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Heroes and Saints

(The Great and the Good)

By Donald A. Gerz


Last week one of my literature and composition students remarked that he found little to admire in the person of the highly decorated World War II U.S. 4-star general, George S. Patton, Jr.  I noted that I certainly understood how he and many others would probably not like to have "Old Blood and Guts" as his best friend.  Certainly, in war, where discipline, toughness, and focus on the basic needs of the group over and against the selfish desires of the individual, the job of a general is not to be liked!  It is to lead!  After all, generals are not politicians, nor are they supposed to be.  Rather, the general’s job is to end conflicts as soon as possible (and therefore save as many lives overall as possible) by taking decisive and regrettably bloody action.  A wise man once said, “War is hell.”  And so it is.  War will always be hell.  However, that war is inhuman is not the fault of generals!  It is the fault of those civilian leaders who have failed to preserve peace.  Still, once war has broken out, it is the job of generals to end it as decisively and as quickly as possible.  No general was better at fulfilling his vocation as a military officer in this regard than Gen. George S. Patton, Jr.


At any rate, I hastened to remind my student that the personally flawed Patton had played an undeniably essential part in stopping the Nazi juggernaut of Adolph Hitler's Third Reich.  I reminded him that any course in world history routinely notes Hitler's totalitarian regime as unmatched in its oppression and crimes against millions of people it deemed as inferior.  Indeed, Hitler's regime did not see its crimes against humanity as crimes at all because it did not even view certain people as human beings!  Instead, the Third Reich regarded Jews, Gypsies, Negroes, and most other non-Anglo races as inherently second-rate.  Furthermore, Hitler's regime viewed the mentally ill, the infirm, the elderly, the handicapped, and numerous other groups of people as nothing but vermin to be eradicated like insects.  Certainly, I am not suggesting that Patton single-handedly stopped Hitler in his tracks.  However, one must remember that World War II was a very close conflict of epochal proportions, and it was very nearly won by Hitler's Axis powers.  The contributions of the heroic Patton made a difference...a big difference in how (or even if) some of us would be living today.


Over the next two weeks, I continued to reflect upon my student's negative reaction to Patton, and I thought he was missing another major point...one that goes to the core of the research essay I had assigned on the various characteristics of epic heroes.  I realized he and some of my other students might be confusing greatness with goodness--that perhaps he and others unconsciously might be comparing heroes with saints.  When considering epic heroes such as Beowulf, Achilles, Patton, and others I will discuss during the semester, it is important to remember that the difference between greatness and goodness is real: they are not the same!  Similarly, the difference between epic heroes and saints is substantial; although they are similar in some ways (as apples and oranges are similar as fruits), it is essential to remember that great heroes and saints are not moral and ethical equivalents.


Saints pursue the Good with a supreme being (their God) as their end.  Their means toward that ultimate end is a reflection of that end.  In other words, saints do not distinguish between ends and means.  To them, how one reaches a moral end is as important as the end itself.  In fact, for the saint, ends and means are united in the experience of goodness...of "Godness."


Epic heroes are a completely different matter.  For them, means are instruments that often are at variance with the good ends they relentlessly pursue.  Consequently, the means and ends of epic heroes tend to produce disconcerting (and sometimes disturbing) moral ambiguities and ethical dissonances.  Although epic heroes fight for the good (or at least against evil), because of the scope and violent immediacy of their pursuits (which almost invariably evolve within the cauldron of war), their souls lack the moral exquisiteness (purity) of saints, whose souls burn deeply in the core of their God.

To put it simply, saints act solely to bring humanity to God with little concern for their own recognition, fame, or the estimation of human history.  Epic heroes, however, carry out great actions toward a good end for vast numbers of their people in order to achieve a fate or destiny that will preserve their vast community and keep their memory alive in human history.  Both saints and great heroes seek immortality.  However, great heroes seek virtual immortality in human memory, while saints seek absolute immortality in the memory of a divine mind.


I end this little meditation on the differences between the great and the good, between epic heroes and saints, with these reflections:

Greatness


"Greatness is more than potential.  It is the execution of that potential beyond the raw talent.  You need the appropriate training.  You need the discipline.  You need the inspiration.  You need the drive."  - Eric A. Burns

"Be not afraid of greatness: some men are born great, some achieve greatness and some have greatness thrust upon them."  - William Shakespeare

"The price of greatness is responsibility."  - Sir Winston Churchill

"I think of a hero as someone who understands the degree of accountability that comes with his freedom."  - Bob Dylan
Goodness


"Riches and power are but gifts of blind fate, whereas goodness is the result of one's own merits."  - Heloise

"The ideals which have always shone before me and filled me with the joy of living are goodness, beauty, and truth.  To make a goal of comfort or happiness has never appealed to me; a system of ethics built on this basis would be sufficient only for a herd of cattle."  - Albert Einstein

"We are here to add to the sum of human goodness.  To prove the thing exists.  And however futile each individual act of courage or generosity, self-sacrifice or grace--it still proves the thing exists.  Each act adds to the fund.  It needs replenishment.  - Josephine Hart

Greatness or Goodness? / Great Hero or Humble Saint?


"One of my students asked me which was better: to be great or good...to be a great hero or a humble saint?  I was not able to give him a definitive answer, but I know our world desperately needs both.  I simply answered, 'Yes.'"  - Don Gerz

