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Representation of Religion and Power in "King Lear," "Henry V," and "The Merchant of
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William Shakespeare wrote a wide variety of olays ur der the rule of Queen Elizabeth | in
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Protestant England. Despite writing in an age heavily intfluenced by reli

e
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Jious monarchy. nofl a

work condones the actions of characters of power, whether royal or common, pagan of Christian.

Shakespeare’s presentation of religion drives his narrafives’ central power struggles as well as the

olays’ plots and characters. Themes of respor s'b'i'f'}-’ and power can initiate diverse discussions
among students regarding now religlol does or does not have the same power in government,
social spheres, and economy . The balance of |e|'g::,'{:n|'| and power is either &-xe*w'-pj?"':;_:a:i or rejecteaq,
andad e gugience cgn examine how these sociefq acels arnect 2nd “Hi‘f"t‘-’ e s characlers. NIng

lear, Henry V, and The Merchant of Venice provide valuable insight on the balance of power and

respons k it ). ﬁ}, remains relevant in modern Cl istian collegiate studies.
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King Lear showcases religious themes by creating a stark binary ot -;;;-::nt:}-;' ana evi
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political setting where pagan god-worship is prevalent. The lack of institutional religion in King Lear

reflects a kingdom with morally evil characters ruling with lack of responsibility and selfish-

motivation. The characters that consciously align with good are cast into exile for their actions and

rdships, though they demonstrate virtues o

endure many ha ‘orgiveness, redemption, and sacrifice
The tension of this binary becomes the source of the suffering and separation of the families in the
story. Ihe ‘rcl-;;-edg.* of Lear unfolds from his intention to pass the responsibility of the crown to his
children while maintaining his title as king. Lear says publicly before his tamily, friends, and
attendants: “Tell me, my daughters, (since now we will divest us both of rule, interest in territory
cares of state), which of you shall we say doth love us most, that we our la rgest bounty may extend

where nature both with merit challenge?” (King Lear, 1.1.48-53). King Lear already knows which of

his daughters loves him most and presents a contest of words and praise in order to flatter himself

before his court, giving him an excuse to grant his beloved Cordelia extra lands.
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Cordelia immediately recognizes the irresponsibility and intentions of her tather’s actions. However

because Cordelia loves Lear most, she does not want to indulge him in petty flattery and tall into the

game of manipulation in which she knows she cannot beat her sisters. Regal and Goneril play along

with long, competitive, and superficial dec 5 of arrecfion. When given her turn, Coraelia

simply states she loves him as any daughter should, in her exact words, “according to my bond, no

more, no less” (King Llear: 1.1.94). Lear then banishes Cordelia, severing her family ties because he

to recognize the love in her words and actions. Lear’s sense of power and hubris fuel his

approach of aistributing land. His hubris also makes him unable to see the same seltish and
op ®

manipulative nature in his eldest two daughters, who |later shun him like he did Cordelia.

like Cordelia, the Earl of Gloucester also sufters consequences from a tamily member’s shrewd

plots. His bastard son, Edmund, tricks him to turn against his loyal son Edgar to gain Gloucester's

nonor and inheritance for himseltf. Edgar is forced to tlee and go into hiding because of
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Gloucester’s blindness to see Edmund’s treachery and Edgar's virtue. Later on, Gloucester is both

lly blinded and driven from his home by

power-hungry Regan and Goneril. His d of the
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ohysica

pecomes a confession of guilt” in the same way Cordelia’s refusal of forced

sisters’ false charges
flattery sentenced her to exile (Bruce 129). Deapite the distance put between the fathers ar
children of exile, both Lear and Gloucester reunite with their Io'-}.w:: child, oftering glimpses of

redemption in the tragedy and loss they tace from kin turned against them.
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Belief becomes a r_iJix.f':’;:'r':_Lj] ractor in the mora ity ana responsibility of it e characters in King lear
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Shakespeare a lefines the good and evil characters of King Lear by their alignment with the pagan
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’I:::’-J'l:iie the characters into opposed extremes of good and evi e 219|. The exiled characters
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the gods...and all pray for each other, but no evil character prays or is prayea for" [H::;|e 220). The

L

virtues of familial love and faith are tiea i*iijgn:—“.fl'n%!' despite the {*.'S!"r"tji|*;..' non-Christiar sefting of the

the sacriticial son of the

olay. Familial love and taith are also prevalent in the narrative ot Christ

gospel representing “good” on earth.

