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Strong for Joy’s Extremity:  Festivity in the Christian Life

Only, where are they?  Where thrive those famed ones, the festival’s garlands?...




Why not now does the dance celebrate, consecrate joy?

Why no more does a god imprint on the brow of a mortal




Struck, as by lightning, the mark, brand him, as once he would do. 

But, my friend, we have come too late.  Though the gods are living,




Over our heads they live, up in a different world....

For not always a frail, a delicate vessel can hold them,




Only at times can our kind bear the full impact of gods. 







—Friedrich Hölderlin, Bread and Wine

In his great elegy, Bread and Wine, the German lyric poet Friedrich Hölderlin mourns the loss of festivity, and for Hölderlin, this loss runs deep, for it is intimately tied to the loss of a divine awareness in the minds of mortal men.  Although over two centuries have passed since Bread and Wine was first penned, it can hardly be said that the status of festivity or, for that matter, the status of divine awareness has improved.  In fact, in reading the poem in its entirety, one is struck by the sensitivity with which Hölderlin’s aching lament marks the passing away of garlands, grapes, dancing, and other festive trappings.  While one may hope that the sentiments expressed in the poem are not totally foreign to the recesses of the soul, modern sensibilities are apt to deem the poet’s deep-seated concern for festivity alien or charmingly—but fancifully—romantic.  Yet, Hölderlin’s distress over the loss of festivity is suggestive and condemning, for even though the festive remains largely absent in the modern day, that this absence is often met, not with elegies, but with relative indifference, is cause for much alarm.

To a great extent, the passing away of the festive spirit in the West during the last centuries is, while not excusable, at least understandable.  From the failed project of the French Revolution on through the bloodiest century in human history, from Nazi death camps to the forced famines waged by Stalin, from National Socialism, philosophical materialism, and nihilism, to the false promises of a variety of other “-isms,” the realist may find in the recent history of man little cause for celebration.  Nevertheless, it remains somewhat surprising that the Christian element of the West has, to such a great degree, followed its secular counterpart in neglecting the human capacity for festivity.  Any Christian who is sincere in his faith must hold that he, of all persons, has the greatest cause for rejoicing and festivity.  Indeed, even before the arrival of the Savior, the Israelites recognized that “There is nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil.”
  Typically, however, the Christian person often finds himself squandering his energies on activities that fall short of genuine festivity, or he finds himself consciously avoiding festivity altogether.  

The roots of such a problem are many, and, certainly, socioeconomic shifts have contributed to pushing many of the components of fesitivity into the background of existence.  The rise of machine-based industry has distanced man from much that holds a central place in the feast:  the goods of the land, the rhythms of the earth and its seasons, and the miracle by which the workings of creation contribute to human survival.  With all their many benefits, industry and capitalism reveal a darker side of consumerism and materialism which have crept into the Christian camp.  As a result, the disposition once deemed the “Protestant Ethic” has devolved into a life of labor and exchange, governed by the principle of utility and driven towards the accumulation of manmade trinkets.  Furthermore, the key that turns the world of industry—namely, technology—provides for an ever-increasing rate of production and consumption, continually raising the stakes of utility.  In the fast-paced world of technology, small but frequently applied doses of mechanically induced pleasure quickly fill the last gasping spaces of silence and stand in as the counterfeit of true leisure.  The spell of technology transforms man into what Hans Urs von Balthasar calls an “anima technica vacua,” a mechanized soul bereft of the contemplative powers required by festivity.
  

Of course, the lack of a Christian concern for festivity extends beyond socioeconomic matters and can also be traced to certain religious assumptions.  Broadly speaking, it might be said that a distrust for festivity exists among many Christians:  this distrust consists of the fear that expressing oneself festively and exuberantly would be detrimental or, at best, would distract one from his relationship with God.  As always, Christianity continues to contend with the latent and nagging specter of Manichaeism, and, as a result, many in the Church, either knowingly or unknowingly, harbor an un-Christian suspicion of “the flesh,” which amounts to nothing less than a suspicion of the human heart.  While still theistic, such a conception of human nature goes beyond a recognition of original sin and leans in the direction of the views of man held by the modern “masters of suspicion”
:  Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud.  Moreover, there is a vague correlation in the minds of some Christians between festivity and paganism, and as a consequence, the feast is often considered a contagion contracted from early pagan-Christian intermingling.  Enjoyment and celebration appear as a heathen practice, since these pleasures are “all such people have to live for”; the Christian, meanwhile, possessing something better, can live without such trivialities.  

