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PREFACE
In 1987, having prepared ourselves by listening to the tape recording several times, my wife and I went to see “Les Miserables” on Broadway. After “One Day More,” the rousing finale to the first act, Susan said to me that “it can’t get any better than this.” But it did and the ride home was spent recalling the excellences of the production, rejoicing in the power of the story and the music as they evoked awed responses from an audience which had engaged itself on multiple levels with Jean Valjean’s journey to salvation.

We knew that more was at work than merely a thrilling night at the theater, but at the moment we were at a loss to articulate what the more was after such an intense encounter. An inner voice was sounding and it announced a need for engagement. We had been moved by the music and the words, by the great themes of passion and pain, love and redemption, but also with the sense that there was something special, something elusive. So we returned, obedient to the voice, looking for that elusive something and certain that it, whatever it was, could not be reduced to Jean Valjean, Fantine, and Eponine’s sublime final line, “to love another person is to see the face of God.” How to define the dynamism of the musical could be ascertained only by a journey through the novel, by a willingness to acknowledge the source.

Having read an abridged edition of Hugo’s work when I was fourteen and a freshman in high school, having encountered “The Bishop’s Candlesticks” in anthologies where it masqueraded as a short story, and having followed Richard Kimball’s flight from Inspector Girard in television’s “The Fugitive,” I was familiar with the essential plot of Les Miserables. However, forty years and an immature early reading imposed a distance from the original that had to be bridged. So it was back to the novel, the Penguin edition translated by Norman Denny, and to the discovery that this chef d’oeuvre transcended the nineteenth century and that the musical was securely anchored in it, that the theatrical production enhanced the power of its source without ever rendering that source trivial.

The consequence of this discovery was a passionate desire to expose my students to this drama of salvation, to this tale of one man’s journey toward freedom and glory, without imposing arbitrarily on them the works’ ideas. Each year I would re-read the book, teach it in conjunction with the musical, and then bring my classes to the Broadway production, a kind of implicit awareness of Alan Bloom’s belief, expressed in The Closing of the American Mind, that “deprived of literary guidance, [students] no longer have any image of the perfect soul, and hence do not long to have one...do not even imagine there is such a thing” (Bloom, p. 67). However, the repeated engagements were not undergone with a desire for an encore, for a more intense repetition of a previous response; rather, I began to see new things or old things with new eyes and to discover that I continued to expose myself to a profoundly theological work. As Elizabeth Grossman writes in Les Miserables: Conversion, Revolution, Redemption, her little study of the novel:

Like the sequence of daily biblical readings in a liturgical lectionary, Les Miserables aspires to function as a kind of spiritual guide, as a means for reflecting on time and eternity, the secular and the sacred. (Grossman, p. 26)

And Alan Jones notes in Passion for Pilgrimage that “Les Miserables” is a powerful rendition about the meaning of our longing and a work which “speaks to our ache for reconciliation and resurrection” (Jones, p. 1). Then the idea for this book was born: a theological and spiritual journey through the novel and the musical, treating them as they correspond and as they offer an avenue for spiritual insight to anyone who will risk the pilgrimage. It would also be a way of stating that tears and a standing ovation are not enough, that a real engagement with Hugo and with those who owe a debt to him inhibits anyone from returning to the ordinary business of everyday life. Novel and musical proclaim that life is not “a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing”; rather that life is a new tune that leads one to his true home, that the seemingly “never-ending road to Calvary” is finally the road to glory, rest, peace, and joy.

INTRODUCTION
It is impossible to deny the universal popularity and global success of “Les Miserables.” The musical has been performed for more than two decades on the London stage and has already been revived on Broadway, albeit for little more than a year. It has also been produced around the world in the language native to the particular country. So well known is the score that one is reminded that such a production is a work of art that exhibits excellence in all areas and that the theater is also a business. Hence, one is subjected at regular intervals to advertisements or even to re-runs on public television of the tenth anniversary special at London’s Royal Albert Hall, not merely to signal the ongoing triumph of an epic, but to re-kindle ticket sales as well.
Still trumpeted on television are the enthusiastic, quick, one line responses of theater-goers to the queries of promoters, heard on radio are excerpts from the most popular numbers, and read in newspapers are the reviews of drama critics, most notably when a change in the lead roles has taken place. However, the responses and the excerpts pander to an economic need and betray the power of “Les Miserables” to offer an involvement or an engagement which transcends the immediate emotional response while the critic seems more concerned with the technical aspects of production and performance over and against the intellectual and spiritual, and seems to forget that enjoyment is a valid response.

Anthony Tommasini demonstrates such a critical point of view in his New York Times article of 20 July 1997. The critic bemoans the loss of the “bracing American musical show” and brands Andrew Lloyd Webber a “British interloper” who “fashion[s] pop riffs, soupy melodies, blatant melodrama, and scenic extravagance.” Mr. Tommasini then damns “Les Miserables” as “overblown” and sees Hugo’s novel as something to be “[slogged] through,” a “ponderously historical [book].” Mr. Tommasini contends that such a production, what he defines as the “megamusical,” provokes merely an “epic alternative that requires just sitting back, letting it hit you and stilling all mental activity.”

