maid" it runs away and seeks hap
piness in little Innocent children.
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I sought no more that after which I strayed 
In face of man or maid;

But still within the little children’s eyes
Seems something, something that replies,

They at least are for me, surely for mej
11. 52-57

The soul thinks that these little children will make it
happy and that engrossed with their love it can forget
God. But contrarily this friendship with children Is
the means of arriving at closer intimacy with God.
Since innocence is intended to bring souls closer to
God it must not stand between God and the soul.

But just as their young eyes grew sudden fair 
With dawning answers there,

Their angel plucked them from me by the hair.
11. 58-61

Disappointed by children of man the soul turns 
to nature’s children--rain, clouds, trees, plants and 
flowers.

’Come then, ye other children, Nacre’s— share 
With me’ (said I) ’your delicate fellowship;

11. 61, 62
The soul tries to liken Its moods to that of nature in
a "delicate fellowship" only to discover that the human
heart strives In vain for sympathy in Inanimate creatures.

I, in their delicate fellowship was one-- 
Drew the bolt of Nature's secrecies.

I knew all the swift Importings 
On the wilful face of skies;
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I knew how the clouds arise 
Spumed of the wild sea-snortings;
All that’s "born or dies Rose and drooped with; made them shapers 

Of mine own moods, or wailful or divine;
With them joyed and was bereaven.
I was heavy with the even,When she lit her glimmering tapers 
Round the day’s dead sanctities.
I laughed in the morning’s eyes.I triumphed and I saddened with all weather,
Eeaven and I wept together,

And its sweet tears were salt with mortal mine; 
Against the red throb of its sunset-heart 

I laid my own to beat,
And share commingling heat;

But not by that, by that, was eased my human smart. 
In vain my tears were wet on Heaven’s grey cheek.

11. 74-96
The soul blames nature’s children for their unrespon
siveness. Yet, gradually, it becomes aware of their 
inability to grant what they themselves do not possess.

For ahl we know not what each other says,
These things and I;

11. 96, 97
The magnificence of the creation merely reflects 

the Creator; consequently the soul will never find an 
answer to his suffering in nature.

Nature, poor stepdame, cannot slake my drought;
1. 99

It must go further. But where will it go, its life 
shattered and bereft of last hope while clutching to 
its own nothingness it feels that the Pursuer is upon
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it. Reluctantly it must listen to the words,
•Lol naught contents thee, who content’st not Me.»

1. 110

Now for the first time the soul acknowledges 
its guilt and begs for Divine Mercy. It is here that 
we get an inkling of Thompson’s solution to the Problem 
of Evil, the truth that suffering is the result of God’s 
love for man.

Naked I wait Thy love’s uplifted stroke]
My harness piece by piece Thou hast hewn from me,

And smitten me to my knee;
I am defenceless utterly,
I slept, methinks, and woke,And, slowly gazing, find me stripped in sleep.

11. 111-117
In its sleep the soul has been stripped of its 

"harness’’ of all worldly desires. "Piece by piece" it 
has given up pride, rebellion, servile fear, and inor
dinate love of creatures. "I am defenceless utterly" 
is the soul’s humble cry. It must clothe itself now in 
confidence and love of God. This is, "To put off . . . 
the old man, who is corrupted according to the desire 
of error. . . and put on the new man, who according to 
God is created in justice and holiness and truth." 
(Ephesians, IV, 22, 24). Now utterly defenceless the 
soul is in "the claws of the pursuing Hound"— in the 
hands of a Loving God, and reviews its past life.
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In the rash lustihead of my young powers,
I shook the pillaring hours And pulled my life upon me; grimed with smears, 

I stand amid the dust o’ the mounded years—
My mangled youth lies dead beneath the heap.
My days have crackled and gone up in smoke,
Have puffed and burst as sun-starts on a stream.

Yea, faileth now even dream 
The dreamer, and the lute the lutanlst;

11. 117-126
The words

AhI must—
Designer infinite!—

Ah! must Thou char the wood ere Thou canst limn 
with it?