Yet, if one were to examine Scripture, comparing the Genesis account of the sabbath and the commands outlining the feast given to Moses in the book of Leviticus, he could conclude that it was the pagan that pilfered festivity from the Christian, and not vice versa.  In the end, however, it might be best to see festivity as proper to the anthropology of man.  Then, insofar as the Christian faith claims to be the fullness of revelation, which alone can satisfy and sanctify the whole person, festivity becomes not only consonant with Christianity—it appears as something wholly and properly Christian.  And, if festivity is proper to man, it cannot likewise be said that festivity is pagan, antiquated, or medieval, or that its passing away has no essential bearing on human life.  The task ahead, then, is to expound upon a theory of festivity—using Scripture, philosophy, and poetry—that is proper to man, acceptable to the Christian palate, and rousing to the heart. 

I.  Festivity and the World of Work

People go home to rest, replete with the day and its pleasures,




There to weigh up in their heads, pensive, the gain and the loss,

Finding the balance good; stripped bare now of grapes and of flowers,




As of their hand-made goods, quiet the market stalls lie.

—Friedrich Hölderlin, Bread and Wine


In attempting to define festivity, a first estimation might situate the festive by contrasting it with the world of work, and a day of festivity might simply be identified as a day free of labor.  While this definition, of course, remains too vague, it hits upon an important facet of the feast day:  namely, that it serves as a sort of “juxtaposition,”
 a contrast from everyday existence, and it frees the human person from the usual drudgery demanded by his survival.  Plato notes this liberating aspect of festivity when he refers to the religious holiday as an “anapaula,” a cessation or “respite.”
  This sentiment is echoed by Josef Pieper, who insists that “to celebrate a festival means to do something which is in no way tied to other goals, which has been removed from all ‘so that’ and ‘in order to’”; the festival day is a day “free of servile work.”
  Such a separation between celebration and work is evidenced in some very practical customs, such as one that disallows talking business at parties.


Now, it is one thing to note the festival’s removal from the sphere of labor, but it is quite another to justify this removal.  If the festival is to be permitted, one is left asking for the purpose, end, or gain of this “respite” known as festivity.  Of course, the most obvious of replies is that a respite is for nothing else but to catch one’s breath.  Yet, for what exactly is one catching one’s breath?  Presumably, at least, on a day of celebration one is catching one’s breath from work; it might be inferred, therefore, that one is likewise recharging oneself to reenter the world of work.  Festivity, then, makes a healthier, happier, and more productive worker.  After all, Plato also suggests that it is after refreshing themselves in festivity that men may “set right again their modes of discipline.”
  However, if the fundamental telos of the respite is simply the increased efficiency of man as a biological machine, it seems highly unnecessary for Plato to associate this spell with a specifically religious holiday, a feast of thanksgiving in the presence of the gods.  It seems clear that the festive occasion to which Plato is referring can hardly be reduced to an extended and embellished lunch break. 

If festivity is to exist, it cannot find its justification as a mere rest period for labor.  As soon as festivity serves a merely utilitarian end, it must be deflated into something less than true festivity, for inherent in the festival is a lavishness that finds itself at odds with a total world of work.  According to the principle of utility, “in virtue of which the ‘world of work’ comes into being, there can be no real wealth, no overflow.  Wherever something is left over, this excess will be subjected again to the principle of rational utility.”
  In a world where all is subsumed under the banner of productivity and utility, the festive celebration takes the form of lost time and wasted resources.  

Yet, what would be considered “excess” by the standards of the working world exists as an essential element of the festival.
  First, on the most basic level, this excess takes the form of a certain extravagance or sumptuousness that resides in festive revelry.  As it is said in the book of Deuteronomy, “Then you shall... spend the money for whatever you desire, oxen, or sheep, or wine or strong drink, whatever your appetite craves; and you shall eat there before the Lord your God and rejoice, you and your household.”
  Thus, the festive occasion is excessive insofar as it is a time to splurge, to indulge the appetites beyond what is merely “needed.”  Nonetheless, when examined alongside the attention to utility engrained in the sphere of labor, the excess of festivity admits of a second, richer interpretation.  In the rejection of a day’s produce, the festival’s celebrants are engaged in “the very opposite of usefulness” and create “a supply that cannot be consumed by the world of work, a space of uncountable giving, untouched by the ever-turning wheel of buying and selling, an overflow released from all purpose, and an authentic wealth:  it is festival-time.”
  Such a description illuminates the traditional notion of ritual sacrifice, for “as the animal for sacrifice was taken from the herd, so a piece of available time was expressly withdrawn from utility.”
  In practicing this sort of excess, man refuses to relinquish all of time in preparation for the future, and thereby, he connects himself with the present.
  The festive occasion also serves as an acknowledgement that what has been produced has at the same time been provided—provided by a supernatural source that will continue to provide and will not be superceded or rendered expendable by the planning of mortal men.  Here, one remembers the command of Yahweh:  “Be still, and know that I am God.”

