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Director: Ralph C. Wood, Ph.D. 
 
 
 

Walker Percy—at once an heir of Southern Stoicism and also a Christian convert 
who rejected it—stands in a uniquely well-suited place to comment satirically and 
constructively upon the shortcomings of Southern culture.  Raised by his Stoic uncle 
Will, a Southern aristocrat-planter, and converting later on to Catholicism and realizing 
his calling as a writer, Walker Percy offers in both his fiction and his nonfiction a well-
informed historical, ethical, and theological perspective from both the Stoic and Christian 
traditions.  In this thesis, I bring Percy’s reflection from his essays and novels on the 
American issue of the race question into conversation with the history of racial ethics in 
the Southern Stoic tradition, as well as trends in the practical theology of the Southern 
church during the Civil Rights Era.  Percy’s reflections offer not only scathing critique of 
the moral and ethical shortcomings of both the Southern Stoa and the Southern church, 
but also a comic corrective and vision for a reconciled life together.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

In his first essay in The Burden of Southern History, C. Vann Woodward asks, 

“…[W]hen [the Southerner] ventures among strangers, particularly up North, how often 

does he yield to the impulse to suppress the identifying idiom, to avoid the awkward 

subject, and to blend inconspicuously into the national pattern – to act the role of the 

standard American?”1  When fraught with ethical confusions and shortcomings, the 

prospect of heroic virtue, despite tragic relapses into vice, makes the Southerner’s history 

as complex as it is burdensome.  Add to this the notion that the American South, as 

Flannery O’Connor once claimed, is Christ-haunted and yet not Christ-centered but 

Christ-forgetting, and the ethical outlook of the average Southerner, at least that of the 

post-Civil War era into mid-20th century, becomes a matter of even greater moral 

complication.  

 However, there were some Southern authors who sought to step back from the 

social crisis that characterized (and still, to a certain extent, characterizes) Southern 

culture, in order to examine dire moral failures.  One such author is the Louisianan 

Catholic novelist and essayist Walker Percy, who, much like his counterpart O’Connor, 

brought to light the shortcomings of Southern culture on vital ethical issues such as the 

race question.  Percy’s critique as a Southerner was aimed not only at his political 

culture, but was also levied against a Christianity that, he rightly perceived, had become 

acculturated to the Southern Way of Life.  

																																																								
1 C. Vann Woodward, "The Search for Southern Identity," in The Burden of Southern History, 

revised edition (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1970). 3. 
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The aim of this thesis is to examine the relationship between the history of 

Southern racial ethics and prevailing modes of theological thought and practice in the 

American South during the Civil Rights Era of the 1950s and 60s through the lens of the 

Walker Percy’s writing.  In approaching this task, I treat three particular subjects: (1) the 

particular moments in Southern history related to the development of thought on the race 

question, (2) the relation between (primarily) Southern Baptist theology and racial ethics, 

and (3) the presence of both theological and political judgment on the race question in the 

fiction of Walker Percy.  

 In Chapter One, I begin by introducing the dramatis personae that serve as the 

cast of characters for my retelling the history of Southern racial ethics from the turn of 

the 19th century until the middle of the 20th century.  The first portion of the chapter is 

given to introducing the aristocratic Southern Catonist as uniquely described by Richard 

King.  Having introduced the Southern Catonist, I describe his particular politico-ethical 

goals in the context of his fatalistic framework, particularly as it regards his attempted 

preservation of an older “Southern Way of Life.”  Finally, I recount the Southern 

Catonist’s capitulation to racism in the face of the rising political tide of white populism 

during the early 20th century vis-á-vis C. Vann Woodward’s The Strange Career of Jim 

Crow.  

 Chapter Two treats the relation between the ethical framework of the Southern 

Catonist and the Southern Baptist theology that became predominant in what I call “A 

New Southern Christendom.”  This treatment involves, first, a summary of key neo-Stoic 

ethical tenets, which I contrast with authentic Christian ethics, citing Walker Percy’s 

“Stoicism in the South.”  Second, I draw on Harold Bloom’s The American Religion, in 
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which Bloom portrays Southern Baptists (favorably) as an extension of a gnostic brand of 

faith, and I point out places at which Bloom’s treatment of Southern Baptists and their 

theology intersects with Southern Catonist social ethics.  Then I offer a “case study” via 

Charles Marsh’s God’s Long Summer on W. Douglas Hudgins, the pastor of First Baptist 

Jackson, Mississippi from 1946 to 1969, whose misunderstanding of E.Y. Mullins’ 

teaching of soul competency gave rise to several ethical discrepancies in his 

congregation, as well his own praxis.  I close Chapter Two by offering a counterexample 

to Hudgins in Carlyle Marney, another Southern Baptist pastor, whose reiteration of the 

Lutheran doctrine of the priesthood of all believers serves as an antidote for racial 

prejudice within the Southern church.  

 Chapter Three deals with the portions of Walker Percy’s life during which he 

participated in efforts for racial justice in Covington and New Orleans, Louisiana, as well 

as particular passages in two of his novels, The Moviegoer and Love in the Ruins, 

pertaining to the race question.  My interpretation and analysis of these particular 

passages in Percy’s novels aims at discerning how Percy’s cultural criticism is not only 

satirically caustic, but also redemptively corrective, in that it provides for readers a comic 

vision of reconciliation on the terms of Christian grace.  It is Percy’s portrayal of 

reconciliation that, I believe, offers us a lens through which to look penitently upon the 

darker portions of the Southern past.  But this lens also offers us a hope for continuing 

and future reconciliation in a culture that continues to experience the pangs of racial 

injustice.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

The Ethical Conflict of Southern Catonism 
 
 
 

From the Stoic honor culture established in the American South during the early-

to-mid 19th century arose a society that was beholden to and controlled by an elite 

“Agrarian,” Catonist planter class.1  As the 19th century came to a close, these 

conservative white planters possessed a firm hold on the moral and cultural currency of 

the South.  Indeed, it seemed at one point that this Southern Way of Life characterized by 

respectful, though paternalistic, relationships between planter and sharecropper would 

serve as the perpetual socio-political paradigm for the American South.  However, as 

poorer whites in the South began to develop a growing grievance for the planters’ 

elevation of the black sharecropper’s societal standing, a yet more fierce and violent 

racism driven by populist sentiment began to rear its head.  The Southern conservative 

now faced a stark moral dilemma: continue to defend the noblesse oblige sentiments of 

the old Southern Stoa; or succumb to populist socio-political pressures in order to 

maintain a racial supremacy that had been in place for nearly two centuries in Southern 

culture.  

