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Before we read our poem tonight, | want to give a little context to help us hear it.
‘Musée des Beaux Arts’ by the English poet W.H. Auden was written in December
1938, when Auden was visiting Brussels. He had been to the royal art museum,

which was famous for its collection of early Dutch paintings. The second stanza of

the poem refers specifically to a painting called ‘Landscape with the Fall of Icarus’,

which was attributed to Pieter Bruegel the Elder.

One more piece of background: Icarus, as many of you will know, is a character in
Greek mythology. He was the son of Daedalus, a great inventor, who crafted wings
so that he and his son could escape their captivity by Theseus. Icarus, carried away
by his newfound power of flight, forgets his father’s injunction not to fly too close to
the sun. According to the myth, the heat of the sun melts the wax which was holding

the wings together, and Icarus falls headlong into the sea.



Musée des Beaux Arts

About suffering they were never wrong,

The old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position: how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood:

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water, and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.
W.H. Auden

| love this poem. One commentator has said that it ‘brilliantly captures the
juxtaposition of the big moments of life with the humdrum of daily existence’.!
Another says it powerfully depicts ‘humankind's indifference to the suffering of
others’.” For me, theologically, both painting and poem pose the question — where is
God in the midst of all this? Can we speak of God without sentimentality in a world

that looks like this? A world so full of these painful and pitiless juxtapositions?

! https://www.stjames-cathedral.org/PoemoftheWeek/auden-museedesbeauxarts.aspx
2 Gabbert, Elisa (6 March 2022). "A Poem (and a Painting) About the Suffering That Hides in Plain Sight". The
New York Times, cited https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musée_des_Beaux_Arts_(poem)#cite_note-4



‘About suffering they were never wrong, the old Masters: how well they
understood its human position: how it takes place while someone else is eating or
opening a window or just walking dully along’. There’s deep realism here. Even in a
small community like ours, we know it. Someone receives a shattering diagnosis,
while someone else is getting their car serviced; someone applies for a promotion,
while someone keeps vigil at bedside, and someone else struggles to live with PTSD.
It’s all going on at once, and half the time we have no idea what the person next to
us is really undergoing.

Even when an event is purportedly a good thing, a cause for rejoicing, there’ll
be some who aren’t particularly interested or touched. Auden references Simeon
and Anna in the temple, waiting on the birth of Christ (remember this poem was
written in December). He writes of ‘How, when the aged are reverently, passionately
waiting for the miraculous birth, there always must be children who did not specially
want it to happen, skating on a pond at the edge of the wood’. And it’s not just
human beings who are so often unaffected by what’s happening for our fellows. The
fabric of the world seems largely unchanged by our human drama and other
creatures have their own lives to lead: ‘the dreadful martyrdom must run its course’,
Auden writes, ‘Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot/Where the dogs go on with
their doggy life and the torturer’s horse scratches its innocent behind on a tree’. A
woman is beaten, a child neglected, a gang member shot and life just goes on. Which
can be one of the most difficult things about bereavement — something has
shattered our life, but everything else just carries on.

And if this is true at the level of individuals and local communities, how much
more we see it globally. Famine and drought is induced by climate change in Africa,
but our society carries on with its unsustainable habits of production and
consumption; warmongers and arms traders generate conflict in vulnerable
populations, while we go on holidays and renovate our kitchens. ‘About suffering
they were never wrong, the old Masters: how well they understood its human

position: how it takes place while someone else is eating or opening a window or just



walking dully along’. In the first stanza of this remarkable poem, W.H. Auden tells it
like it is.

In the second stanza, he turns to the painting to illustrate the point. ‘In
Bruegel’s Icarus, for instance: ‘how everything turns away’ — everything, even the
sheep, ‘Quite leisurely from the disaster’ —and isn’t that a devastating line? Quite
leisurely. Maybe the ploughman heard the splash and the forsaken cry, ‘But for him
it was not an important failure’. It didn’t interrupt his day. And the world itself just
kept turning: ‘the sun shone/As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the
green/Water’.