Now, if indeed the excess inherent in a time of festivity clearly violates utility and surpasses the mere physical demands of human survival, a question remains:  what can possibly justify such an elaborate respite?  How can one defend a weekly day of rest, let alone the multiple week-long celebrations of the ancient Israelites?  According to Pieper, “there is only a single justification for not working that will be acceptable even to one’s own conscience.”
  Such a justification can hardly be found in idleness, nor can it be found in mere entertainment; it is made manifest only in the dedication of leisure “to something meaningful in itself.”
  Whatever a festivity may be, its otherwise unpardonable gratuity demands that it not be another link in a chain of means but be dedicated to a final good.  

Certainly, such a conclusion does not sever the connection between work and festivity.  The undeniable reality that festivity can only take root in proximity to wholesome labor persists, for as the Scripture passage states, “what I have seen to be good and to be fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun.”
  In addition, the dedication of festive time to something higher does not contradict Plato, for the festival remains an occasion of rest and refreshment.  Nevertheless, it is clear that in the fullest form of festivity, the “respite,” the “setting right again of the human modes of discipline,” and the other benefits to the welfare of man cannot constitute the central aim of festivity, but instead must proceed from festivity in a derivative fashion.  In the sacrifice of worldly profit, rest and an abundance of existential riches are to be gained, but these riches issue forth as graces, which are divinely inscribed into any well-intended action aimed at the good in itself.  Thus, in festive celebration, the celebrants experience something not unlike what Eliot describes as 

The inner freedom from the practical desire, 

The release from action and suffering, release from the inner 

And the outer compulsion, yet surrounded

By a grace of sense, a white light still moving...

The participants of the festival are freed, “yet surrounded / By a grace of sense”—something more of festivity remains to be uncovered.

II.  Festivity as Affirmation... and Worship

If it be granted that we say Yea to a single moment, 

then in so doing we have said Yea not only to ourselves, 

but to all existence.




—Friedrich Nietzsche







If festivity opens a sphere of existence within which man may take part in “the good in itself” and experience a “grace of sense,” the task ahead is to discover the form festivity assumes in achieving this end.  In determining the form of festivity, it may be helpful to begin by providing a rather simple sketch of one’s commonsense notion of festivity.  In doing so, an approximation of festivity might look something like this:  the feast is an event set apart from everyday life, in which something is celebrated and sensual delights are enjoyed.  Between the celebratory aspect of the feast and the delight taken from the accompanying delicacies, festivity, if nothing else, is centered around enjoyment or, more fundamentally, joy.  This observation squares with the thought of St. John Chrysostom when he notes that “Festivity is joy and nothing else.”
 

The presence of joy, however, requires that certain conditions be satisfied, and one such condition is the objective existence of a reason for being joyful.  While it is certainly absurd to ask someone why it is, exactly, that they desire to be joyful (for, in this regard, joy is an end in itself), it is equally absurd to insist that one could be joyful merely for the sake of being joyful (for, in this regard, joy is secondary).  Simply, if joy is to exist, some thing must be enjoyed.  As Josef Pieper explains in his book on festivity, “the longing for joy is nothing but the desire to have a reason and a pretext for joy.”
  Likewise, in celebrating a feast, there must be a reason for celebration.  Festivity cannot be celebrated for the sake of being festive, and in this respect at least, festivity cannot be its own end.
  Thus, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger explains, “all civilizations have found that those who celebrate a feast need some external motive empowering them to do so.  They cannot do it of themselves.  There needs to be reason for the feast, an objective reason prior to the individual’s will.”
  