 Add to this changing societal scene matters of religion, and one finds a truly 

complex moral predicament.  Ever since the inception of the Southern Stoic society, there 

had been present in the cultural water a “Christian edifice” that served as little more than 

																																																								
1 Throughout this chapter, we will be in conversation with Richard H. King’s work A Southern 

Renaissance: The Cultural Awakening of the American South, most specifically with his section regarding 
“Catonism,” a uniquely Southern form of Stoicism that was propagated by an elite planter class that many 
have sought to label “Agrarians”. See King, 51-6.  
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an instrument of individualist salvation for the typical Southern conservative.2  But, even 

as white Southern sentiment shifted to become more overtly racist in character, this very 

same nominal Christianity remained fully present, most especially in the form of White 

Anglo-Saxon Protestantism.3  Religious sentiment produced by this pietistic, nominal 

Christianity was then used as a platform for the perpetuation of the notion that, as one 

Richmond Times article stated, “‘God Almighty [had drawn] the color line and it [could 

not] be obliterated.’”4  Perhaps most unfortunately, such sentiment was not mere cultural 

accident, but was enabled by a marked Christian silence on the social issue of racism: a 

silence that was kept by a Southern Christianity that had firmly chosen to form itself into 

a “closed society” and to believe in a “Gospel” that divorced the cross of Christ from 

“realities beyond the church.”5 

 
 

Southern “Catonism” 
 

Richard King writes that the Southern Agrarian class “offered the closest thing to an 

authentic conservative vision which America has seen.”  These Southern conservative 

																																																								
2 Walker Percy, "Stoicism in the South," in Signposts in a Strange Land (New York: Farrar, 

Straus, and Giroux, 1991). 86. More tellingly, Percy writes, “We in the South can no longer afford the 
luxury of maintaining the Stoa beside the Christian edifice. In the past we managed the remarkable feat of 
keeping both, one for living in, the other for dying in.” 

 
3 Though one particular Protestant denomination, namely Southern Baptism, will serve as the 

subject of the case study in the following chapter, gutted, Stoic, racist Christianity did not belong to 
Southern Protestantism alone. See Percy’s indictment of Southern Catholics in “Stoicism in the South,” 
Signposts In A Strange Land, 87.  

   
4 Qtd. in C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, 3d rev. ed (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1974). 96.  
 
5 Charles Marsh, God’s Long Summer: Stories of Faith and Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2008). 89. We will later deal exclusively with this particular chapter in Marsh’s 
work, which chronicles the theological dialogue of W. Douglas Hudgins, the pastor of First Baptist Church 
of Jackson, MS, during the Civil Rights Movement. 
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planters were, without a doubt, steeped in the tradition of the Southern Stoa that preceded 

them, with all its characteristic romantic and aristocratic virtues.  Moreover, as 

“defenders” of a well-established Southern aristocracy, they demonstrated a marked 

distrust of the newly emerging philosophical, technological, and scientific trends 

“associated with the modern world.”6  

 However, these Southern planters were not precisely in line with the tradition 

established by the earlier Southern Stoics, even though these early Stoics were very much 

conservatives.  Richard King claims that these Southern conservatives could more rightly 

be referred to as “Catonists.”7  King defines Catonism as follows: 

Catonism is the ideological response of a landed upper class (and its spokesmen) 
which is economically, socially, and politically on the defensive. The Catonist 
fears the encroachment of alien values and impersonal commercial forces which 
disrupt an aristocratic and organic order cemented by ties of family, status, 
tradition, and, sometimes, race or nationality. The Catonist also fears the “people” 
politically, though he may often celebrate the organic, cultural linkages that 
constitute hierarchical unity.8 

 
Moreover, the Catonist conception of society carries with it a prevalent nostalgia, even 

melodrama, concerning the conservation of a “specific world.”  Once this particular 

																																																								
6 King, A Southern Renaissance, 51.  
 
7 This particular strain of the Southern Stoic tradition has its namesake in the two famous Catos of 

Rome, both of whom were Stoics by both outlook and action. Cato the Elder (234-149 BC), during his 
tenure as the censor of the Roman Republic, sought to prevent Hellenic cultural influences from creeping 
their way into the arts and politics of Roman culture, thus exhibiting a staunch cultural conservatism similar 
to Southern Catonism. (Indeed, it was during the advent of the honor culture in the American South at the 
beginning of the 19th century that many Southerners began to read Cato the Elder again.) 

The more fatalistic aspect of Southern Catonism can be found in the life of Cato the Younger (94-
46 BC), who made it his express goal to prevent the Roman Republic from being dismantled by potential 
dictators such as Julius Caesar. After retiring from public life in 51 BC, civil war between Caesar and 
Pompey and his allies broke out, and Cato aligned himself with the Republican camp. Ultimately, Cato and 
a regiment of Republican troops under his command were forced to flee to Utica (in modern day Tunisia). 
Here Cato, recognizing the eminent defeat of the Republican cause, first allowed the troops under his 
command to evacuate by sea in the face of another Imperial onslaught, and committed suicide behind the 
closed gates of the city.  

  
8 Ibid. 51-2.  
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world comes to a collapse, so allegedly do “virtue and order generally.”  In fear that such 

order and virtue might be lost, the Catonist also “seeks to resurrect the past and to re-

vivify a former, more heroic ethos in the present.”9 

 It seems that one might regard the primary difference between Catonism and 

Stoicism proper as an essential difference between mood and outlook.  The Stoic 

understands the world as a closed system, in which one must live in total accordance with 

nature “‘with perfect and simple dignity, and a feeling of affection, and freedom, and 

justice,’” to quote the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius.10  These virtues valued by 

Aurelius and the other Greek and Roman Stoics were also revered by those Southern 

conservatives reared in a Southern honor culture.  Every action was to be aimed toward 

the cultivation of these Stoic virtues, and dishonor was conferred upon those who failed 

to practice them.  However, the Catonist’s ethical outlook goes further than the Stoic’s 

insofar as it poses as well as answers the following question: What happens when the 

very politico-moral framework in which one is embedded begins to crumble?  The 

Catonist’s answer to this question is more despairing than the Stoic’s, for where the Stoic 

would view such social, and even moral, decay as nature’s running its course, the 

Catonist sees it necessary to accept such decay, without the hope that his former moral 

framework will be preserved as nature continues its cycle.  

 The Southern Catonist combines the Stoic credo of total accordance with nature 

with an all-pervasive regionalism grounded in a particular and peculiar Southern mythos.  

Such a mythos was rooted in an Agrarian vision of society that was “based upon personal 

																																																								
9 Ibid. 52.  
 
10 Qtd. in Percy, “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts In A Strange Land, 84.  We will engage in a 

more extensive treatment of Stoic ethics in a later portion of this chapter.  
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private property and held together by the cooperation of planter and yeoman.”11  Nor was 

this simply a vision of society aimed at mere economic advantage for the aristocratic 

planter.  Woven into this Southern mythos was the notion that the relationship of noblesse 

oblige between the white planter and the black sharecropper should remain the status quo 

because such a relationship was rooted in a highly-valued “family romance” and “‘a 

sentimental faith that [Southern] history makes the grass green.’”12 

 It was clear, too, that Southern Catonists had developed an ethical defense for 

their desire to perpetuate such a relation.  One such Catonist was William Alexander 

Percy (Walker Percy’s beloved uncle), who inherited a large cotton plantation from his 

father in Greenville, Mississippi.  In his memoir entitled Lanterns on the Levee, Percy 

wrote about sharecropping as a morally upright economic system based upon the notion 

that sharecropping was to be considered “a trust” that “breeds… noblesse oblige.”  In and 

through this sharecropper-planter relationship, Percy claimed, there was a certain sense in 

which the “ancestral hereditaments of virtue which change dirt into a way of life” were 

both revived and perpetuated.  This way of life, Percy further adds, was that which 

belonged to “[a] landed gentry… of an ancient lineage and [of] a sober God-fearing 

tradition.”13  Percy’s comments here are telling: the Southern Catonist ethical framework 

was clearly aimed at preservation of a particular Southern tradition, complete with the 

scourges of slavery and a subtle, yet clearly present aristocratic white supremacy.  