While The Tragedy of King Lear shows faith and power dynamics in a mo I"CJI'{:|'I‘;;' with a non-

Vi rn.Sp .-11,.1 _. -Ll!-._E._‘.DJ-.i‘-.-}'—J‘ FD[ e::G|T!U|e Heﬂ}‘ '-I...-'f

Christian worldview, other Shakespearean plays overtly

showcases the divine providence of the English conquering France—intertwining religion and military
might. Arguments for whether or not this bond represents a Christian view of responsible power

.

onsider Henry's reliance on God to be insincere

™

oalance are widely debated by scholars. Many

ana sellish, serving as an excuse fo redeem his reputation in battle and gain tavor with his subjects.

The play opens with two archbishops’ presenting King Henry with the idea to conguer France. To
rofecrT }'- y rhiirch' ¢ interect th e 1o t ichon copk to nrevent the oassin ~F L|| o ar alal 'P- 3
profect fhe church s inferesis, fthe archbishops seek o prevent the passing of a pill inal threafens the
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claim “that there is no bar to make agains
Your Highness claim to France” (Henry V: 1.2.35-306]. King Henry, who seeks to restore honor o his
name, accepts the chance to finally claim France, warning the bishops, “God forbid... that you
should fashion, wrest, or bow your reading...for God both know how many now in health shall drop
their blood in approbation of what your reverence shall incite us to” (Henry V: 1.2.13-14, 18-20).
Henry places the responsibility for his choice on the Church’s interpretation of the law and infers al

the following successes in his conquest are divine providence from Goad.

n in the
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Scholars’ skepticism of King Henry's intentions stem from the role onarchy and religi
olay’s era. At the time of Henry V, “kingship reflected a dual beliet in the sanctity of the monarch, as

well as in the monarch’s ob igation fo meet the expectations of martial heroism, sanctitiea piefy and
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wise judgment that comprised the sovereign ideal” (Bezio 31). King Henry | that teats of glory

iects, making him accept the somewhat risky venture of

would win him favor and honor with his sub

invading France. King Henry repeatedly mentions and emphasizes God's provision over the course

[

ol NIs campaian.
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The first example of King Henry's selt-proclaimed divine providence occurs before his army's

parture for France. Several traitors are revealed among his ranks and he decides to expose their

o
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eveal of their treachery, Henry says, "for

deeds in front of his other loyal officers. Atter tf

this revolt of thine, methinks, is like another fal {:—5 man. Arrest them fo the answer of the law, and

God acquit them of their practices!” (Henry V: 2.2.141-44). Henry's reference to the fal
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Adam and Eve's price of sin, the consequences of sin being death reflected in their sentence o
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execution Tor their ¢ . Henr ntinues his journey to France where he dedicates his victories to

Ki"g_?: Her-"}' uses his charisma to ral % his soldiers behind the promise of prov idence. On the

oattletield, Henry continues to lift his victories to God and humble himself in order to boost
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es his soldiers to charge France's army of superior size and cause

morale of his men. This enab
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arge-scdadile }ﬁ x_J(_J'd.‘jllHi_! O 1€ SAKe Elc a "just” cause. Mebane arques He ry s power is a

"compound of codes of chivalry, traditional Judeo-Christian ‘just war' doctrine, and pagan heroic
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tradition” (251-52). These principles appear at the end of the battle when Henry declares, "O God,

thy arm was here; and not to us but to thy arm alone. Ascribe we all” (Henry V: 4.8.106-08). This

e, claiming that God handed the victory to the Er'a5]|f§;|" and that i

statement justities the bloody batt

was predestined through His power

king according to the standards of

The success of Kir g He:!"xj S campa |u makes him an idea
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monarcl y in his era. However, King Henry arguably used God's name and power as justification tol

ier than self-defense. The choices of Henry V receive scrutiny for his

an invasion 'L'J one 1[&} I Qlol )
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ma r'|'p:._l|c;:t'u"| of divine a uthority, especially when read in @ modern society no longer governec ] L,
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presentation of Henry’s deeds allows the reader to question the clos