In addition to the existence of a real cause for rejoicing, it must also be the case that this cause is desired and experienced; indeed, joy cannot be said to exist apart from those who experience it.
  Here, though, it might be beneficial to pause and examine what is meant by “desiring” the cause of joy, for desire can take on many forms.  It is clear that men often direct their desires at objects that are not objectively good; as a result, receiving the object of one’s desires does not guarantee joy, but can lead instead to angst or despair.  However, if what is desired is, in fact, an objective good, and if it is recognized as such, then it might be more accurate to refer to this sort of desire as love.  As a result, joy only arises in one who is inwardly prepared for the reception of an object that is intrinsically deserving of his love.  Furthermore, of course, if a proper inward state is required as a precondition for joy, it is a direct consequence that men cannot, through any amount of effort, be forced into having a “good time.”


Joy flows forth, then, when one receives or holds out hope of receiving what one loves.  And, while such a statement immediately begs pages of further explanation, it must, for current purposes, be asserted that to love is nothing more (and nothing less) than to say, “It is good that you exist; how wonderful that you are!”
  Therefore, love is the ultimate act of affirmation.  Seen in this light, it is clear why the chief force behind the creation and conservation of the universe is said to be divine love, for nothing can more radically affirm being than an act of creation.  Moreover, when God rested on the seventh day and deemed all of Creation to be good, His expression served to reiterate the loving affirmation already inherent in the creative act.  

Thus, because joy derives its existence from love, it can likewise only come to pass through affirmation.  This claim that joy rests on affirmation does not appear to be altogether controversial.  Nonetheless, it does at least render self-contradictory those who would like to take delight in not affirming the world—in finding existence to be absurd.  Indeed, if to experience joy is to receive a good that one loves and affirms, then one cannot love something that he finds to be absurd, for to find it absurd is precisely a refusal to qualify it as good or loveable.  

Now, it may be quite palatable to insist that joy, and thus true festivity, is grounded on affirmation; however, Nietzsche’s claim that to affirm a single moment is to affirm all of existence remains fairly shocking.  Nevertheless, Nietzsche does not stand alone in this bold proposition, for Goethe asserts something similar about love:  namely, “A heart that loves one person cannot hate anyone.”
  Moreover, Pieper himself suggests that “the colors of a landscape, the charm of a loving gesture, a poem—our praise always reaches beyond the given object, if matters take their natural course.  Our tribute always contains at least a smattering of affirmation of the world, as a whole.”
  Yet, given the undeniable presence of evil in the world, how can one assent to all of existence?  How can one embrace the torturing of children or, what might even be worse, “the Face of the Divine Man” that “bears the marks of a shameful execution”
?  Still, if any celebration is to occur, if anything is to be affirmed as good or worthy of love, such an embrace must come about.  For, even the grandest occasion—even the birth of a new child—would elicit no rejoicing from the sane man should the core of human existence consist of an absurdity. 
  Nietzsche’s razor-sharp insight draws a line in the sand that can only be crossed with the greatest of fortitude.


In the light of this profound affirmation, this “yes” to all of existence, festivity can hardly be seen as any sort of flight from the concerns of reality; surely, festive celebration is not escapism.  Instead, festive time exists as a time to confront reality, including all of its sorrows and paradoxes.  In confronting reality, festivity does not, however, simply take the form of a blind assent given in spite of unsolvable contradictions.
  Festivity accepts no absurdities and always seeks to penetrate ever deeper into existence so that it might receive a sign of underlying goodness.  Furthermore, what is demanded by festivity is not that one look upon the cosmos and find it to be “the best of all possible worlds.”  Rather, one is to look upon all of Creation, in its design and in its end, and find it, as did the all-knowing Creator, to be good—even very good.  Thus, festivity accepts suffering and discovers consolation in still greater joys, acknowledges death and looks forward to new life, experiences sin but maintains hope in final redemption.  Festivity encompasses all of human existence and, at the very ground of this existence, finds an unmistakable cause for rejoicing.  Thus, while festivity may take on many forms, whether it be light-hearted merriment or an Irish wake, it must be founded on this broad assent achieved through the contemplation of being.  

Yet, it is still not enough to say that festivity rests on contemplative affirmation, for this affirmation is the very substance of festivity:  “Festivity, in its essential core, is nothing but the living out of this affirmation.... To celebrate a festival means:  to live out, for some special occasion and in an uncommon manner, the universal assent to the world as a whole.”
  As such, festivity is revealed as that action which is good in itself and which provides the justification for a cessation from the world of labor.
  Thus, too, it is in the festive occasion, in the contemplative reception of the ultimate goodness of existence, that the celebrant finds himself freed and surrounded, as Eliot writes, “By a grace of sense.” 