																																																								
11 Richard H. King, A Southern Renaissance: The Cultural Awakening of the American South, 

1930-1955 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982). 52. 
 
12 Ibid. 56. See also note 32 below.  
 
13 William Alexander Percy, Lanterns on the Levee: Recollections of a Planter’s Son, Reprint 

edition (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2006). 283. 
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 There existed a certain fatalism within the Southern Catonist ethical framework 

that seemed totally final.  As mentioned above, the Southern Catonist “[took] the collapse 

of his specific world for the end of virtue and order generally.”14  Thus, whenever the 

moral order of his beloved sharecropper-aristocrat relationship is disrupted by “alien 

values,” the Southern Catonist understands his moral world to be closing in on itself in a 

truly and finally cosmic sense.15  More curiously still, as Walker Percy points out, the 

Southern Catonist seemed to fully and willingly accept — even to welcome — the defeat 

of his particular moral framework.  Percy readily intimates that the Catonist framework 

would not have been able to survive the eminent cultural change (first at the hands of the 

Union abolitionist, second at the hands of both poorer, angry whites and discontented 

blacks).  But, the Southern Catonist did not wish to survive the change. Percy conflates 

Catonism and Stoicism within Southern fatalism: 

[The Stoa’s] most characteristic mood was a poetic pessimism which took a grim 
satisfaction in the dissolution of its values—because social decay confined one in 
his original choice of the wintry kingdom of the self. He is never more himself 
than when in a twilight victory of evil….16 
 

 This “poetic pessimism” reveals a distinct tenor and method at work among these 

Southern Stoic-Catonists.  For them, external circumstances are totally secondary.  Thus, 

regardless of external circumstance, “The Stoic… seeks to be lord over himself,” not 

bowing to immediate concerns (such as racial injustice) that contradict his metaphysical 

conception of virtue.  Moreover, even these social disruptions are seen as an expression 

of a “cosmic process… [that is] relentlessly regular and fated.”  In this sense, Southern 

																																																								
14 King, A Southern Renaissance. 52.  
 
15 Ibid. 51.  
 
16 Percy, "Stoicism in the South," Signposts in a Strange Land. 85. 
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neo-Stoicism can rightly be considered an individualistic ethical framework, for the Stoic 

ultimately demonstrates a lack of concern (apatheia) for anything that might distract from 

his pursuit of virtue defined within his particular moral framework.17  The Southern 

Catonist, as a brand of Stoic, demonstrates this individualism in relishing the “social 

decay” surrounding him.18  For the Catonist cannot be wrong in his efforts to perpetuate 

his particular Southern Way of Life, and thus to see it collapse is preferable to seeing it 

modified into something allegedly better.  

Historically speaking, this sort of Catonic fatalism and determinism closed the 

individual Southern aristocrat in upon himself and ushered out the sharecropper-aristocrat 

relationship that once existed as a cultural remnant of the Old South.  However, such 

fatalism was complicated by an array of ethical concerns for the conservative Southern 

Catonist as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, and as resentment grew on 

multiple fronts against the traditional Southern Way of Life.  On the one hand, poorer 

whites began to demonstrate a growing resentment against the Southern aristocrats’ 

providing black sharecroppers with a relatively comfortable societal position.  On the 

other hand, black sharecroppers were becoming enraged at the continuance of the more 

subdued, but still prevalent, forms of injustice perpetuated by the Southern aristocracy, 

and began to demand the personal and political freedoms promised them during the 

Reconstruction era.  Eventually, Southern Catonism would crack under this double-sided 

pressure, and come to align itself with a radical and racist white populism in hopes of 

preserving the social supremacy it had always enjoyed.  It is to a presentation and 

																																																								
17 Ralph Wood, “An Introduction to Stoicism," n.d. http://blogs.baylor.edu/ralph_wood/essay-

topics-articles/lectures-essays-articles/.  
 
18 Walker Percy, “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 85.   
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treatment of the historical and cultural forces that surrounded the paradoxical decline of 

the Southern Catonist that I now turn.  

 
 

The Decline of the Southern Conservative and the “Capitulation to Racism”19 
 

Despite the moral limits of the Southern Catonist, he retained a great deal of 

virtue in his manner and method.  Walker Percy points out that although the 

sharecropper-aristocrat relationship was abusive in many a sense, “there was such a thing 

as noblesse oblige on the [side of the planter] and an extraordinary native courtesy and 

dignity on the [side of the sharecropper]….”  Percy praises such a society where there 

was still possible “a flowering of human individuality such as [the Western] hemisphere 

[had] rarely seen.”20  Thus, it would be unfair for us to write off the Southern Catonist as 

merely racist.  

William Alexander Percy, Walker Percy’s adoptive uncle, embodies one of the 

best examples of Southern genteel generosity and responsibility for the impoverished in 

Lanterns on the Levee.  There he recounts his own father’s role during the catastrophic 

Mississippi Flood of 1927.  LeRoy Percy, a prominent Greenville, Mississippi, politician, 

actively organized relief efforts for poorer blacks whose homes lying in the path of the 

flood plane were swamped.21 

 Will Percy himself also exhibited Stoic virtue of the highest order during his own 

time as a Southern aristocrat.  In his essay “Uncle Will,” adopted nephew Walker heralds 

the way in which his uncle exercised true aristocratic virtue even in the face of “dirty 
																																																								

19 See Chapter III of Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow.  
 
20 Walker Percy, “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts in a Strange Land, 85.  
 
21 See William Alexander Percy, Lanterns on the Levee, Chapter XX.  
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words” such as paternalism and noblesse oblige.  Such descriptors may well have 

disguised the virtuous quality of Will Percy’s moral life.  Indeed, Walker asks 

rhetorically:  

…is it a bad thing for a man to believe that his position in society entails a certain 
responsibility toward others? Or is it a bad thing for a man to care like a father for 
his servants, spend himself on the poor, the sick, the miserable, the mad who 
come his way?22  

 
Even though such care for the lowly black sprang from privilege, Walker Percy clearly 

suggests that we are not to write off the traditional Southern conservative as a racist tout 

cour.  At the very least, such paternalistic virtue was certainly better than the white 

complacency prominent in the South: “…watching a neighbor get murdered and closing 

the blinds to keep from ‘getting involved.’”23 

 Ironically enough, however, it was this very racist alternative that the Southern 

conservative ultimately bowed to as a political stratagem.  Though such capitulation did 

not come without strenuous ethical conflict within the Southern conservative camp, the 

final result was nonetheless complicit with the white desire to retain and maintain 

political and cultural supremacy.  Such a complete racial history is very much worth 

examination, to which I now turn.  