Monarc

of power and religion in government, especia icy or war where divine authority can be
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apused.
The Merchant of Venice

s with both characters'
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Lastly, The Merchant of Venice ¢
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speech and actions vivialy critiquing the ¢ h they belong. The majority of the characters

of the play are openly Christian, highlighting the tension between Christians and Jews in the play.
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hylock, the Jewish moneylender, is portrayed having economic and legal power over Antonio, who

borrows money to help his friend Bassanio. Sr'ag-'|t:}c:a'5 1arsh bond comes from the bitterness ana
persecution suffered from Antonio and other Christians. Shylock's daughter, Jessica, runs away witr

ner rather’'s money to marry Lorenzo and become a Christian. She doubts the motives behind

i

lorenzo’s love and still teels out of place, stuck between the Jewish and Christian communities. The

dark underlying themes of religious persecution ana c;::}presz'-\-'e power—economic, social, and legal

==

he Merchant of Venice's categorization as a comedy.

—make some scholars question C v, driving the
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olot and characters” actions throughout the play.

The tension between the Christian and Jewish characters can be seen throughout the entire play,
climaxing af the end with Antonio's frial and Shylock’s torced conversion. Adelman argues that this
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ension “fraces back to the vexed tamilial relations between Judaism and Christianity: to

Christianity’s simultaneous dependence on its literal and theological lineage in Judaism and its guilty

of that inheritance to its chronic need both
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fo claim ana to repudaiate fhe Jew" (Aa felman

R

4). Hostility between Shylock and Antonio is sensed from the beginning when Antonio takes a loan.
N

ylock says to Antonio, "l will feed taf the ancient grudge | bear him. He hates our sacred nation,
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and he rails, even there where merchants most do congregate on me, my bargains and my well-won

. | |'.-'|.-f

s inferest. Cursed be my tribe if | forgive him!l” (The Merchant of Venice: 1.3.47-

321, S|“*3_.-’|:jn:t- also makes reference to and “sees Jacob as a wholly exemp ary, almost a guardian

r

rit [G"C—E.S 43). Jacob’s actions echo in ock's behav lor, since bofh resori to "‘iczkes“}' to Tul

their wishes—whether for birfff“igiﬁ? Or revenge. 5”';%; ock is subject to scorn from the other merchants

as well, warranting some justitication for his bitter actions and making the audience question his

villainous role within the play.

Shylock’s daughter Jessica is caught between the cruelty of her Jewish tather and the dubious

Jess|ica runs away with L-::vrenzl:} in order to escape l'er

&

oromise of acceptance among the Christians.

n forfune. Even when Jessica is

ects Lorenzo only accepts her for her

nou
promised to Lorenzo and swears to become a Christian, other characters make pointed remarks

je. Launcelot says in front of her, “This making Christians will raise the price

about her lewish herita
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Of hogs: IT we grow a

fo be pork-eaters,” which rudely comments on Jewish dietary traditions and
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discredits her willingness to convert {The Merchant of Venice: 3.5.23-25). For Jessica, thisis
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spe |c‘1| devastating since her main goal was acceptance outside her household. In this scene,

N

e may not fina acceptance through marriage or Christianity.

sne pegins 1o rea

ace he truly has power is in the courtroom. Ir

Despite Jewish persecution, Shylock teels the one p

angered expectation of tu fillir g nhis bonad of flesh from Antonio, he says, "fill thou canst rail the sea

r

from oft my bond, thou but offend’st thy lungs to speak so loud: Repair thy wit, good youth, or it wil

il to cureless ruin. | stand here tor law” (The Merchant of Venice: 4.1.139-142). Even though

Antonio offrers to repay him more than the owed amount to avoid paying with his lite

ect his origin al reward. Eventually the

)

refuses because his position of cqal power allows him to coll

aw is turned against him and is equally unmerciful—demandir g Shyloc k's conversion and strir pping
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tv of actions of both the Christians ana
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away his wealth and identity. The crue Jews serve as @
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reminder that belief does not change the fact we are a en humanity—all deserving of Goad'’s

grace and mercy.
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Shakespeare’s King Lear, Henry V, and The Merchant of Venice all seek to connect responsibility to
oower and religion through the power struggles present in each narrative. The diverse perspective

each play olfters create a powerful dynamic and ¢ olatform for rich discussion about religious powet

ana responsipility in government, socia spheres, and economy. Christian students are cha

ed o
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examine the responsibility of power they hold as emerging adults in a modern secular society. T

thought-provoking connections and reflections make King Lear, Henry V, and The Merchant of

Srh LR . B
or Christian collegiate stuaies.
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