Now, if festivity consists in affirming all of existence, including its very foundation, it is clear that festivity cannot exclude the divine.  Indeed, festivity easily crosses over into worship with its fundamental aspects left unchanged, for no greater affirmation of the world can exist beyond the praise of that Being which creates, orders, and maintains the cosmos.

Moreover, for the Christian, there exists no greater guarantee of the absolute triumph of goodness in the world than the salvation promised by Christ’s death and resurrection.  As Cardinal Ratzinger beautifully explains,

The novel Christian reality is this: Christ’s Resurrection enables man genuinely to rejoice.... The Cross is worship, “exaltation”; Resurrection is made present in it.  To celebrate the Feast of the Resurrection is to enter into worship.  If we can describe the central meaning of Christian liturgy as the ‘Feast of the Resurrection’, its formative core is ‘worship’.  In worship, death is overcome and love is made possible.  Worship is truth.

Finally, then, because the promise of the Redeemer has been fulfilled and the deposit of faith is complete, worship is indeed truth—the fulfillment of a promise.  Thus, the redemptive reality remains true for the rest of time, and it is proper to say that a continual festival, one which man may choose to enter into at any time through prayerful contemplation, continues in heaven with the rejoicing of the angelic ranks.  Indeed, “This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.”
  Man, too, may someday enter permanently into this song if his desire for Heavenly bliss is sustained—that is, “he can attain it only if true festivity truly comes to pass.”

III.  Festivity:  The Attunement of Desire

Since for spiritual joy great things had now grown too great

Here, among men, and even now there’s a lack of those strong for 



Joy’s extremity, but silent some thanks do live on. 








—Friedrich Hölderlin, Bread and Wine

The Good—you hear this word and you take a deep breath;

you hear it and you utter a sigh.







—St. Augustine


Although it might immediately strike one as a ridiculous notion, it is likely nonetheless true that one of the chief shortcomings of modern man is his incapacity for enjoyment.  If Nietzsche is correct in asserting that “The trick is not to arrange a festival, but to find people who can enjoy it,”
 the current “festive draught” might, in fact, be indicative of just such a shortcoming in man.  Now, it is no doubt accurate that, due in large part to the rise of industry and technology, humanity finds itself in an unprecedented age of comfort and entertainment.  Nonetheless, the frenzied and obsessive manner in which people go about ever-pursuing “a good time” seems to be a strong indication that they are being deprived of any real joy, which is obtained only in coming to possess
 that which one loves.

Currently, despite the massive quantity of sensual gratification generated by a machine-made electronic culture, man does not find himself satisfied to his heart’s content but instead suffers from the ills of over-stimulation.  In a world where any human or subhuman desire is offered to man for his easy and indiscriminate consumption, the human being loses any sense of inner autonomy and is lured into a state of addiction to numbness.  The average person is in constant danger of losing the ability to sense properly for the simple reason that there is too much to sense.
  In such a state, man easily falls prey to the condition which Heidegger describes as “abandoning” oneself “to the world,”
 typified by indulging in experience for its own sake and living out a “curiosity, for which nothing is closed off.”
  Shuttled from one distraction to the next, man lives in habitual flight from himself, and he degenerates into what Thomas Merton calls the “crowd man”:

The modern pagan, the godless child of technology or the “crowd man” is something more than fallen.  He lives not only below the level of grace, but below the level of nature—below his own humanity.  No longer in contact with the created world or with himself, out of touch with the reality of nature... In such a world, man’s life is no longer even a seasonal cycle.  It’s a linear flight into nothingness, a flight from reality and from God, without purpose and without objective, except to keep moving, to keep from having to face reality.

While Merton’s “crowd man” is characterized by an indiscriminant lust for “experience,” it can hardly be said that he is open to reality—that he embraces the world in its fullness.  Rather, this distorted soul dwells on the hither side of reality, in a fortified lair of his own sensations, which eventually becomes a cold and familiar prison.  When offered the whole world, the “crowd man” refuses and chooses only himself.  The fault, then, of this modern man is not that he desires too much but that he desires too little.  He desires the quick, painless good, which, by being quick and painless, soon shows itself as something fraudulent and unfulfilling.  Such an attitude lies in direct contrast with the festive spirit, which longs to look honestly upon all of reality and, in spite of its failings and hardships, affirm it as something good.