It is possible that Victor Hugo, Herbert Kretzmer, Alain Boublil, and Claude-Michel Schonberg never had a predominantly theological or spiritual intent during the composition of the novel or the musical, but for Mr. Tommasini to refer to the book as “ponderous” and the musical as “overblown” misses each. Though I don’t believe it to be the case, Hugo’s purpose may have been solely to write a novel which indicts those who exploit the wretched and which uses the device of escape and pursuit to hold attention while he advances his cause; the others’ intent may have been to create a musical which attempts primarily to capture the essence of its source and, at the same time, produce a memorable and profitable work of art, certainly not to massage the minds of audiences desperate for some sort of relief. In his New York Post column of 16 January 2001, I think that Clive Barnes is much closer to the point when he writes that while “Les Miserables” is not the greatest musical of all time, it is “superbly efficient [and] while its story may not keep you on the edge of your seat, at least it pins you squarely and firmly to its back.” Whatever the intent, the end result is two works which haunt the memory, which refuse to allow us to rest long after we have engaged ourselves with them, and which compel regular re-visits so important are the issues and concepts with which the creators deal. The novel and the musical function in such a way that, when taken together, they allow us to see beyond, even invite us to behold more than is at hand. We cannot manipulate the experience we have, but we can be at the ready, poised, receptive to what is offered.

“Les Miserables” does not replace the novel. I don’t believe that Kretzmer, Boublil, and Schonberg ever intended it to be a substitute and I think that they would be delighted if their work sent its audience to the original. Like its source, the musical enables us to perceive more clearly the issues we encounter daily: love, hate, mercy, law, wealth, poverty, humility, pride, forgiveness, resentment, life, death, and resurrection. Each work compels us to abandon a casual encounter with existence and look, perceive, and grasp with eyes newly opened the world in which we live; each reminds us that its world is not limited to the nineteenth century, that what transpires in the novel and on the stage is like “looking down the throat of time.”

In his work True Resurrection, H. A. Williams writes about the “resurrection of the mind,” of the need to stock our intellects with what the great writers are saying, of an obligation to become aware that we are Oedipus, Lear, Raskolnikov, and Jean Valjean. In other words, it is not so much that we become aware of the experiences of others, of the various blindnesses, literal and figurative, but that simultaneously we become them, recognize such blindness in ourselves, and say “not ‘there but for the grace of God go I,’ but ‘there I am.’” Williams goes on to remark that when we “meet [such characters] in literature it is ourselves we meet, even if hitherto we have been unaware of our potential for being like that, and however much, once aware of it, it is a case of I dare not waiting upon I would” (True Resurrection, p. 89). As a result, Les Miserables remains a work which helps us to distill what Alan Ecclestone defines in Yes To God as “the truest experience from the events and happenings of our own life” (Ecclestone, p. 58).

Novelist, composer, librettist, all make it a duty to regard Les Miserables from the perspective of a poet rather than to complete the novel or leave the theater with the sense of merely having finished something or had a pleasurable experience which is now over, of having, in T. S. Eliot’s words, “had the experience but missed the meaning.” When Jean Valjean wrestles within his own mind in “A tempest in a human skull,” when the chorus advances on the audience in “At the End of the Day,” when Javert discovers two ways open before him where before there had been only one, and when the natural and the supernatural combine and time collapses and becomes a present moment at the finale, we engage ourselves, high-lighter in hand, senses tuned, perhaps handkerchief at the ready, in a living response to living works of art. The literary images and metaphors, the light and the dark, the labyrinth of the mind and the labyrinth of the sewers, the musical motifs, and the power of the prose, long lyrical passages on prostitution and the street urchin, prepare us for an encounter with God.

ii

Music provides the underpinning to clarify and strengthen the intense emotions hinted at by Hugo in the one sentence preface to his work where he argues for the enduring relevance of works like Les Miserables.

While through the working of laws and customs there continues to exist a condition of social condemnation which artificially creates a human hell within civilization, and complicates with human fatality a destiny that is divine; while the three great problems of this century, the degradation of man in the proletariat, the subjection of women through hunger, the atrophy of the child by darkness, continue unresolved; while in some regions social asphyxia remains possible; in other words, and in still wider terms, while ignorance and poverty exist on earth, books such as this cannot fail to be of value.

The novel addresses not only all the ills suggested by the clauses which begin with “while,” it offers also a solution in the redemptive journey of one man who discovers the nature and power of love and forgiveness. I think that for Hugo what matters most is the substance of Jean Valjean’s surrender, the passion which comes to define and direct his life, a passion which participates ultimately in the Passion, the Passion of Christ.

The novel and the musical awaken the one who engages himself with them not only to the moment, but also to an ever-expanding range of experience. In one sense, each art form shapes us and, at the same time, denies that a momentary, superficial, or even cursory response is sufficient, in spite of what critics like Mr. Tommasini suggest. The power of the language and the music, as we shall see, repudiates the merely shallow response, the casual escapist meeting chosen by people like the “I” in Philip Larkin’s poem, “A Study of Reading Habits,” a short piece which commences with literature being read solely as a means of escape and concludes with the bored exclamation “Get stewed/Books are a load of crap.”

The better approach is suggested by the student in the lecture room in Walt Whitman’s “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer.” Here the speaker moves from the illness of the mere acquisition of information to that moment when he abandons the “lecture-room” and “[Looks] up in perfect silence at the stars.” He chooses to be bitten by a more encompassing reality, one which cannot be reduced to some sort of utilitarian accumulation of facts. For the careful reader and for the individual on a spiritual journey, it becomes evident that Les Miserables renounces the superficial encounter and stimulates instead reason and the imagination, causes us, with Wordsworth, “to see into the life of things.”