 Yale historian C. Vann Woodward suggests that “The South’s adoption of 

extreme racism was due not so much to a conversion as it was to a relaxation of the 

opposition [to overt racism].”  Such racism was manifested primarily in the formulation 

and adoption of Jim Crow legislation across the South, most especially during the final 

decade of the nineteenth century.  Bolstered by the Supreme Court’s decision to uphold 

																																																								
22 Walker Percy, "Uncle Will," Signposts in a Strange Land. 58. 
 
23 Ibid.  
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the “separate but equal” doctrine in the Plessy v. Ferguson case of 1898, Jim Crow 

distinctions began to take hold in what seemed to be every corner of Southern society, 

from separate “eating houses” to separate courtroom Bibles for blacks to swear oaths 

upon.  In the face of this advancing racist insurgency, Woodward suggests that there were 

three separate “restraining forces” against racism that began to crumble: “Northern 

liberalism, Southern conservatism, and Southern radicalism.”  Here, I will give particular 

attention to the decline of Southern conservatism as an effective measure of resistance 

against an all-pervasive racism, while pointing to societal and political influences 

producing such a decline.24  

 The Southern Populist politician of the late nineteenth century made it his express 

goal to “overthrow… the carpetbaggers…,” those Northern opportunists who sought to 

profit from Reconstruction.  Populist resentment against post-Reconstruction measures 

was headed up by the likes of Mississippi Senator James K. Vardaman.  By contrast, the 

Percys25 and other conservative Southern aristocrats sought to “[retain] the role of 

																																																								
24 Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow. 68-9. We should note that in the case of this 

particular chapter in Southern history, dealing in categories is to be done with careful consideration and 
even caution. As we have already noticed, even paternalistic Southern aristocrats demonstrated virtues that 
were (and are) to be highly sought after. However, these same Southern conservatives, by the end of the 
nineteenth century, began to become complicit with the rising racist tide. Likewise, as we will see, 
Southern Populism was born initially out of the desire of both poorer whites and blacks to band together 
against a Southern paternalism that undermined their ability to be upwardly mobile in Southern society. 
However, radically racist politicians such as James K. Vardaman employed populist sentiment in their 
political campaigns over against the Southern conservative. In a word, we cannot be too quick to jump to 
conclusions regarding societal and moral categories as it pertains to an analysis of Southern moral and 
political history.  

 
25 Jay Tolson recounts LeRoy Percy’s political struggle against Senator Vardaman between the 

years 1903 and 1911, one of the most pivotal moments in the history of Mississippi politics (and, to be 
sure, the history of politics in the American South). Though Percy actually supported Vardaman in his 
gubernatorial bid in 1903 on account of his stance on a single issue (namely, “the importance of strong 
levees”), he fiercely combated Vardaman’s subsequent runs for governor and senator in Mississippi once 
Vardaman’s overtly racist platforms began to gain widespread support. Such a political stance placed Percy 
among a minority of older, more traditional, Southern conservatives who refused to capitulate to the rising 
racist Populism espoused by the likes of Vardaman. However, after Percy’s failure to retain the senatorial 
seat against Vardaman in 1911, it became clear that Vardaman’s political ethos had become fully 
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leadership” that they once enjoyed.  They were also imbued by the romanticized notion 

that they were to “support… sectional patriotism” via the Lost Cause.”26  Such a goal, 

however, would not prove tenable.  For, on the one hand, the Southern conservative 

aristocrat had to “[enlist] the support of the aggressively anti-Negro whites” in hopes of 

reviving the Southern mythos.  On the other hand, these same politicians had to 

“moderate the passions of their Negrophobe allies” by doing what they had always done 

so well: “[offering] patronage and protection” to the poorer black against the poor white.  

Such a political strategy seemed to amount to the employment of, on the one hand, well-

rooted and racist Southern aristocratic power on behalf of poor whites and, on the other, 

noblesse oblige exhibited toward impoverished blacks.27 

 To be sure, this particular strategy caused much consternation among the more 

radically racist whites.  The “Straightout” version of white supremacy advanced by the 

likes of Vardaman brooked little patience for Southern aristocratic appeasement of their 

black neighbors (who were still often their subordinates).  By way of example, when 

several black county magistrates were elected in 1900 by the General Assembly of North 

																																																																																																																																																																					
embedded in Mississippi, and that “[a]ll that remained for the old Bourbons [Southern conservatives] were 
honorable holding measures, the maintenance of a certain style while all about them went to spoil under the 
misrule of the demos” (Pilgrim in the Ruins, 62).  

Moreover, LeRoy’s defeat in this particular election had a profound effect on his son, William 
Alexander Percy (Walker Percy’s adoptive uncle). LeRoy’s reaction to his 1911 loss was, Will noticed, 
marked by “‘an inner sadness, beyond reach, the kind of look… that Lazarus never outgrew after he had 
once died.’” Will later, in Lanterns on the Levee, intimated that following the 1911 election, “‘[He] became 
inured to defeat [and] never since [the election] expected victory’” (Qtd. in ibid. 63).   

 
26 Ibid. 75. By the “Lost Cause,” Woodward refers to the cause of secession that was advanced by 

the Confederacy in the Civil War. We might relate the “mystique” of which Woodward here speaks to the 
Southern mythos that surrounded the Southern Catonist Agrarians, who sought to proliferate the Southern 
Way of Life on the Old South’s terms, slavery and all, out of prominence given to “family romance” (see 
King, 56). There was no desire on the part of the Southern conservative to refashion or change the way 
society had operated in the antebellum South. Indeed, there was an active desire to perpetuate such a way 
of life on a wider societal and political level.  

 
27 Ibid. 76.   
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Carolina (much thanks to white conservative support), nine white Democratic 

representatives intimated that these new magistrates “were ‘absolutely unfit for [such] 

public positions.’”28  It became clear that the two competing (and subtly different) 

versions of white supremacist politics would leave little room for each other in the 

political arena.  The Populists in their militancy wished to seize control of the Southern 

political scene in the belief that the white race was simply superior to an utterly inferior 

black race, whereas the Southern aristocratic conservatives in their noblesse oblige 

sought to revivify the Old South and its soft version of racism.  

 The political strategy advanced by the aristocratic conservatives over against the 

Populists turned out to be the party’s own undoing.  For angry, poor whites and blacks 

formed their own Populist Party, sharing a common interest in fairer economic treatment 

at the hands of aristocratic plantation owners.  However, as the Southern conservative 

political platform sought to gain black votes and moderate more racist sentiment among 

white Populists, this attempt at “interracial harmony” came to a screeching halt.  A 

movement that was “precarious at best” because of “suspicion and prejudice” on both 

sides eventually crumbled.  It was this particular crucial historical and political moment 

that would plant the seeds of violent and vehement racism in the white Southern Populist.  