11. 133-136
convey the meaning of God’s view of suffering. The 
Infinite Designer must cleanse the heart of all uncon
trolled passions before He can, through grace, work out 
the plan He has in view with each Individual soul. On 
the other hand the soul, possessing free will, must of 
its own accord give itself up to the moulding of the 
Divine Artist.

Having given unconditional surrender, the heart
is emptied of its ardent affections and high ambitions;
remorse enters the heart and sad, repentant thoughts
make of it "a broken fount.”

And now my heart is as a broken fount,
Wherein tear-drippings stagnate, spilt down ever 

Prom the dank thoughts that shiver
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Upon the sighful branches of my mind.
11. 137-141

But God asks nothing from the individual soul
unless He Himself has not preceded it through example.
The soul first sees Christ in His Passion and on the
Cross before it is asked a sacrifice.

But not ere Him Tfho summonsth 
I first have seen, enwound 

With glooming robes purpureal, cypress-crowned;
His Name I know, and what His trumpet saith.

11. 148-152
The capture takes place when the soul realizes the
great truths of holy religion. The spirit hears the
footfall of the Pursuer; the Hound has reached His goal.

That Voice is round me like a bursting sea:
"And is thy earth so marred,
Shattered in shard on shard?

Lo, all things fly thee, for thou fliest Mel
11. 157-161

Now from the lips of the Divine Admonisher the
t soul hears the awful truth of the nothingness of human

worth. It is made to realize that the love man has for
creatures is but self-love. Because in loving its
fellow creatures it sought personal satisfaction.

Strange, piteous, futile thingl 
Wherefore should any set thee love apart?
Seeing none but I makes much of naught1 (He said), 
’And human love needs human meriting;How hast thou merited—
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Of all man's clotted clay the dingiest clot?
11. 161-167

Whom could we ever find worthy of love and in 
turn who could find us objects of affections if not 
Divine Love Itself?

How little worthy of any love thou art!
Whom wilt thou find to love ignoble thee,Save Me, save only Me?

11. 168-171
In tones of tenderest affection the following 

lines explain the reason why the soul, the type for all 
mankind, must suffer privations.

All which I took from thee I did but take,Hot for thy harms,
But just that thou might*st seek It in Mv arms.

All which thy child’s mistake
Fancies as lost, I have stored for thee at home:

11. 171-176
*

The soul when deprived of pleasures is treated as a 
little child, who has strayed from its mother. The 
mother, in the meantime, has picked up its playthings, 
in order that the child might find them when it comes 
back to Its mother. So the soul, not becaxise it sought 
sinful things but substitutes for the love of God in 
nature or in creatures, may find the objects of its love 
in God Himself. If these things were sinful in them
selves they would never be Included after the soul’s
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surrender. But God In His loving kindness and mercy 
has stored all these objects at home and giving a 
tender invitation says,

Rise, clasp My hand, and cornel
I. 176

In the following two lines there is suggested
a beautiful and deeply mystical solution of the mystery
of life’s sufferings.

Is my gloom, after all,
Shade of His hand, outstretched caressingly?

II. 178-179
This is the true mark of God's chosen souls: They must 
suffer.

Hot to hurt or harm thee, not for the sake of 
making thee suffer. And this is why suffering is the true mark of God's chosen souls: His 
love for us causes Him to make us suffer,—  and how badly we understand His love14

God has chosen a way in which He is to draw good out of
evil. After returning from some heart-rending spectacle
we realize that all sorrow is not evil. The actual
endurance of pain is hard to bear, but it takes us into

/a better world which we could not totally appreciate if 
we had not passed through the "valley of tears.”

4. Michael A. Kelly, The Hound of Heaven, Fran- cls Thompson, 67 ----
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All our sorrows are again our "child's mistake" - the 
shadow of God's hand "outstretched caressingly" to 
bless and embrace us.

The soul now listens to the Voice from which
it ran, by which it was tormented. The Voice says,

"Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest,
I am He VHiom thou seekestl 

Thou dravest love from thee, who dravest Me."
11. 180-183

The chase of the Hound of Heaven ends in a divine em
brace.