To read Les Miserables interpretively and to surrender to its meaning and power and to see “Les Miserables” as an enhancement of the central themes of the novel is to acknowledge that one’s life had been impoverished before the meeting. Certainly the same can be said of any masterpiece no matter the discipline. Hence H. A. Williams’s remarkable insight in Becoming What I Am that perhaps the best prayer we can utter is that of Bartimaeus, “Lord Jesus, let me receive my sight” (Williams, p. 21). The poetic novelist like Hugo and the writers who collaborate on the musical persist at all moments in their attempts to make us see, grasp, perceive. Manipulation there may be in the intricacies of the plot and the causes espoused, but these writers are not manipulative, not attempting to put one over on their audiences. Consequently, novel and musical remain always in a state of being incomplete because we don’t finish reading and seeing them; rather, they read and see us and shape us as they do.

To return for a moment to Hugo’s prefatory sentence, we notice his perception that some things have gone dead and so he tries to open our eyes to the inherent truths that lie beneath the hell that man has created as he continues to despoil what was once Eden. The power of the novel to transcend narrow confines reminds one of the picture painted by Jonathan Drayton, the artist in Charles Williams’s All Hollow’s Eve, or the encounter between Francis Phelan and Gerald, his dead son, in William Kennedy’s Ironweed. Drayton’s painting of London becomes eventually a picture of London glorified, of the real London beneath and beyond the one in which the artist lives; the journeying Francis, a drunk, engages his past, names his acts, and, in doing so, awakens us to the truth that it is possible to recover a vision of a world which seems empty of awe and wonder, of promise and redemption.

Hugo, Williams, Kennedy, poets and novelists too numerous to mention, all open the eyes of the pilgrim and “free him from the tyranny of the seeming appearance of things”.  The “while” in Hugo’s single sentence preface suggests that the novelist refuses to allow his reader to rest securely in any sort of assumption about human beings as objects to be used or subjugated or destroyed casually as if they were vermin. In this refusal, Hugo joins with (and is joined by) the artist, the musician, and the poet in his attempt to “make all things new.” “Behold!” he says and it is a command, an injunction, and an imperative, one that must not be ignored.

Hugo wrestles with the whole range of human affairs and searches for ultimate significance in those affairs. The saintly Bishop Myriel, the tormented Javert, the avaricious Thenardier, the idealistic Enjolras, the redeemed Jean Valjean, the suffering Fantine, the young lovers, Marius and Cosette, the unrequited and self-sacrificing Eponine, the homeless urchin Gavroche: all compel a response from the individual on a spiritual journey, from the one who searches for deeper realities which will enflame the soul setting out anew from his departure point or from the one much further along in the spiritual life. Hugo’s poetic imagination and Schonberg’s rhythmic and thematic repetition weave together a unified experience as the novel illuminates the musical and vice versa.

George Herbert, the seventeenth century priest and poet, called upon God to teach him “in all things thee to see/And what I do in any thing/To do it as for thee” (“The Elixir”). I think that such an invocation is true of Hugo and perhaps of those responsible for the musical as well. Through the imagination, through what C. S. Lewis calls perceptively “the natural organ of meaning,” the writers are able to behold and, consequently, to enable us to behold the entrance of the eternal into everything, even if that was not their primary intention or their intention at all. Thus the consequence for the pilgrim on a spiritual journey is the capacity to derive from his engagement the power to live in the presence of God, to draw increasing meaning and depth from the meeting.

William Blake lived “eternity in an hour” and, like Dame Julian who saw God in a hazelnut and Charles Williams’s Archdeacon of Fardles, Sybil Conigsby, and Peter Stanhope who see each moment as vertical, as eternally present, rather than as horizontal or chronological, he, as Ecclestone argues, “saw the infinite in the minute particular of every form, knew himself to be the inheritor of all things, and sang with pure joy for his participation in them” (Yes to God, p. 61). Similarly, Les Miserables is bathed in a light which shines undimmed in the darkness which threatens everywhere and that light is not only a recurring image in the novel but also a dominant motif in the musical where a resurrection to the light shines in the midst of darkness and despair, where we are reminded that the one who journeys in faith need not be overcome by that darkness.

iii

In the second version of the movie “Shadowlands,” a young student remarks to C. S. Lewis that his father had told him that “we read in order to know that we are not alone.” Hugo’s novel and the musical grab the reader and the theater-goer and proclaim to them that they are not alone, that the circumstances of their lives are not isolated no matter how uneventful they may seem. Instead, each circumstance is charged with the Passion and hints at the promise of the resurrection whether the invitation of the charge and the hint are accepted or ignored.

I know people who have found Les Miserables to be the darkest of novels, a literal journey into the sewers without the hint of reprieve; I have had students, perhaps much like I was at their age, who viewed the novel only as an exercise in drudgery wondering why they couldn’t read the Globe Book, 300 page, large print, complete with pictures edition, if they had to read it at all; I know some men and women who have viewed the musical as three hours of depression deprived of orchestral excellence and without a hint of hope in spite of the final scene. I think that all of these have missed the promise of joy which lies at the heart of the works; I think that they have refused the journey proffered for whatever reason and chosen instead another route or ignored the signposts in the wilderness altogether.

