Rachel Bronwyn

English 10 honors
16 October 2011

“’Yes,’ he said, ‘You do. What you tell me about in the nights. That is not love. That is only passion and lust. When you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve’” (72).


This passage is significant, because Hemingway uses the priest’s words to offer the reader a definition of love. Hemingway uses Frederic Henry’s conversation with the thoughtful young priest as an opportunity to offer the reader a working definition of love, so that the reader will be able to judge whether or not Frederic Henry truly loves Catherine Barkley. Through the priest’s words, Hemingway provides the reader with a way to measure Frederic’s actions in regard to Catherine. Having a definition of love is important, because Frederic, up to this point in the novel, is a man who treats love like a game in which the ultimate goal is to achieve physical satisfaction. Frederic even tells Catherine that he loves her shortly after he meets her, because he seems to believe that Catherine will become more vulnerable and willing to accept physical affection. This conversation between the priest and Frederic marks a turning point. Frederic is convalescing in a field hospital after narrowly escaping death. A trench mortar killed one of his drivers who had been eating right next to him. Frederic’s skull is fractured and his knee is shattered. Before Frederic is transferred to a hospital in Milan, the priest visits him and brings him papers and vermouth. Not surprisingly, the priest mentions his love of God. The priest asks Frederic if he loves God; Frederic replies that he doesn’t “love much” (72). The priest does not accept Frederic’s answer. In two very short, clipped sentences, the priest contradicts Frederic and tells him that “yes,” Frederic does indeed love. But to make sure that Frederic doesn’t misunderstand him, the priest draws a distinction between physical love and a purer, selfless love. The priest tells Frederic that what Frederic had told him “about in the nights” is only “passion and lust.” The priest is undoubtedly referring to Frederic’s experiences on leave and at the Villa Rossa. The priest then very pointedly offers Frederic a simple way to understand whether his feelings are love or passion. The priest explains that “when you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve” (72). The priest is explaining that pure love is selfless. The lover will want to put the beloved first; the lover will want to take care of his beloved. The words “sacrifice” and “serve” are very significant. The priest has made sacrifices to love God above all others; the priest will never marry or have a family. The priest will “serve” God all his life and work to be of use to God. When Frederic loves, he will want to give up “things” for his beloved; Frederic will work to be of use to his beloved. Frederic will not focus on his own needs and desires; instead, Frederic will try to “do things for” his beloved. Frederic will put his beloved’s desires before his own. His own self will become less important than his beloved. When the priest explains the nature of selfless love to Frederic, Frederic has not yet experienced this sort of love. Yet Frederic “learns it” (14), when he fall in love with Catherine. Frederic does indeed “wish to serve” her, as he does when he rows all night across a vast dark lake and when he gives her gas while she is in labor. The priest’s words give the reader a way to measure the quality of Frederic’s love for Catherine, while these same words simultaneously foreshadow this love.  
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