There is, of course, another attitude which is at odds with the festive spirit, and it is to be found in both prudish moderation and unnatural asceticism.  This position consists in a contempt for the world and its design, a conviction that the most basic components of human survival—food, drink, sleep, and copulation—are evils that, within ordained contexts, are nevertheless permitted by God.  For some, that such actions are permitted is a scandal which causes a continual disturbance in the conscience; for others, having an outlet for the lusts of their fallen nature that is sanctioned by the Church or Scripture is embraced, and they remain suspicious of only those actions that are left unmentioned in the Bible.  While sometimes buried deep within the minds of its defenders, this conviction that the pleasures of the flesh are a necessary evil often manifests itself when its adherents come into contact with the pleasurable enjoyment of others.  Such contact incites scorn and a disproportionate measure of offense, both of which tend to be marked with a subtle jealousy.  Here, St. Paul’s hypocrites of “seared conscience” who forbid marriage and the enjoyment of certain foods come quickly to mind.
 

The problem with this suspicion of the world is that it is often laced with the heresy of Manicheaism and, as such, is a denial of the Genesis account of creation (“And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good”
) and its reiteration in Pauline teaching (“For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving”
).  Even if ascribed to unconsciously, such a view can imply that some mistake or oversight has been made on the part of God.  This is why the great teacher of Western Christendom holds that a distaste for those pleasures natural to human existence is not simply an error but a moral fault.
  Similarly, it is why a great preacher in Eastern Christendom insists that to blush at the sexual act and to deem it impure is to behave as a heretic.
  

Nonetheless, it remains well known that any good, and most especially the highest goods, are subject to perversion.  The festive mentality may be distorted, and when it is, it can quickly devolve into bacchanalia.  Consequently, “We may properly say that every festival conceals within itself ‘at least a germ of excess.’”
  However, while the notion of festivity may find itself at odds with the notion of “prudish moderation,” it need not be said that anything inherent in festivity places it at odds with the virtue of temperance.  Temperance—which has little to do with the American “Temperance Movement”—is nothing else than a “selfless self-preservation”
 that seeks to maintain a healthy correspondence between all of man’s vital powers and the reality of the world.  Temperance respects the sensual enjoyment that is engrained in those activities essential to man’s continued existence.  Furthermore, it recognizes that the desires of the human person exist not merely for his physical survival but belong to the essence of man’s very nature,
 his orientation towards being, and as such, they play no small part in directing him even to that very end for which he was created.  Thus, rather than frown upon desire, temperance seeks to correctly foster and direct desire:  it serves as the “bank” or “rampart” whose firmness guides the “stream of the innermost essential human will” to the “sea of fulfillment.”
  Here, it becomes clear why Aquinas asserts that “the end and rule of temperance” is not simply self-mastery but “happiness.”
  As a result, temperance does not demand that man avoid the tastes of the world but commands him to taste all things as they really are.  And, as a terse dictum of the Middle Ages notes, this “tasting things as they really are” is the prerequisite of wisdom.
  Inversely, then, temperance is violated not because the tasting occurs but because it occurs in such a way that soon things begin to taste as they are not.  Intemperance exists as the misguided use of those vital human energies that lie at the core of all human intentions; unfortunately, because temperance involves those forces most “closely allied to the deepest human urge toward being,” intemperate desires “exceed all other powers of mankind in their destructive violence once they degenerate into selfishness.”
  Thus, only by the virtue of temperance, which serves to preserve man and guide him to the good, may it be said that sensual enjoyment is made possible.

 
If festivity calls for a discussion of temperance, and if, indeed, it proves to be quite compatible with this virtue, then festivity should, in some way, contribute to man’s preservation by directing his innermost desires toward their fulfillment.  Of course, within a Christian framework, this becomes a mighty task, for fulfillment comes only in God.  It has already been mentioned that festivity derives its justification from a religious foundation, and that it reaches its highest form in the affirmational act of worship.  However, going to church on Sunday seems to be something somewhat different than feasting on “worldly” delicacies.  How, exactly, does dining sumptuously on rich meats, enjoying fine wine, and listening to pleasant harmonies draw one to God, since such things are clearly not God?  Still, the Scriptures are explicit in advocating the feast:

Behold, what I have seen to be good and to be fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of his life which God has given him, for this is his lot.  Every man also to whom God has given wealth and possessions and power to enjoy them, and to accept his lot and find enjoyment in his toil—this is the gift of God.