What is necessary is that we must become like Dante and choose to risk the journey when we find ourselves lost in the dark wood with our ways blocked. To embark on the seemingly “never-ending road to Calvary” with Jean Valjean is to choose a course that holds open for us always the infinite possibilities for a new beginning, for a transfiguration that will partake in the Transfiguration.

Kenneth Muir’s poem, “The Transfiguration,” captures this possibility remarkably as a spiritually charged meditation which enables the reader to see with his entire being the way in which Christ’s Transfiguration liberates man from the shackles which threaten to imprison him always. The poem does not replace or substitute for the magnitude of the event in the life of Jesus; rather, the poem illuminates the event, envelops it with an even greater majesty, and suffuses the reader in a clarity of restored vision. As with the transformation and transfiguration of Jean Valjean, we, too, are “made new to handle holy things,” all our seeing is “rinsed and cleansed,” and we have returned to us “the clear unfallen world” so that we see Christ present in everything.

The one who chooses to become so engaged discovers what Alan Jones, in Journey Into Christ, calls a “voyage to love in the company of love; and the life of love presupposes communion with the loved one” (Jones, p. 22). With Valjean, we become obedient to John Donne’s command to tune the instruments of our hearts so that Christ becomes our only music and when that becomes the substance, the goal, the direction of our voyages, we find ourselves in harmony with all creation and, similar to Valjean, we die with “the light upon [our] face[s],” embraced by him who is the Light of the World. Whether that light emanates from the bishop’s candlesticks, as it does at the end of the novel, becomes irrelevant.

As in all enduring works of art, Hugo, Kretzmer, Boublil, and Schonberg compel us to catch something of the awe and majesty which lie behind and beyond the mere words and music. They shock us into awareness, into the “Ah ha!” response of experience as we glimpse a reality which transcends the immediate moment and we murmur to ourselves “so this is how things really are.” I think that for the Christian pilgrim such a response is even more intense. A. M. Allchin remarks in The Living Presence of the Past that this is because, for this pilgrim, “song unites men’s minds, making them commune with each other beyond every definition, and unifying them in endless life-giving joy, in a way beyond that which words with their defined and distinct meanings, which divide and limit, are able to do” (Allchin, p. 85).

Allchin goes on to point out that when one chooses to journey into Christ, to participate in the life of God, the myriad riches which result from such a choice are even more “fully expressed in music which overflows through the meanings which the words define” (Living Presence of the Past, p. 85). While he certainly had neither Hugo nor the musical in mind, the observation holds true for both as the “infinite riches of meaning” are expressed through diction, imagery, and music. The end result, as suggested earlier, is a poetic language in which multiple layers of meaning are united and in which reader and audience are addressed through their intellects as well as their hearts.

iv

Les Miserables serves an important function in a post-modern world that knows not God or which chooses to reject him. From the opening paragraphs of the novel which introduce us to Bishop Myriel, arguably the catalyst and ultimate focus for all that transpires with regard to Jean Valjean, and the opening notes of the musical which center the audience in the agonizing plight of the chain gang prisoners, Les Miserables has the capacity to spark both faith and the imagination, to set them aflame. Reader, listener, audience, individually or collectively, all have the opportunity to respond to the structure and the power of a masterpiece so that they discover, perhaps simultaneously with Jean Valjean, that they are not alone in the universe.

It is as if all are in the process of making the same discovery as did Elwin Ransom, the philologist hero of C. S. Lewis’ Out of the Silent Planet: that “our mythology is based on a solider reality than we dream: but it is at an almost infinite distance from that base.” Les Miserables is a work which invokes not only political, social, and moral truths but also deeply spiritual and theological ones to the extent that both novel and musical imitate much larger realities, universal truths about all elements of the human condition. Hugo invites us to journey with Jean Valjean, to see glimpses of reality, and to become artists and poets ourselves as we cooperate with God in his redemption of a fallen world. Even imperfectly we receive intimations and flashes of insight pertaining to reality.

At the end of “Les Miserables,” as he prepares to die, Jean Valjean sings “God on high, hear my prayer/Take me now to thy care....Bring me home” and shortly thereafter “forgive me all my trespasses and take me to your glory.” Again, like another character in a work by C. S. Lewis, this time Orual, Queen of Glome in Till We Have Faces, Valjean discovers that the only answer is God, that all else is but words to be “led out in battle against other words.” Hugo and Lewis and other poets and novelists and composers have known all along that art, music, and literature can channel the imagination in such a way that one rises to a level above the verbal and thus is able to grasp reality, perhaps only for a moment at first. We see for an instant all creation transfigured and glory grabs hold of us as we apprehend, as in Edwin Muir’s poem, “the one unseeable glory of the everlasting world perpetually at work” (The Transfiguration).

Hugo’s novel has withstood the test and survived the scrutiny of every type of literary criticism so that it remains a work of genius which continues to fulfill its contention that “[a book] such as this cannot fail to be of value.” I believe that the same will be true of the musical each time it is seen and heard and, somewhere in the future, revived. Kretzmer, Boublil, and Schonberg have written a work of art which resonates with life and which, with the novel, helps to lead the Christian pilgrim on his spiritual journey as it transforms and transfigures whatever it touches.

Hugo wrote in the novel that “of all things God has created it is the human heart that sheds the brightest light, and, alas, the blackest despair” (p. 844). His work and the musical based upon it offer hints of the way out of “the dark of ages past,” out of the labyrinths and hellish sewers we have created, into a world where “there is a flame that never dies” and “even the darkest night will end and the sun will rise.”