For after the severance of the precarious interracial Populist partnership, many poorer, 

ex-Populist blacks became disengaged politically, “apathetic” to their particular societal 

position, and thus willing to return to the old system of noblesse oblige despite their 

frustration with it.  By contrast, the majority of white Populists began to “blame the 

																																																								
28 Ibid.  
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Negro for their [political defeat],” and turned the Southern black into a scapegoat for a 

pent up rage that was, in actuality, directed toward the Southern aristocrats.29 

 What followed from this dissolution of the Populist Party in the South was that 

“the magical formula of white supremacy” became the dominant political impetus in the 

South.30  The once moderate race policy characteristic of the Southern aristocrat was all 

but jettisoned in favor of an immoderate perpetuation of white supremacy on his own 

terms.  The very relinquishing of such a policy, contrary to Southern Catonist tradition, 

led to a rather ironic reversal in the Southern conservative mind.  This desire for a 

perpetuation of the old Southern Way of Life consumed the Southern aristocrats’ political 

consciousness to the point that they came to view “the Negro [as] an approved object of 

aggression.”  Rather than championing, as they once did, the interests of the black 

sharecropper (defined on their terms), Southern aristocrats effectively joined forces with 

those from whom they sought to protect poor blacks.31  Political and social control had 

thus ironically usurped the former interest of the Southern Catonist to steward the life of 

his black subordinates, to now capitulate to a form of white supremacy characterized by 

the more vitriolic racism of their political enemy: the poorer white Populist.  

 At first glance, such a political capitulation seems paradoxical.  One would 

imagine that the Catonist would stand firm and hold fast to his ideals rooted in the old 

Southern tradition of genteel master-slave relations and noblesse oblige, while those 

																																																								
29 Ibid. 80-1.  
 
30 Ibid. 82. We should note that this white supremacy was adopted as a political stratagem in the 

interest of doing away with “[t]he bitter violence and blood-letting” that took place during the political 
back-and-forth between the Southern conservative and the Populist during the 1890s. The movement 
toward white supremacy was thus, at least at first, not of pernicious intention, but aimed toward peace in a 
clearly tumultuous Southern society.  

 
31 Ibid. 81.  



 17 

surrounding him opted for a new, non-traditional way.  Nevertheless, it seems the 

Southern Catonist, true to Walker Percy’s description, did not really “wish to survive” for 

the sake of such a non-traditional alternative.32  As the social order of the Old South 

decayed, the Southern Catonist became complicit to a framework of social ethics that was 

not only uncharacteristic of, but also contrary to the old Southern tradition of Stoic virtue.  

Thus it seems that Wendell Berry is correct in his diagnosis of both the political and 

moral failure of the Southern Catonist planter types: 

…their withdrawal… was facilitated by a tendency to love the land, not for its 
life, but for its historical associations – that is, their agrarianism was doomed to 
remain theoretical by a sentimental faith that history makes the grass green 
whether the land is well farmed or not.33 

 
This merely sentimental, and thus abstract, cultural conservatism failed to preserve any 

real moral integrity.  Indeed, as Richard King points out, the Southern Catonist’s lack of 

introspection led to an inability to entertain the “hard questions about the South itself,” 

including ethical questions that were vitally pertinent to their own tradition.34 

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the white Southerner, both aristocrat and 

layman, developed a new credo: “total disenfranchisement of the Negro.”  Following 

their scapegoating by former allies, the black Southerner had become the target of 

“progressive reform” via Jim Crow legislation aimed at repressing blacks’ political rights 

and the dismantling of their social standing.  As arbitrary legislative qualifications for 

voting rights began to surface, the Southern black found himself as the sole victim.  Even 

poorer, illiterate whites who did not own private property were allowed to vote via 

																																																								
32 Walker Percy, "Stoicism in the South," Signposts in a Strange Land. 85. 
 
33 Qtd. in King, A Southern Renaissance. 56.  
 
34 Ibid.  
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accommodations such as “the ‘understanding clause,’ the ‘grandfather clause,’ or the 

‘good character clause.’”  A comparison of data from 1896 and 1904 regarding registered 

Louisiana voters reveals the systematized political repression of the Southern blacks 

fueled by a newfound and newly kindled white racist sentiment.  In 1896, 130,334 blacks 

were registered to vote statewide.  By 1904, eight years later, only 1,342 blacks were 

eligible to vote.35 

As the twentieth century advanced, the old racist impetus that had taken hold of 

the South following the recession of any resistance against it had become, in a word, the 

new Southern way.  No longer did white supremacy take the form of genteel noblesse 

oblige.  Rather, as Walker Percy puts it, the Southern white had, in extreme cases, turned 

to “murder, church burning, dynamiting, assassination, night-riding”; in other cases, “the 

lesser forms of terrorism,” such as the repression of voting rights and Jim Crow racial 

segregation in the public square.36  Indeed, as Percy writes, the early twentieth century 

saw “the total defeat of the old-style white moderate” and thus “the consequent collapse 

of the alliance between the ‘good’ white man and the Negro….”  No longer would the 

more moderate race policy propagated by the Southern Catonist constitute the 

mainstream in Southern politics.  Instead it would be the new “generation of good-

looking and ferocious young bigots” that would have its way in the Southern political 

sphere: church bombings, lynchings, and all.37 

																																																								
35 Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow. 83-5.  
 
36 Walker Percy, “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 39. We ought 

note that though Percy speaks from a particularly Mississippian perspective, such atrocities as those he 
mentions were widespread across the South throughout much of the early twentieth century, and most 
especially as the Civil Rights Movement of the ’50s and ’60s approached.   

 
37 Ibid. 41-2. 
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 In his essay “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” Walker Percy clearly concedes 

that this new brand of white supremacy had become commonplace in the South; but the 

pertinence of his cultural criticism does not lie only in this particular recognition.  He 

further comments on what this new strain of white dominance did (and still does) to the 

very soul of, in his case, the Mississippian, and by extension the soul of the majority of 

white Southerners.   

During the past ten years Mississippi as a society reached a condition which can 
only be described… as insane. The rift in its character between a genuine 
kindliness and a highly developed individual moral consciousness on the one 
hand and on the other a purely political and amoral view of “states’ rights” at the 
expense of human rights led at last to a sundering of its very self. Kind fathers and 
loving husbands, when they did not themselves commit such crimes against the 
helpless, looked upon such crimes with indifference. Political campaigns, once 
the noblest public activity in the South, came to be conducted by incantation. The 
candidate who hollers “nigger” the loudest and longest usually wins.38 
 

 So it was that private, individual moral considerations could be separated from 

public action in the life of most so-called white moderates.  The white supremacist 

Southerner could throw around “words like ‘freedom,’ sacredness of the individual,’ 

[and] ‘death to tyranny’” in reference to his own imagined plight and be not only 

understood but gain support among white moderates.  The frequent bombings, lynchings, 

and unjust imprisonments did not sufficiently “pinch the conscience” of the white 

moderate Southerner as oppressive or even immoral.39  Thus was the sundering of the 

white Southern moderate self perpetuated via what Percy calls “double-think,” rooted in a 

																																																								
38 Ibid. 42-3. Emphasis my own.  
 
39 Ibid. 43.  



 20 

new societal lexicon that “[had] been corrupted” and thrown into a continuous cycle of 

circular and faulty political and moral logic.40 

 Such faulty logic served as one facet of the fallacious and pernicious answer to 

the Southern aristocrats’ ethical conundrum.  However, there still loomed a greater 

question for them: namely how their “Christian edifice” could deal with the race 

question.  In short, as Walker Percy writes, the Southern Stoic was content to remain 

“forever grumbling on the porch” of this edifice: never quite leaving it behind, but never 

fully embracing and embodying a distinctly Christian ethics.41  Such a compromise made 

by the Southern Stoic-Christian thus became subtly racist. 