What's struck me spending time with this poem is that, as he depicts the
world’s apparent indifference to suffering, the poet’s gaze itself becomes
increasingly compassionate, increasingly merciful. Notice how Auden so vividly and
poignantly describes Icarus’s fatal plunge and speaks of his ‘forsaken cry’. He
characterises him not as some mythological figure receiving deserved comeuppance
for “flying too high’, but as ‘a boy falling out of the sky’. He’s just a kid. Maybe he got
too ambitious, but really he just stuffed up. | detect also the poet’s judgement for
those who pass him so coolly by. The ship that ‘sailed calmly on” without stopping to
help was ‘expensive’ and, it seems, wilfully neglectful. Auden imagines that it ‘must
have seen something amazing’, but it ‘had somewhere to get to’ and couldn’t or
wouldn’t afford to turn aside.

So where is God in this image? Dare we imagine that God cares about our
suffering, even when the world doesn’t? At first glance, Jesus’ words in our gospel
reading seem to share the indifference depicted by the painting itself. God makes his
sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous (Matthew 5. 45). Those who suffer and those who cause or neglect
suffering are treated no differently. Like the sun that shines ‘as it had to’ on the
white legs of Icarus as he plummets into the sea and drowns, so the light of eternity

holds everything in a single unmoved gaze.



At one level, theologically speaking, this seems right. We wouldn’t want God
to play favourites or be subject to variation or change. We wouldn’t want God’s
responses to be determined by the response God receives. If God is love, as our
tradition proclaims, then God can do nothing other than love. Thus, the love of God
must necessarily be poured out equally and indiscriminately on all flesh. But if we say
this, then where is justice? How can God’s equal provision, God’s equal love for the
evil and the good be reconciled with Jesus’s frequent denunciation of those who
cause, neglect or profit by the suffering of others? Is God really as indifferent to our
pain, as the world seems so often indifferent? Though it goes by the name of love, is
the light of eternity as effectively pitiless as the light in Breugel’s painting, so that all
there is for us to do is accept our fate as best we can, whether we are born for
happiness or long suffering?

Well, I don’t think so. The poem speaks of ‘the sun’ that shone impersonally
on the white legs of Icarus. But the gospel speaks of ‘God’s sun’ rising on all. The
poem characterises Icarus’ fate as ‘not an important failure’. But Jesus tells his
disciples that not even the sparrows are ‘forgotten in God’s sight’ and that ‘the hairs
of [their heads] are all counted’ (Luke 12. 7). In other words, according to the gospel,
the reality in which all things live and move and have their being is said to be neither
impersonal nor pitiless. It is suffused with divine attention and care.

It’s true that this divine love and mercy are poured out for all, without
condition, and in that sense, indifferently — and Jesus tells us we must learn to
practise this same love. Like God, we must love come what may, loving even those
who do not love us. But, and this is key, we must remember that the love of God is
not a bland legitimation of all we, or others, do and say. It’s true, the love of God
may be and often is encountered as healing, consolation, acceptance. But it can also
be felt as judgement. The light of God’s love reveals our darkness; where we’ve been
blind, selfish, inattentive. To be touched by the love of God can cut us to the quick,
call us to repentance, lead us to know how deep our need of forgiveness. Think of

how Jesus’s presence and words showed up the false complacency of those who had



turned away from the suffering of those around them. How it provoked a kind of
crisis, and did not leave things as they were.

We know our world is saturated with suffering. Species are going quietly
extinct, millions of people eke out their lives in refugee camps, in slums and on
rubbish heaps. All these unimportant failures, which mostly we will not attend to,
even though dimly we may, from time to time, hear a forsaken cry. From one
perspective, the ‘realism’ of Bruegel’s painting, this is just the way the world is, a
random set of fates unfolding side by side. But from God’s perspective, in the light of
God'’s care for all that lives, it is not possible to turn away ‘quite leisurely’ from such
disasters. It’s not possible to live as if this suffering has nothing to do with us.

The Old Masters were right in one sense — there will always be suffering and
we cannot solve or end it all. But we can affect the extent of suffering and who is
called to bear it; and we can shape the climate, the atmosphere in which each must
live out their fate and undergo the suffering which cannot be avoided. Jesus calls us
to love one another, to love even our enemies, so that in place of indifference we
practise sharedness of life, and in place of pitilessness there is the mercy of God and

so the promise of joy.