The following chapters will attempt to illuminate what the novel and the musical do: invite us by means of theological and spiritual meditations on the characters and experiences as they become ours to begin or continue a journey to the one who is the journey’s end. As Grossman notes:

Imbued with the New Testament notions of grace, charity and self-sacrifice, Les Miserables [depicts] the struggle of human conscience with temptation and the eventual triumph of duty over passion, of freedom over nature. (Grossman, p. 15)

As Hugo does his work, as the composers do theirs, we begin to embrace the world and journey into the freedom that God offers us by attending to the demands made and the joy and glory offered. In the end, what Allchin wrote of T. S. Eliot might be applied easily to Les Miserables:

[Tradition] cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It involves, in the first place, the historical sense...and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence, the historical sense compels a man to write not only with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole literature of Europe from Homer until today, and within the whole literature of his own country, has a simultaneous existence and compels a simultaneous order. This historical sense which is a sense of the timeless as well as the temporal and of the timeless and the temporal together, is what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of his own contemporaneity. (Living Presence of the Past, p. 24)

Chapter 1
Sweet Jesus Does Care: The Convict and the Bishop
As the curtain rises on Act I of “Les Miserables,” the angry vocal chanting, the repeated sounds of sledges striking rock, and the grunts of prisoners immerse the audience in an arena of pain which pulses like the back and forth motions of a caged animal. If we are attentive, we recognize in the agony of the chain gang a distinctive emptiness, one which is accentuated by two phrases, “You’re here until you die” and “You’re standing in your grave.”

One is exposed immediately to a litany of torture as different members of the tormented group contribute to the chorus of lost hope and unheard prayer. The men are reduced to numbers and, in effect, dehumanized. The sun may be strong, but it brings no light, only sweat and exhaustion in an arid place without refreshment. Correspondingly, in the novel Hugo summarizes the plight of the convict though he speaks explicitly of Jean Valjean.

Again he felt he had been robbed. Society had robbed him wholesale of a part of his savings; now it was the turn of the individual to rob him in detail. Release, he discovered, was not deliverance. A man may leave prison, but he is still condemned. (p. 104)

The journeys of those in the chain gang appear to have led to Hell without the possibility of redemption. I use the word “appear” because what will transpire with Jean Valjean will affirm Hugo’s contention that God has not forsaken the prisoners, that He does care, that while some are quite literally “standing in [their] grave” it is not a grave for the soul.

On the stage, Jean Valjean steps forth from the mass of prisoners, a group so faceless that they are mere grotesques, emblematic of the outcast. In spite of his attempt to recapture his name, “My name is Jean Valjean,” he remains just a number to Javert, a cipher defined objectively by his past acts as a thief: “He was released in October 1815, after being imprisoned in 1796 for having broken a window-pane and stolen a loaf of bread” (Les Miserables, p. 95). In the musical, the strident tones of Javert intrude on any sense that Valjean might have that he’s free.

Valjean: “Yes, that means I’m free.”

Javert: “No..., you are a thief.”

Valjean: “I stole a loaf of bread.”

Javert: “You robbed a house.”

Valjean: “I broke a window-pane.”
The chords struck here reappear throughout the musical whenever the two antagonists face each other and while Jean Valjean will learn to tune his heart to the true source of all music and harmony Javert will remain forever discordant. By identifying these protagonists musically, Kretzmer, Boublil, and Schonberg are following a dramatic tradition set by Wagner in his operas. In the figure of Valjean, there resides an as yet undiscovered and undefined self that will slowly guide his soul toward the true light while in Javert that self is so rigidly understood that it will become impossible for it to be transformed and it will issue in suicide.

For now, Valjean’s life has been reduced solely to moments of alienation from society, moments which are made even more terrible when they are accented by his participation in the belief of the prisoners that they have been abandoned by God. Such a perception is made even more emphatic by Javert’s eyes, which are those of a judge who distances himself from what is human and regards those before him with disgust, and by his use of a baton across the chest and under the chin of 24601, an image of authoritarian contempt that reviles what it sees before him. While one has not yet been introduced in the musical to the operations of grace, forgiveness, and love, one is aware immediately of the power of such misdirected passion, such intense commitment to the letter of the law which merely counts offenses and starves, scorches, and scars the miscreants emotionally, physically, and psychologically until they “learn the meaning of the law.”

Such experiences impress themselves indelibly on the mind of the individual, so much so that in the case of Valjean his memory of them is awakened. The first occasion takes place in the convent during those times when he would let his “thoughts drift in meditation.”
He would recall the wretchedness of his former companions....They lived without names, were known only by numbers and to some extent turned into numbers themselves, eyes and voices lowered, hair cropped, subject to the law and to constant humiliation.” (p. 488)
Later, when he and Cosette see a chain gang, he beholds what his life was like before he began his journey to salvation: an existence which seeps into the life of the convict like a cancer making its way stealthily through his soul until he becomes a pariah dehumanized by society. In response to Cosette’s questions, “Father, what are these men?” and “Are they still human?” he can reply “Felons” and “sometimes” (p. 786). Valjean cannot forget the faces of misery to be seen in such a gathering, faces which bear “the stamp of ignominy” (p. 784) As Javert has used his baton on Valjean, a guard uses the end of his club as if “to plunge it into the heart of human garbage” (p. 785). 