Even still, the Southern white moderate had no inkling that his actions could be 

thus viewed.  Uncle Will Percy, in his own time and in his own way, exemplified the 

reaction of the white moderate to charges of racism in his dealings with his black 

neighbors.  By way of example, Percy claimed that the “one drawback” of the 

paternalistic share-cropping system employed by Southern aristocrats lay “not in the 

system itself, but in not living up to the contractual obligations of the system—the failure 

[was] in human nature.”  But what Percy did not understand was how blacks could harbor 

anger against such a system, even if “the white planter [happened not] to be a crook…,” 

																																																								
40 Ibid. Percy’s vignette on this particular phenomenon, that which Faulkner calls “the wacky 

logic of white supremacy,” is rather telling, and worthy of being rehearsed here:  
“All statements become equally true and equally false, depending on one’s rhetorical posture… 

When Senator [James] Eastland declares, ‘There is no discrimination in Mississippi,’ and ‘All who are 
qualified to vote, black or white, exercise the right to suffrage,’ these utterances are received by friend and 
foe alike with a certain torpor of spirit. It does not matter that there is very little connection between 
Senator Eastland’s utterances and the voting statistics of his home county: that of a population of 31,020 
Negroes, 16 are registered to vote. Once the final break is made between language and reality, arguments 
generate their own force and lay out their own logical rules” (Walker Percy, “Mississippi: The Fallen 
Paradise,” Signposts in a Strange Land 43).   

 
41 Walker Percy, “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 84. 
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as some certainly were.42  In much the same way, white moderates of the Civil Rights 

South could not see the (not so) subtle racism inherent in the segregationist Jim Crow 

distinctions that characterized the public sector.  To them, the phrase “separate but equal” 

sounded not only reasonable, but just.  In any event, white moderates saw no reason for 

blacks in the South to complain or clamor about the water fountains, bathrooms, schools, 

etc. that were provided expressly for them. 

This white moderate “monologue,” however, was the very political stance against 

which Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote from Birmingham: 

I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s greatest 
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler 
or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” 
than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of justice… who paternalistically believes he 
can set the timetable for another man’s freedom… Shallow understanding from 
people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from 
people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright 
rejection.43 
 

But not only did Dr. King offer such scathing critique of the white moderate writ large; 

he also situated his criticism against “the white church.”  King bemoaned, as a minister of 

the Gospel himself, the marked silence of white ministers in the South, who would not go 

so far as to say to their parishioners, “‘Follow this decree [of desegregation] because [it] 

is morally right and because the Negro is your brother.’”44  Sadly, it was such silence that 

characterized the social and theological outlook of several leaders and laypeople in the 

																																																								
42 William Alexander Percy, Lanterns on the Levee. 282. 
 
43 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” April 16, 1963, 

https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html. 
 
44 Ibid.   
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white Southern church.  It is to an analysis of this markedly Stoic, white moderate 

Christianity that I now turn.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Southern Baptist Preaching and Stoic Christianity 
 
 
 

A New Southern Christendom 
 

In addition to his thorough criticism of white supremacist logic, Walker Percy 

offers a still more shocking (even damning) question in his essay “Mississippi: The 

Fallen Paradise.”  “How can peace be restored to Mississippi?” he asks.  “One would like 

to be able to say that the hope lies in putting into practice the Judeo-Christian ethic.”1  

However, Percy makes clear that the Christian ethics of the white Southerner had 

developed mortal flaws, and were twisted so as to be unrecognizable as Christian.  The 

ethical system of the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant Christian Southerner was centered, 

unwittingly or not, around the conception of the church as a “Closed Society.”2  This 

“Closed Society,” as Percy writes, took the form of a kind of “Christendom” that had 

“won in Mississippi”: a Christendom in which newspapers and political cartoonists 

would “defend God against the Supreme Court,” and small Mississippi towns like 

Meridian boasted “THE LARGEST PERCENTAGE OF CHURCHGOERS IN THE WORLD.”3  For 

all its ostensibly commendable attributes and accomplishments, this Southern 

Christendom was representative of a “religion…which [tended] to canonize the existing 

																																																								
1 Walker Percy, “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” in Signposts in a Strange Land (New York: 

Picador, 2000). 49. 
 
2 See Charles Marsh, God’s Long Summer, Chapter Three, from whence I draw this particular 

descriptive term for the Southern church, particularly in regard to its Southern Baptist iterations.   
 
3 Walker Percy, “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 49. Emphasis 

my own.  
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social and political structure and to brand as atheistic any threat of change,” refusing to 

consider whether or not such change might be concomitant with truly Christian ethics.4  

This Southern Christendom that Percy describes in his essay developed into a new 

iteration of the neo-Stoicism exhibited by the Southern Catonist.  But, this particular 

brand of Stoic Christianity did not carry with it the virtuous concern for the less fortunate 

demonstrated by the likes of William Alexander Percy and his father LeRoy.  No longer 

was the “stern inner summons to man’s full estate” manifested by acts of charity toward 

the white Southerner’s black neighbor.  Rather, the Stoicism of the Southern Christian 

became one that simply refused to entertain any religio-ethical concern that the individual 

deemed irrelevant to his particular moral status.  As Percy writes, “The Stoic-Christian 

Southerner… cannot help feeling that religion is overstepping its allotted area of 

morality.”5  

In addition to the ethical discrepancies the adoption of this Stoic-Christian 

framework created, the particularly regional nature of this social ethic is also noteworthy.  

For the white Southern Stoic-Christian, the perceived threat of an outsider-agitated black 

political uprising6 that would disrupt the established Southern Way of Life gave rise to 

ethical concerns that were not merely political, but also religious in nature.  In good 

																																																								
4 Ibid.  
 
5 Walker Percy, “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 85, 87. 
 
6 Percy describes the white supremacist logic that helped to perpetuate the fear of such an uprising 

in “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise” (1965):  “The current syllogism goes something like this: 1. There is 
no ill-feeling in Mississippi between the races; the Negroes like things the way they are; if you don’t 
believe it, I’ll call my cook out of the kitchen and you can ask her. 2. The trouble is caused by outside 
agitators who are Communist-inspired. 3. Therefore, the real issue is between atheistic Communism and 
patriotic, God-fearing Mississippians” (Signposts in a Strange Land 43-4).  