The end of this passage sheds light on the issue at hand:  all the festive elements are to be enjoyed because they are “the gift of God.”  Yet, for what reason besides a feeling of obligation should such gifts be accepted?  Could not these gifts, such as the perfume Mary poured onto Christ’s feet, be applied more efficiently elsewhere, be “sold for more than three hundred denarii, and given to the poor”
?  Such questions require a single reply:  to receive the gift is, in some way, to experience the Giver.  Immediately, then, to enjoy the festive gifts is to experience God’s bountiful generosity, for God is the giver of all good things.  However, God is also the Creator of all good things; it follows that to partake of the feast is to delight in the very handiwork of the Creator, which is made expressly for man.  If man chooses to see with spiritual eyes, he will find God as the host at every banquet.  Thus, the Scripture also reads, “There is nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil.  This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.”
  Coming from the hand of God, created goods bear a divine imprint.  Although he uses Hellenistic imagery, Hölderlin, too, speaks of this divine mark pressed upon creation:

Bread is a fruit of Earth, yet touched by the blessing of sunlight, 




From the thundering god issues the gladness of wine.

Therefore in tasting them we think of the Heavenly who once were 




Here and shall come again, come when their advent is due...

It is in festivity that man recognizes that those goods which maintain his existence are not simply blessings, but by their ordained existence, are in fact blessed by God.  Through this, he is reconnected with the miraculous nature of the created world.  St. Augustine is in agreement when he expresses remorse that the production of wine is not acknowledged as something miraculous, for even as water “turned into wine by the doing of the Lord, so in like manner also is what the clouds pour forth changed into wine by the doing of the same Lord.  It has lost its marvelousness by its constant recurrence.”
  In festivity, however, the otherwise ordinary is unveiled as extraordinary.  This is why the utmost care is put into ensuring that the food and drink of the feast are prepared exquisitely—that is, prepared “as they were meant to be.”  Furthermore, by feasting upon the natural richness of the earth—those otherwise most basic of human necessities—man reacquaints himself with a beauty that is somehow more human and healthy.  Chesterton, in the same spirit as Augustine, reiterates the necessity of such a practice:  “there is no future for the modern world, unless it can understand that it has not merely to seek what is more and more exciting, but rather the yet more exciting business of discovering the excitement in things that are called dull.”
  This enjoyment of more natural goods assists in peeling back the layer of technological excitement, which, although often a blessing and a cause of pleasure, seems to contain in it more of man than of God.

Simply, then, to enjoy Creation is to know and affirm Creation, and to know and affirm Creation in thanksgiving is to know, affirm, and love its Creator.  Yet, it is not the case that man experiences God in Creation merely insofar as Creation reminds him of the divine origin of its being.  Created goods are not simply memos that point to God as a tag on a Christmas gift reminds a child to give thanks to his grandparents.  Rather, the good that is experienced in the enjoyment of the gift is a real reflection of the good that is in God as its Creator.  Thus, the sensual delight experienced in the concrete receiving and consuming of the festive goods presents man with a tangible suggestion of the delight he should take in the goodness of God.  Certainly, no better example of this analog between experience of God and sensual enjoyment exists outside of the Song of Songs, which implements a plenitude of sensually pleasing images to describe the love shared by God and his people.  Similarly, it is hardly an accident that food metaphors dominate the Scriptures; nor is it incidental that Adam’s fall comes about through an unholy meal, that the salvation of Israel and the Christian people occurs in conjunction with the Passover and the Eucharistic banquet, or that the consummation of the Christian life is “the marriage supper of the Lamb.”
  As an incarnate being, man comes to experience the joys and struggles of his spiritual pilgrimage—and even comes to experience the love of God—not simply through his intellect, but through his sensual faculties as well.  And, it is especially in the extra-ordinary act of the festive occasion that these sensual faculties are utilized and turned in affirmation towards God and his Creation. 