Such memory is seared into the psyche of the individual so that his eyes will be “eyes no longer,” but “fathomless mirrors” which “no longer see reality but reflect the memory of past events” (p. 785); such memory can be alleviated only by acts of love, in Valjean’s case by “two of God’s houses [that] had taken him in” (p. 493). The process of redemption is begun and continued by the bishop and those in the convent (p. 488) so that the end result is a “heart melted in gratitude” and a love that is “magnified” (p. 491). It is agonizingly difficult to face a “world that always hates,” to live in tension as the drama of one’s life is played out on an unfamiliar stage, but Valjean bears witness to the actuality that such choices are made and he comes to discover on his journey to Calvary that the world hated Christ before it ever hated him.

Tension reigns in the confrontation between Valjean and Javert, a tension which always simmers and threatens to boil over in all subsequent encounters and which must exist wherever men who seek to be free are reduced to slaves and defined by numbers. Yet horrible as this confrontation is, it marks a first step not only on Valjean’s journey toward Calvary and the City of God, but also toward an awareness of the power of conscience, a recognition that will continue to emerge and develop; in another sense, it is a first step on a journey into meaning in the midst of the threat of meaninglessness.

Hugo iterates often his belief that darkness and hatred threaten to consume the world, a threat not confined to the nineteenth century; he also believes that small affirmations can arise from within such danger, that light can shine out of the darkness and stench of chain gangs and sewers. Someone like Jean Valjean may be battered by systematic forces which he cannot grasp, yet the chance encounter with one who sees with eyes of love, like Bishop Myriel, offers an opportunity for engagement in a different realm. Even when the brutality of a legal system and the horror of a chain gang etch themselves into the psyche of an individual so that, as Grossman notes, he “wears his prison brand both inside and outside” (p. 63), the light of love is not totally eclipsed.

Without the intervention of the bishop, an intervention not adequately prepared for in the musical because an examination of the bishop’s life would function as a digression, one could not blame an audience for concluding early on that the Chorus is correct, that “Sweet Jesus doesn’t care.” One might draw easily the inference that estrangement does lead to final separation and that everything which defines one’s life can be extinguished.

However, Valjean’s meeting with Myriel begins to produce a different response, one which hints at hope and which has its roots in the love of God. The encounter between the two men acts as the catalyst for the initial steps in what is to become an ongoing experience of resurrection. It is the kind of encounter which serves as a paradigm for all those acts of charity which spring from the gospel and which raise lost and wandering souls, withered nearly to the point of non-existence, as good as dead, to a moment of hope. In this sense, the novel and the musical explore a common theme: that Jean Valjean or any other man, no matter how brutal, violent, and vindictive he once was (much more apparent in the novel than on the stage), can be raised from his own dead past. This is not mere melodrama but Hugo’s response to that society which threatens to brand the sinner to the extent that he cries out “I’m not even a dog!” (p. 79)

The frightened and self-righteous deny shelter to such a man and his number and yellow ticket become “the mark of Cain” so that all doors are locked to him. In the novel, Hugo pauses to reflect for a moment on such a plight.
Can human nature ever be wholly and radically transformed? Can the man whom God has made good be made wicked by man? Can the soul be shaped in its entirety by destiny and made evil because destiny is evil?...Is there not in every human soul, and was there not in the soul of Jean Valjean, an essential spark, an element of the divine, indestructible in this world and immortal in the next, which goodness can perceive, nourish, and fan into a glorious flame, and which evil can never quite extinguish? (p. 98)
Hugo answers these questions, especially the last, throughout the novel and in doing so maintains that one’s soul cannot be blotted out. Though his freedom is balanced against his imprisonment, though he sings in the musical “Never forget the years, the waste. Never forgive them for what they’ve done,” a spark of love, compassion, and forgiveness remains alive in Valjean which is perceived only by the bishop, a spark which will redeem that inward despair which contrasts with “freedom is mine,” a spark which will come to know even Javert as a living presence who cannot be reduced merely to a word (enemy), and thus a spark which enlarges Valjean’s identity rather than shrinks it, a spark which overcomes the fear and anger which threaten to continue to imprison Valjean even after he is released from prison.

As Jean Valjean searches for work and shelter, the prose and the music echo the anger of the prison chant and he is observed “with a vague misgiving” since “it would have been hard to find a traveler of more disreputable aspect” (p. 71), a man who elicits only “excited and hostile looks,” and is rejected by “those honest men like me” whom we discover are far from honest. Their hatred is imbedded deeply within them and camouflages itself in their righteous response to Valjean’s earlier musing “And now let’s see what this new world will do for me!”– a musing that is plaintive, tinged with hope and despair.

We are reminded immediately in the musical (but only after being introduced to Bishop Myriel in the novel) of the lethal nature of such rejection and of how such poison works quickly to embitter its victim. The clear taste of freedom is contaminated by the acrimony of rejection. However, such loss of hope is not the last word. This novel and this musical are about a fact: that no matter how lost, how desperate, or how rejected a man may be, God never abandons him, never leaves him desolate. Valjean’s journey confirms this and it is the Bishop of Digne, the “old fool [who trusts Valjean]” and is wise beyond Valjean’s knowing, who mediates God’s love. 