Mississippians, John Dittmer chronicles, began to develop “ ‘a homegrown McCarthyism… 
Books were banned, speakers censored, and network television programs cut off in midsentence’” (Qtd. in 
Marsh, God’s Long Summer, 83).  
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Catonist fashion, the Southern Stoic-Christian painted the black minority’s concerns and 

calls for moral change as incompatible with his particular version of Christianity.  But, 

such incompatibility did not, at least for the white Southerner, lie in the realm of cordial 

disagreement.  To the contrary, as Percy suggests, the Stoic-Christian saw this 

incompatibility as an impetus toward an “atheistic” kind of change that threatened to tear 

down the Stoic-Christian religious edifice associated with the Southern Way of Life.7  It 

was towards a defense of this new Southern Christendom that many pastors (particularly, 

as we will see, in Southern Baptist circles) preached and taught.  

 
 

Stoicism and Christianity: The Early Church and the Civil Rights South 
 

Long before this new brand Southern Christendom came into existence, the 

Christian Church had encountered Stoicism in the cultural waters during its fledgling 

stages in the first century A.D., most especially in Rome.  Though long preceding the 

American South by twenty centuries, ancient Greek and Roman Stoic ethics certainly lent 

a great deal of foundational material to the ethical framework of the Southern Stoic-

Christian.  

It must be remembered that Stoics were quite concerned with the way their ethical 

system worked out in the wider political realm.  Stoic ethics were political precisely 

because they were cosmopolitan.  Because the world (i.e. nature) runs its own totally 

deterministic course, “the virtuous person lives in [total] accord with reason as he lives in 

total accordance with the pattern of nature, [as it has] an equal effect on every human 

																																																								
7 See note 4 above.  



 26 

being.”8  Moreover, because nature is completely impersonal, the only matter over which 

the individual has any control is his response to nature.  As Meeks writes, this realm of 

individual response corresponds to the realm of “moral choice,” which is to say the realm 

of virtue and vice.  Furthermore, for the Stoic, “Virtue alone is necessary and sufficient 

for happiness. And virtue is entirely within a person’s own control.”9  

 Though cosmopolitan in outlook, ancient Stoicism possessed a strong tenor of 

individualism as an ethical system.  For if virtue alone is the path to the eudemonistic life, 

and if virtue is primarly concerned with (if not confined to) the realm of personal moral 

choice, there is little room for “[anything] but the choices [one makes] about the mental 

impressions which [he] alone [controls]…”  The “externals” that had no bearing on the 

individual’s pursuit of virtue were thus to be considered “morally ‘indifferent.’”10  

 This brief analysis shows that, as Walker Percy writes, “The Christian is 

optimistic precisely where the Stoic is pessimistic.”11  In other words, the Christian must 

remain completely open to the world outside the self, and must take as his direct concern 

																																																								
8 Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

1993). 338. We ought note, as Ferguson does, that “nature” must be understood in terms of the particular 
Stoic conception. Stoicism, as a pantheistic system, understands that all of nature is charged with “the 
divine reality” (335). Hence, the course of nature must be, first of all, rational; second of all, “directed 
toward a good goal…” (336). Thus, anyone who does not properly align himself with nature’s course fails 
to live in concordance with this good goal.  

 
9 Wayne A. Meeks, The Moral World of the First Christians (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 1986). 49. Emphasis my own. 
 
10 Ibid. Meeks points out in this same passage that later Stoics, such as Musonius, began to 

relinquish their initially strict conception that all externals had no bearing on personal virtue or morality. 
Even still, however, there was still the notion that some external matters were “ ‘preferable’ while others 
ought to be ‘rejected.’ In between were others that were strictly neutral, truly ‘indifferent.’ ” In each case, 
we notice that the individual, in terms of the Stoic ethical system, has a certain amount of latitude to select 
particular politico-ethical concerns that he deems worthy or unworthy of concern as it pertains to his 
individual pursuit of virtue.  

 
11 “Stoicism in the South,” Signposts in a Strange Land. 86. 
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particular external moral and political matters pertaining to the concerns of Christian 

ethics.  Christian virtue or vice is determined not only by one’s private action, but also by 

one’s political action defined in terms of his direct dealings with and his attitude toward 

his fellow human being.  

In short, Christians act virtuously toward those less fortunate precisely because 

they are “made in the image of God and… lovable in themselves.”  The Southern Stoic-

Christian’s primary ethical goal, by contrast, was to refrain from “[defiling] the inner 

fortress which was [himself].”  For the Stoic, “it was not the individual… who was 

intrinsically precious,” but one’s particular “attitude toward [the individual]” that was to 

be closely cultivated.  Percy understood that the Southern Christian’s black neighbor was 

not a potential revolutionary seeking to upset a previously established societal and moral 

edifice, but a fellow human being made in the image and likeness of God, someone for 

whom the Christian “must have every use.”12 

 Though there were certain Christian voices in the South13 that spoke out against 

the Southern Stoic-Christian’s treatment of his black neighbors, there were still more 

voices from within the Stoic-Christian tradition, and especially the Southern Baptist 

tradition, who not only defended but also put into practice the theology of a Closed 

Church.   The Closed Society theology that these pastors espoused resulted in the 

development of a church that clearly missed the Gospel mark, and most especially as it 
																																																								

12 Ibid. Emphasis my own. We should note that the very “sacred right” of which the Southern 
black felt deprived was his being treated with the dignity that one ought afford his fellow human being.  

  
13 One church leader who sought to speak out against was Archbishop Joseph Rummel of the 

Catholic Diocese of New Orleans, whose pastoral letter Percy mentions in his essay “Stoicism In The 
South” (See Percy, Signposts in a Strange Land, 87). Another pastor from within the Southern Baptist 
tradition whose work we will interact with later was Carlyle Marney, whose work entitled Priests to Each 
Other proposes recollection of the Protestant theological tenet of the priesthood of all believers as a 
potential solution for the ills of a church more concerned with societal prominence and influence than with 
Christian justice.  
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pertained to the question of race relations in the South.  Their churches, rather than 

serving as the agents of Christian reconciliation in a riven Southern culture, engaged 

perpetually in the practice of a racial exclusivity that amounted to racial bigotry, and 

remained entrenched in their claim that the Christian individual’s religious experience 

made no reference whatsoever to matters extrinsic to the church.  

Harold Bloom the cultural critic observes in The American Religion: “The 

Southern Baptist Convention… might almost be called the Southern American Religion. 

Far more than the Methodists or the Presbyterians, the Southern Baptists have become 

very nearly the Established Church of the old Confederacy.”14  Whether or not one agrees 

with Bloom’s particular assessment of the Southern Baptist Convention, his placement of 

it within the regional and, more importantly, moral context of the American South 

warrants attention and recognition.  In addition to his reminder that the SBC was founded 

in 1845 upon a (“Christian”) pro-slavery stance15 amidst antebellum slavery-abolition 

debates, Bloom points also to the “vehement nostalgia combined with a rejection of [the 

South’s] subsequent history” that persisted among Southern Baptists after the Civil War.  

These two religious and cultural ingredients, Bloom says, led also to a rejection of 

“nearly every new idea of the last third of the nineteenth century,” which was translated 

																																																								
14 Harold Bloom, The American Religion, 2nd ed. (New York: Chu Hartley Publishers, 2006). 

206. 
 
