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cated what became known as realism which was in part a reaction against the 
perceived disconnection between academic philosophy and everyday lived 
experience. Péguy fi rst heard Bergson’s lectures when a student at the École 
normale supérieure where he became a devotee, even going to the trouble of 
transcribing Bergson’s lectures and publishing them. Although their thinking 
later diverged, in those early days, the infl uence was not all one way: Bergson 
even admitted that Péguy seemed to have understood what he (Bergson) was 
thinking before he actually found a way of expressing it.36 Part of this notion 
of the real meant a certain kind of permission given to the emotions, to hu-
man feeling. In his Note sur M. Bergson et la Philosophie Bergsonienne,37 
Péguy asserts that the passions are not inferior to the intellect, as long as those 
passions are noble. In simple terms, perhaps one could say that the voice of 
experience and the voice of the heart fi nd their way back into a philosophi-
cal discourse hitherto overwhelmed under the weight of logic. As Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry’s little prince would say a generation later: “This is my secret. It 
is very simple: one only sees well with the heart. What is truly real (l’essentiel) 
is invisible to the eyes.” 38 In his work, Péguy took this idea further than Berg-
son himself did, perhaps because he was more poet than philosopher.

It is this commitment to what one might call an incarnational intellectu-
alism (linked to real people and real feelings) that causes Péguy, for all his 
reputed mysticism, to be committed to the hilt to engaging with the great 
social implications of Catholicism and France (and the people of France)—
particularly in hoping and, as it were, mystically seeing an eventual resolution 
to the endless confl icts and factions tearing his country apart. And perhaps 
we can conclude that, in some measure, he succeeded, as—unusually in so 
faction-riven a country as France has been since the Revolution—Péguy has 
been claimed by virtually every party as one of their own.

“THE LITTLE GIRL HOPE”

Péguy’s epic treatment of Hope takes the form of a strange monologue 
called Le Porche du mystère de la deuxième vertu, or Portal of the Mystery 
of the Second Virtue, in which St. Joan of Arc is receiving a long catechism 
lesson, framed as a dramatic monologue, from a Franciscan nun called Mad-

36  See A. E. P i l k i n g t o n, Bergson and His Infl uence: A Reassessment, Cambridge and 
London: Cambridge University Press, 1976, 95–8.

37  See Charles P é g u y, Note sur M. Bergson et la philosophie bergsonienne, http://obvil.
sorbonne-universite.site/corpus/critique/peguy_note-bergson.

38  Antoine d e  S a i n t - E x u p é r y, Le Petit prince (Paris: Reynal & Hitchcock, 1943), 83. 
Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
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ame Gervaise. The idea of the medieval porch of a French cathedral makes 
one think of the medieval mystery plays that were presented under them, but 
also of those busy carved scenes, so full of saints and allegories, very much 
giving a tangible aspect to the truths of faith, and often characterised by those 
arresting but serene smiles of the saints and of our Lady. The tangible, the 
real, was, as we have seen, something very central for Péguy, very much in-
fl uenced by the early works of Bergson, who sought to create “a metaphysic 
which ... aimed to reveal the réel (the real) and thus was endowed with an 
‘organic force’ permitting it to be related to life in all sorts of new and fruitful 
ways which are impossible in the case of a logically self-contained system, 
which contents itself with being merely ‘vrai’ (true), that is, put together in 
such a way as to satisfy the intellect.”39 For Péguy, the discipleship of the réel 
is also, and preeminently, incarnational, so that he has been hailed as the poet 
who enshrined the incarnate word.

In the Portal, Madame Gervaise presents to the young St. Joan the idea 
that Hope has perhaps been too overshadowed by Faith and Charity. There is 
even the idea that Hope is almost more accessible and more ‘friendly’ for the 
agnostic or the seeker, and that it can, by God’s grace, lead us to the fullness 
of Faith. If one were to speak of a ‘temporal procession’ of the theological 
virtues, Hope can be seen as coming fi rst, even if without at least implicit 
Faith it would be impossible. The perspectives of the convert and the sinner 
are naturally turned to the last things, as much through fear as through hope: 
and this perspective needs to be restored to the Christian life, to cure us all of 
sentimentalism, ritualism, or activism, all of which are extremes into which 
a Christian can fall when he forgets the object of our hope, to be forever one 
with Christ in the beatifi c vision. 

Madame Gervaise, with her lessons of catechism, her reminiscences of 
things that a friendly, almost avuncular God the Father has said to her—in fact 
the main voice that speaks throughout the poem is God’s, through her—her 
visions, her tales of the saints, is addressing the young girl who will one day 
awaken France from its slumber and call it back to faith and action. It is clear 
that Péguy is also thereby addressing the Frenchmen of the early twentieth 
century who seem to have lost hope in the vocation of their country, to have 
lost hope in God’s promises, to have lost energy and direction. Here is how 
Péguy describes the three theological virtues:

For my three virtues, said God. 
The three virtues my creatures. 
My daughters, my children. 

39  P i l k i n g t o n, Bergson and His Infl uence: A Reassessment, 83.
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Are themselves like my other creatures. 
Of the race of men. 
Faith is a loyal Wife. 
Charity is a Mother. 
A loving mother, all heart. Or an elder sister who is like a mother. 
Hope is a little slip of a girl.

In Péguy’s poem we see that perhaps when Christ says “unless you become 
like this child,” He is giving us a teaching about hope, illustrated by the hope 
that lights up the face of every child, something which never ceases to move 
me as a school teacher, when I see it, and which in Péguy’s vision even seems 
to surprise God Himself: 

That these poor children see how things are going 
and believe tomorrow things will go better. 
That they see how things are going today 
and believe they will go better tomorrow morning.
That is surprising and it’s by far the greatest marvel of our grace. 
And I’m surprised by it myself.41

Thus, for Péguy, even God is surprised at the power of Hope: 

What surprises me, says God, is hope. 
And I can’t get over it. 
This little hope who seems like nothing at all. 
This little girl hope.42 

The young girl, Hope, leads the more august pair of Faith and Charity into 
the light: “And a little child shall lead them” (Is 11:6). We indicated above 
Newman’s image of Hope as a watchman whose desire for a better life keeps 
him alert. But for Péguy, Hope is also playful and energetic; it is a lively con-
nection to that idea of the real, lé reel, that keeps our eyes open, like a watch-
man’s, even when we have fi rst found Faith and Charity. It is linked to joy. The 
child remains joyful. The adult is tired, and needs, as Clive S. Lewis was, to 
be “surprised by joy.”43 It can happen that a form of religion takes root where 
Faith and Charity have become established habits, but the playful alertness of 
hope, like that of a little child, has dried up. Religion can become just a system. 
And in this way, whilst materialists (whether Communists or Capitalists) live 

40  Charles P é g u y, “Le Porche de la deuxième vertu,” 264.
41  Ibidem, 262. 
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