The kindly Bishop of Digne occupies only a few moments on stage in the production of “Les Miserables.” Most likely he will be remembered for several memorable statements he makes to Jean Valjean: “And remember this, my brother; see in this some higher plan. You must use this precious silver to become an honest man. By the witness of the martyrs, by the Passion and the Blood, God has raised you out of darkness; I have bought your soul for God.” These statements mark a seminal moment in the play, one which imposes itself positively on Jean Valjean’s memory and conscience throughout the rest of the musical, but they are easily passed over by the careless listener, by someone unfamiliar with the novel, and it is just as easy to ignore the evidence which defines the bishop as the catalyst, even the focal point, for everything that Valjean will do. However, it is in the novel alone that one discovers the reasons for the bishop’s statements and for his central role in Jean Valjean’s life. Hugo articulates precisely his justification for the essential and successful role the bishop plays when he writes that “he had his own way of looking at things. I think he derived it from the Gospel.”

In essence, then, the statements cited from the musical and the accompanying acts which define his life do not occur in a vacuum or at a moment; they find their roots in the depth of one’s relationship with God from whom all goodness flows. That such a relationship has the power to re-define one’s life is evident from the first page of the novel where Charles Myriel, widowed, undergoes a re-birth of immense proportions.
Amid the distractions and frivolities that occupied his life, did it happen that he was suddenly overtaken by one of those mysterious and awful repulsions which, striking at the heart, change the nature of a man who cannot be broken by outward disasters affecting his life and fortune? (p. 19)

The obvious answer to the question is “yes.” The supernatural has impinged on his life in such a way that, while “no one can say” exactly what has transpired, he becomes a priest. The consequence is that his life is re-shaped and this conversion prepares him for all his future acts of kindness and love. The ultimate reality of God becomes an objective fact which makes possible all his moral acts.

The Bishop of Digne dominates the first one hundred pages of the novel and it is through him that we develop an awareness of what happens to an individual engaged in the discovery that he shares in the betrayal of Christ, that such a betrayal is not limited to the act of Judas. Out of that discovery arises the power of the Cross to raise hope and trust for those like Jean Valjean who have become outcasts and believe that hope is no longer possible for them. Because of this discovery, Myriel is able to commit to an act of faith, what Alan Ecclestone calls an authentic “yes” to God. Thus the bishop becomes a source of light in the midst of darkness, the catalyst for Valjean’s redemption, for the spiritual and moral growth which enables the ex-convict to overcome his debilitating anger. As he will raise Jean Valjean to the light, he will be a constant source of illumination rather than just an occasional flicker, and he will enable Valjean to raise first Fantine and then Cosette to him who is the “Light of the world.”

It is important to realize that Bishop Myriel never loses his humility, that he never succumbs to any temptation to see himself as the light of the world. Such a choice places him in a position antagonistic to other potentates in the church, “the fashionable bishops, well-endowed and urbane dignitaries, on excellent terms with the world” (p. 63). These men of power in the church seek their own light whereas Myriel is content to be a vessel by which others, especially Valjean, will see everything else.

Kenneth Leech notes in True Prayer that “orthodoxy is about being consumed by glory: the word means right glory. To be orthodox is to be set alight by the fire of God” (Leech, p. 63). Such is the orthodoxy of Monseigneur Bienvenu, “humble, penurious, and retiring” (p. 63), who chooses a life so different from that of other bishops that other young priests, seeking advancement or preferment, go elsewhere. His orthodoxy is not that of creeds and canons, though he believes in and adheres to them; rather, it is an orthodoxy of love and compassion manifested in all his acts.

Myriel’s theology is defined by personal involvement rather than mere political assent and the end result is a depth of engagement which affects the lives of others, notably the women who live with him as well as Jean Valjean. Such a theological stance is summarized accurately by William Law.
All outward power that we exercise in the things about us is but a shadow in comparison of that inward power that resides in our will, imagination, and desire; these communicate with eternity and kindle a life which always reaches either Heaven or hell. (cited in Hadfield, p. 94)
And again by Daniel Halevy.
“The Christian follows a master who bore a heavy burden; he has no ambition for the vain exercise of power and temporal excellence; he is the burden-bearer of creation.” (cited in Yes to God, p. 7)
So unlike his ecclesiastical brethren, the orbit of selfishness is not one in which Myriel moves. Thus he develops a selflessness out of which arises a quiet and genuine joy which has the power to convict Jean Valjean, a selflessness which illustrates what is implied by the petition in the Prayer Book Collect for the fourth Sunday in Advent: that, at his coming, Christ “may find in us a mansion prepared for himself.” Early in the novel, the bishop exchanges his episcopal residence for the building that has served as a hospital so that “twenty-six paupers [are] moved into the palace and the bishop [takes] up residence in the hospital” (p. 22). As Herbert O’Driscoll notes in his meditation on the Collect in Prayers for the Breaking of Bread, the bishop builds a place for his soul to live in. The mansion which Myriel prepares awaits a guest and the guest is God; he prepares the house of the self for the presence of God (p. 11).