A complete answer to the Problem of Evil, then, 
is to find happiness for which we are created in God's 
Love and Mercy. There are sufferings, ills, frustra
tions, disappointments in this life; because it is 
through these means that God brings the soul to Himself 
as He did in The Hound of Heaven. Love, then, is the 
final and perfect answer to the fundamental questions 
that at one time or other confront every man. These 
questions are: Why did God create me? Why must I suf
fer and die? It is Love of God that placed us in this 
world, that through the workings of grace we might 
attain happiness in eternity. We must suffer because 
by suffering we are tried, cleansed and purified, as 
gold in the furnace, and we die in order to be united
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to God.
The God of Love who sends us these sufferings 

has endured all pain in every form and fashion during 
His sojourn on earth.

In an old Missal there is a picture of an
gels offering earth’s gifts to the newborn Babe 
of Bethlehem. Those gifts are the instruments 
of the Passion. Those instruments are them
selves the suffering of mankind, and In virtue 
of solidarity the sin of mankind. If original 
sin in its solidarity illuminates for us the 
source and presence of evils disproportioned 
to personal sin, redemption in its counter 
solidarity illuminates the value and opera
tion of this evil. In view of the cross any murmur that might rise to our lips against 
divine Providence for the world’s evil, should be changed into the joyous and grateful cry 
of the Paschal deacon: ”0 certe necessarium 
Adae peccatum— 0 felix culpa quae talem ac tantum meruit habere Redemptorem” - ”0 sin 
of Adam truly necessary. 0 happy fault that 
hath merited such and so mighty a Redeemer.”5

How could Francis Thompson conceive such a 
majestic, universal theme for his poem? During his life 
the poet suffered much, yet he never gave up his early 
Catholic training. Thus he was able to write a poem 
predicated on the CHRISTIAN acceptance of life; there
fore, The Hound of Heaven has an answer based on-true 
Catholic philosophy. Thompson recognized the evil of

5, E. I. Watkin, "The Problem of Evil,” God and 
the Supernatural, 115
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the world and experienced it especially when he was 
obliged to roam the streets of London; but he was not 
overcome by it as was his atheistic contemporary,
James Thomson; but rather he decidedly overcame the 
evil. He solved it by proving the Infinite Love God 
has for His creatures, and for each individual soul.

Thompson's childlike simplicity and innocence 
enabled him to find this answer. In his essay on Shel
ley, Thompson says: "Know you what it is to be a child?" 
And then he answers: "It is to be something very dif
ferent from the man of today. It is to have a spirit 
yet streaming from the waters of baptism; it is to 
believe in love, to believe in loveliness, to believe 
in belief; it is to be so little that the elves can 
reach to whisper in your ear; it is to turn pumpkins 
into coaches and mice into horses, and nothing into 
everything; for each child has its fairy godmother in 
its own soul; it is to live in a nutshell and count 
yourself the king of infinite space; it is

To see a world in a grain of sand '
And heaven in a wild flower 

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand 
And eternity in an hour."

In these words Thompson Is giving a clue to his own 
soul. It was because he always remained in heart "a 
little child" that he saw so plainly the kingdom of God



50

throixgh the evil and wickedness of the world in which 
he suffered so much.

In the things that Thompson mentions in The
Hound of Heaven that caused the soul’s departure from
God, we find nothing sinful; we find things that are
merely indifferent, substitutes for the love of God, or
distractions from God’s service. These the God of Love
takes away when He says,

All which I took from thee I did but take,Not for thy harms,
But just that thou might’st seek it in My arms.

But He gives infinitely more when He says,
"Rise, clasp My hand, and cone."

Because of the universality of the theme, this 
poem will live as long as human souls must suffer and 
human hearts must love.

The Ancients failed to solve the Problem of Evil 
because their belief in future life was vague, dim and 
"shadowy." The atheists, represented by James Thomson, 
have no solution because they have no problem since they 
deny the existence of God. •

For the soul of man is growing w'eary of its 
efforts to find a non-religious or quasi-reli
gious solution to the problems of life; to add xxp the sum of existence with figures to 
which it has given false values. It Is begin
ning to realize at last that Catholic Faith
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is the lever in space, disturbing to the 
equilibrium of the material universe.6

6. Constance Julian, ’’Incognito,” The Catholic World. CXXXIX (April, 1934), 78 ------------
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