Of course, the fact that earthly sensual enjoyment falls drastically short of conveying the supreme goodness of the Creator should not be overlooked.  For, even if something created cannot be altogether “other” than its creator, and even if pleasure can only be received in the mode of the recipient, reason suggests that man’s experience of God’s glory is quantitatively and qualitatively different than the pleasure of any created good.  This might be inferred from the fact that God is not a mere being, but Being itself, and that man, in the Beatific Vision, will be experiencing some aspect of this Being with the intensity allowed only by a glorified body.  Fortunately, at least, the finite and derivative goodness of creation can only imply a greater goodness in the infinite, all-loving Maker.  

Now, a vital dissimilarity between the pleasures of this world and the delight one shall take in God is that, whether it be in the form of an earthly fruit, an art, or another human person, no absolute satisfaction can ever be obtained from any created good.  This must be stated with emphasis.  For, as it is written in the Confessions of Augustine, “restless is our heart until it comes to rest in Thee.”
  The festive goods whet the appetite and attune the desires, but they do not quench one’s thirst.  Nevertheless, contends Goethe, while earthly beauty is not a fulfillment, it is a “promise,”
 and the beauty of the festive goods remains a preparation for things to come.   Therefore,

by absorbing beauty with the right disposition, we experience, not gratification, satisfaction, and enjoyment but the arousal of an expectation; we are oriented toward something ‘not-yet-here’.  He who submits properly to the encounter with beauty will be given the sight and taste not of a fulfillment but of a promise—a promise that, in our bodily existence, can never be fulfilled.

The very purpose that the beauty of Creation serves is directing one to God, and earthly delights can properly serve as signs along the pathway only if they prove to be an inadequate resting place for one’s desires.  And, indeed, it is quite correct to refer to all of Creation as a sign left for the human pilgrim, for Creation marks the way between birth and death, between Eden and Heaven.  The fruits of the earth serve as both a promise and a keepsake:  a remembrance of a good lost and a pledge of greater good to come.  Thus, “the deep erotic emotion tied to the encounter with beauty... entices our inner existential space to reach for some infinite fulfillment not available here and now except by yearning and remembrance.”
  Yet, while the rays of final bliss are dimly refracted in earthly beauty, the ecstasies of the flesh are not meant to be a mere impression or illusion.
  Although incomplete, the pleasures of the world are as real as the world itself—as real as the cosmos and man’s own body, which Christ came into the world to redeem.  In its affirmation of this world and all of God’s story, festivity contains the seeds of the next life, but plants them in the soil of earthly existence.  It recognizes the “next life,” not as a break from, but as a continuation of man’s incarnate being.

It is against this backdrop that the shortcomings of unnatural moderation and technologically induced excitement emerge.  If, indeed, the sensual urges, governed by temperance, constitute the essence of the human powers, and if the goods of Creation, when enjoyed appropriately, offer a glimpse of divine goodness, a feeble and misdirected appetite becomes an imposing danger.  This is why Josef Pieper is skeptical of the customary notion of moderation, since it “dwells in fatal proximity to the fear of any exuberance” and “especially applies when the love of truth or some other noble virtue of the heart is ready and eager to dare the utmost.”
  And, certainly, the Christian is called to participate in the “utmost,” the highest and most humbling of experiences:  redemption, love of the Supreme Being, and eternal bliss.  Thus, one should be wary of becoming complacent in his longing or of putting his heart into dull or frivolous excitements, lest, when the time arrives to be filled with joy, he burst like an old wineskin.  Instead, he must foster and enkindle a thirst for God and sharpen his capacity for seeing the glory of God made manifest in the world.  He must live a life devoted to developing a better sense of touch, which Aquinas contends is the key to a more “sensitive nature” and the “disposition to a fine intelligence,”
 and to elaborating “ever more perfect eyes,” 
 which Pierre Teilhard de Chardin insists is the end towards which all existence is ordered.  It is through such development of the desires that, even as great things grow too great for other men, the Christian soul remains “strong for Joy’s extremity.”
  Yearning for a festive heart “strong for Joy’s extremity,” one joins in the prayerful supplications found in Hölderlin:

Grant the on-rushing word, sleepless as lovers are too,

And a wine-cup more full, a life more intense and more daring,



Holy remembrance too, keeping us wakeful at night.

And, indeed, the Christian further pleads, “keep us wakeful, Lord, wakeful in Gethsemane and enflame our already feverish hearts with your zeal so that we may follow you, even to Calvary.  In better times, too, keep us wakeful and watching, so that when the bridegroom arrives, we, with trimmed lamps brimming with oil, may go in with him to delight in the marriage feast.”
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