The simplicity and humility of the bishop are always in the forefront, a never-ending lesson on the pattern of existence to be lived by those who have engaged themselves with God. The contrast with the potentates is sharp and Hugo reminds us that such an exercise incurs displeasure.
Among his disconcerting utterances was one that he let fall one evening in the home of one of his most eminent colleagues: “So many handsome clocks and carpets! So many rich liveries! It must be very embarrassing. I would not care to live with all this luxury reminding me that there are people who are cold and hungry. There are the poor! There are the poor!” (pp. 59-60)
Myriel refuses to surrender to the lure of the temporal at the expense of the eternal. He repudiates clerical wealth and adopts mercy instead because he believes that this is what the gospel has shown him. His focus is on the inner growth of the soul, on the exercise of charity as opposed to the exercise of the acquisition of the merely material and the embrace of political power in the realm of the holy. Though he admits willingly that he “should find it hard to give up eating with silver” (p. 38) and though he treasures the candlesticks inherited from a great aunt, he is able to enjoy these things but not as possession. He is never in danger of having the objects possess him and so when the moment arrives he is able to relinquish them.

The possessive “mine” which devours such figures as Tolkien’s Gollum and Conrad’s Nostromo and the young revelers in The Pardoner’s Tale has no hold over the bishop. That is because the bishop has embraced a true poverty, a refusal to be bitten by the itch to own, especially at the expense of the poor. He illustrates well Hugo’s contention that the “first proof of charity in a priest, above all in a bishop, is poverty” (p. 60). He even repents having kept the silver which he enjoys for so long and thus, when it is returned to him by the constables who have apprehended Jean Valjean, he is able to give it away to Valjean along with the candlesticks.
“So here you are! He cried to Valjean. “I’m delighted to see you. Had you forgotten that I gave you the candlesticks as well? They’re silver like the rest, and worth a good two hundred francs. Did you forget to take them?” (Les Miserables, pp. 110-111)
And from the musical:

Constable: You maintain he made a present of this silver.

Bishop: That is right. But my friend, you left so early surely something slipped your mind. You forgot I gave these also—would you leave the best behind?
Because of the depth of what took place before his return from Italy, because of the authentic nature of his response to God occasioned by that event, Bishop Myriel continues to affirm his initial response in the present.

Since all life for him is an extension of the creative activity of God, of the Incarnation and Passion of Christ, he is able to see into the heart of Jean Valjean and perceive there that virtue which all others have believed to be beyond reach. For him, the Gospel brings the recognition that people are more than just people, that all are worthy of love. He does not merely appeal to others to help the poor, to consider their suffering; he does so himself. Jesus’ command, “Love one another as I have loved you,” defines his existence.
“To him everything was contained in those words, his whole doctrine, and he asked no more.” (p. 69)
This creed which functions as the theological cornerstone of the bishop’s life and which is assumed to be folly by a senator, an acquaintance of the bishop’s who fancies himself a philosopher and who prefers the perspective that men are at war with each other and “victory to the strongest” (p. 69), bears fruit in the life of Jean Valjean and substantiates the theological belief that love, joy, and peace have their source in God. To paraphrase Alan Ecclestone, but with regard to Charles Myriel, “the Yes pronounced in human history by [the bishop] who has endeavored so to shape his life as to conform as truly as he could to that pattern Christ had set” enables others to pronounce their Yes as well (Yes to God, p. 2).

So shaped and directed by the principle of life has the bishop’s life become that when money is donated for a new altar, he gives it to the poor: “the soul of an unfortunate who thanks God for consolation is the best of altars” (p. 41). And later he remarks to the two women that “we must never fear robbers or murderers....What we have to beware of is the threat to our souls” (p. 42).

Hugo summarizes the bishop’s saintly existence in the following passage:

The days of his life, as we have seen, were filled with prayer, with the celebration of the offices, the giving of alms, the consoling of the afflicted, the tilling of his garden plot; with brotherliness, frugality, hospitality, renunciation, trust, study, and toil. Filled, indeed, is the correct word, for the bishop’s days overflowed with goodness of thought and word and action....


He pondered on the greatness and the living presence of God, on the mystery of eternity in the future and, even more strange, eternity in the past, on all the infinity manifest to his eyes and to his senses; and without seeking to comprehend the incomprehensible he contemplated these things. (p. 67)

It is the essence of the bishop’s life, and subsequently of Valjean’s, to be about the “business of heaven,” to counter the agony and despair which permeates any society at any point in history with the reality of hope. He can do this because his experience has corroborated his faith, because for him “no problem of faith was ever hypocritically resolved” (p. 65).

What this chapter has done is look at the life of Charles Myriel, a character based on a real person, an actual figure who befriended a released convict. The love of the saintly bishop has the power to bind together generations which extend far into the future. Because he centers his life on God and because his holiness issues from that focus, he is able to perceive in the outcast who comes to his door a dimension that is imperceptible to someone like Javert and those who have turned him away. He embraces the essence of that prayer attributed to King Alfred: “To see Thee is the end and the beginning. Thou carriest me and Thou goest before. Thou art the journey and the journey’s end.” As he gives freely to Valjean, so Valjean gives of himself to others—to the poor, to Fantine and Cosette, even to his enemies, at first Fauchelevant and then Javert. As the bishop sees clearly, he enables others to see as well; he perceives that goodness which derives from God and which is part of creation and which many have ceased to perceive at all. The series of responses which he makes are the kind which, argues Hugo, all desire to make.

The gift of the silver is an act which, as Ecclestone points out, is itself “a pledge or wagering of some thing or person, the mortgaging of life itself, the bet of faith” (Yes to God, p. 9). The Bishop of Digne has navigated his journey to freedom and the City of God by the light of Christ, by that light which is discovered in the breaking of bread and the pouring of wine, in th
