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Synopsis
The Background of Fielding’s Religious Faith
Tatehiko Noguchi

On the question of family ties, Fielding’s ancestry gives an explanation of
some qualities which distinguished the novelist later. His father's side was of
aristocratic origin after the acquisition of earldom of Denbigh in 1622, and
his father Edmond a colonel, and his grandfather, John Fielding one of the
leading clergies of the then English Church. On his mother’s side, it might be
said, Fielding was indebted for his taste of law to his grandfather, Henry Gould
who was a justice of the Queen’s Bench. There might have been few literary
critics and biographers of Fielding who would make reference to his father's
side; most of them would comment that his change of occupation from a
dramatist to a lawyer seems to be due to the influence of his mother’s side,
especially in the case of Fielding being forced to stop writing dramas by the
Licensing Act in 1737. It may be impossible for a grandfather to have some
effect on his grandson in letting his kin follow his vocation. As an example of
failure may be cited the fact that grandfather John failed in getting his son
Edmond to be an Anglican priest even the given father-son relationship.
Whatever intention the two grandfathers of Fielding might or might not have
had, neither side should be emphasized as some literary biographers of Fielding
have done regarding the effect of the blood relation.

In terms of the religious models on which Fielding draws, it may be said
that the author is much concerned about the living condition of the English

clergies, especially of that of the lowest rank. It is during the time of his
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service in his later years, as a justice of the peace of Westminster and Middlesex,
that Fielding dedicated himself in order that justice might be done, being
tempered with mercy. One may attribute his persistent efforts to his Christian
faith, especially as that of a latitudinarian. Judging from the treatment of
Parson Adams in Joseph Andrews as a poor country vicar with a pure and
simple heart, it may be true that to cite an exact opposite case Fielding depicts
the vanity of a high-ranked clergyman who has been corrupted in his living.
To protect the family of a low-rank clergyman with small income, Fielding
illustrates in his works how poor a country clergyman is and how miserably
his family spends their lives. Strangely enough, Fielding criticizes methodists
who have propagated especially among the poor and around the slums in
Fielding’s time. In depicting such English clergies as Parson Williams in
Shamela or Parson Trulliber in Joseph Andrews, who plays the part of a
methodist or the part of a mercenary parson, Fielding satirizes their vanities
and hypocrisies and warns the English people against extravagance in living.
What seems clear in his handling of a vicar or a curate like Parson Adams,
Parson Barnabas in Joseph Andrews, and Parson Williams in Shamela is that
Fielding has an intention of criticizing not only methodism but also Catholicism
of Jacobites who wished a descendant of King James II to be the king of
England. Though Fielding was once misunderstood to be an atheist or a deist
in his youth, Fielding had faith in latitudinarianism of the Church of England.
In view of his attacks against methodism and Catholicism, we are tempted to
conjecture that there is considerable justification for Fielding to make an open
attack on Catholicism and methodism, being conscious of his grandfather

John, who once was a high priest of the Anglican Church.



