Sample Mid-Term Answer

Quotations Chosen:

· “And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not”  (John 1:5).

· “You may object that it is not a trial at all; you are quite right, for it is only a trial if I recognize it as such.” (Trial, Ch. 2)
· When night
Darkens the streets, then wander forth the sons
Of Belial, flown with insolence and wine.  (Paradise Lost I.5)
There’s a lot of talk today about liberal values, that everyone is entitled to their own opinion, and that there is no single Truth.  One person’s virtue is another’s pleasure, one person’s freedom is another’s chaos.  And that’s supposed to be okay, I guess.  After all, if I don’t have to defend my opinion—if I can simply say, “I have a right to my opinion”—without thought, en soi, then life is much easier.  


But Western civilization has never worked that way.  Over and over we are reminded that there is a Truth out there, that we don’t want to see it, and that this liberal idea of everybody’s equal is more an escape from thinking than it is any kind of truth.


The Trial’s K is as foolish as any of us, in that case. His argument, that “it is only a trial if I recognize it as such,” says exactly the same point (Trial Ch. 2). In other words, K believes that his perception or opinion determines the reality.  But there is an irony in K’s words.  Existentially, he may be right that the individual must determine his own direction, but he is also absolutely wrong to suggest that there is no trial.  The trial that K denies exists is exactly “der prozess” we all must go through to discover Truth.  In other words, we are—all of us—constantly on trial, tested on whether or not we accept the Truth of the world.  It’s not something we can deny; and it’s certainly not something we can say is “only my opinion.”

I guess the reason we deny a Truth is clear enough—it’s demonic in nature.  And no, I don’t necessarily mean the spiritual idea of demons, but if Milton is allegory, than Belial is the darker side of our personalities, “flown with insolence and wine” (PL I.5).  Being the open, free-thinking liberal isn’t being drunk, but having a kind of condescending insolence toward opinions against liberalism.  In other words, the liberal has a problem: To them, the acceptance of many truths is itself a truth.  But so superior—so insolent—do we feel ourselves by being open-minded that we do not recognize how closed we are to Truth. “Night darkens the streets,” and the ignorance of this dark and hypocritical thinking is exactly the sort of sin Milton warns about.  Satan is not about an Anti-Truth but the absence of any one Truth.  

A friend of mine said something similar a few years ago when I told him that our war on Saddam Hussein was actually a war against weapons we gave him.  I still remember his condescending smile as he claimed we were “entitled to our opinions.” He had convinced himself of his own reason and superiority.  He had missed the other possible answer that a Truth was before him. When I showed him that, indeed, we had armed Saddam Hussein in the 1980s (as admitted by the Pentagon), he said that it probably wasn’t our government that did it.  I can almost hear him: It’s only true if I decide to believe it, and “You won’t tell me I’m wrong.”  


K’s claim about perception isn’t much different from Satan’s idea that “The mind is its own place” (PL, i.254) so Belial’s dark flight fits right in.  The sad part is that most of us are unable to see it.  So powerful is this ignorance, this darkness, that when “the light shineth in darkness, . . . the darkness comprehended it not” (John 1.5).  Our minds are powerful things, and stubborn.  The existential ego of a Kafka or a K blinds us, leaves us in darkness, assures us that our minds are the only Truth which matters.  The Bible writers understood the danger of ego (as did the opponents of Hitler).  Even when we see the Truth, we are bound to deny it.  And that is our ultimate folly, and our ultimate failure.  If Western civilization  is doomed, it is doomed by an ego which blinds us to Truth.