15 Ironically, as Bloom points out, there were not, at least at first, many Baptists that belonged to 

the slave-holding class in the South. This particular societal class was made up mostly of (at least nominal) 
Episcopalians, such as Will Percy and his family. However, “by 1845 the upwardly mobile, industrious 
Baptists increasingly possessed slaves” (see Bloom, 211). 
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into an anti-intellectualism that Bloom sees as very much existent in modern Southern 

Baptist circles.16 

 Taken together, the Southern Baptists’ moral moorings combined with their 

particular nostalgia and anti-intellectualism each seem to coincide with the Catonist-

Agrarian framework present in the South, and particularly after the War.  If Bloom’s 

analysis is correct, one clearly sees an echo of what Wendell Berry called the 

“‘sentimental faith that history makes the grass green’” among Southern Baptists.17  But 

in addition to this sentimental faith, Bloom sees in Southern Baptists18 a newly emerging 

form of Gnosticism, which, he claims, is the “American Religion.”19  Through their 

treatment of the biblical text (the interpretation of which is to be handed down to laity by 

“an elite” of pastors) as a kind of talisman, and because of their “[staking] everything 

upon a personal friendship with Jesus,” Bloom suggests that Southern Baptist faith is one 

that has assented to a sweated sort of Christian faith without having developed a proper 

grammar.20  Thus, as an iteration of the American Religion, Bloom sees the faith of 

																																																								
16 ibid. 211, 213.  
 
17 Qtd. in King, A Southern Renaissance, 56. 
   
18 We should note that Bloom’s critique of Southern Baptists is leveled primarily against the 

Fundamentalist strains as they have existed since the early 1980s: those strains headed up by the likes of 
Jerry Falwell and W.A. Criswell. Under the leadership of those such as Falwell and Criswell, Bloom writes, 
“ceased to be a religious body, in any true sense, and [became] a rather frightening American 
phenomenon…” (The American Religion, 248). These strains of Southern Baptism, for Bloom, are “the 
result of a purely political and social conspiracy that… masquerades as a religious movement” (ibid. 252). 

 
19 A professed Gnostic, Bloom does not so much criticize the content of Southern Baptist 

theology as he does the communication of it. Indeed, we need note that Bloom has no reason, himself 
Gnostic, to condemn the theology of the Southern Baptist Convention as he presents it.   

  
20 Bloom, The American Religion, 253.   
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modern Southern Baptists as “neither a Christian ‘believing that’ nor a Judaic ‘trusting 

in’; it is a knowing….”21  

Though we have established the notion that Southern Christianity (more 

specifically Southern Baptists) following the Civil War carried with it Catonist 

conceptions of society, Gnostic tendencies, and a concern for the preservation of a certain 

modus vivendi, we have not yet undertaken an analysis of the strains of theological 

thought that helped to perpetuate it.  In order to gain a sense of the way in which such a 

societal goal was justified theologically among Southern Stoic-Christians, it seems fitting 

to look into at least a cross section of the preaching that took place from week to week 

within the walls of the local church.  It is to such a task that I now turn.  

 
 
Southern Baptist Soul Competency, E.Y. Mullins, and Douglas Hudgins: the Religion of 

the Closed Church 
 
 Edgar Young Mullins, the former president of Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, was the first to espouse the theological concept of soul competency in The 

Axioms of Religion: “…competency of the soul in religion excludes at once all human 

interference, such as episcopacy, and infant baptism, and every form of religion by proxy. 

Religion is a personal matter between the soul and God.”22  Curtis Freeman greatly 

assists us in understanding Mullins’ theology on its own terms.  Mullins’ theology of soul 

competency was, first and foremost, grounded in the religious experience of the 

individual before God.  In this vein, Freeman notes that there was in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century, both among theological liberals and conservatives alike, a turn to 

																																																								
21 Ibid. 292. Emphasis mine.  
  
22 Qtd. in Marsh, God’s Long Summer. 106-7.   
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the subject.  He writes: “The theocentrism of the [Protestant] Reformation was displaced 

by the anthropocentrism of liberalism as the religious subject became the principal object 

of attention.”  But, such anthropocentrism was not unique to liberal theology as advanced 

by those in the school of Friedrich Schleiermacher and others: “It [was and] is at the 

center of modern conservative theology,” as well.23  

 Though anthropocentric to a certain extent, Freeman points out that the soul 

competency theology Mullins advanced was not by any stretch to be regarded as 

relativistic.  Mullins took no issue with what he saw as “‘the reality of religious 

experience’” as advanced by liberal theologians such as William James and 

Schleiermacher.  Freeman further notes that Mullins’ theology of religious experience as 

manifested in the doctrine of soul competency was ultimately concordant with the Barth’s 

description of modern theology after Schleiermacher in that, for Mullins, “the reality of 

God and God’s revelation are known experientially, and experiential knowledge is 

foundational to theology.”24  But, what was clear for Mullins was that religious 

experience had to be informed by, if not grounded in, a much wider, fixed reality.  In 

summary, “Christ was,” for Mullins, “the author [of religious experience] who vitalizes 

faith.”25   

																																																								
23 Curtis W. Freeman, “E.Y. Mullins and the Siren Songs of Modernity,” in Through a Glass 

Darkly: Contested Notions of Baptist Identity (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2011). 92.  
 
24 Ibid. 94. Emphasis mine. What follows is the wider context for this quotation: “[F]or Mullins, 

the vector of theological correlation was from experience to God, not from God to experience as Karl Barth 
and (Mullins’ own student) W.T. Conner would subsequently argue… Barth argued that all the varieties of 
modern theology after Schleiermacher accept two cardinal principles: (1) the encounter with God is a 
human religious experience that can be established historically and physiologically, and (2) this experience 
is the actualization of the human religious capacity.”  

 
25 Ibid.   
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 However, at its worst, such a theological tenet can easily be fashioned into what 

Bloom claims to be “a Gnostic knowing of Jesus through direct acquaintance.”26  If 

matters of the individual soul are divorced from extrinsic socio-ethical realities, then one 

reaches a point at which any conception of morality dictated by religious experience 

amounts to little to nothing more than esoteric personal sentiment propagated by a totally 

unmediated encounter with a disembodied and misunderstood Christ.  

A case-in-point regarding the exposition and practice of this particular brand of 

theology is W. Douglas Hudgins, the pastor of the First Baptist Church of Jackson, 

Mississippi from 1946 to 1969.  A Southern Baptist dignitary (indeed, as one journalist 

dubbed him, “Mister Baptist”), Hudgins was educated in traditional Southern Baptist 

theology, particularly as it was advanced by E.Y. Mullins.  However, though Hudgins 

clearly admired Mullins, he misunderstood his theology.  This misunderstanding, in 

addition to the adoption of a “republican civil religion” and an “anti-modernist 

fundamentalism,” made Hudgins a fitting representative of a Southern Christianity that 

had closed itself off from the surrounding world, and had proclaimed that “The cross of 

Christ… has nothing to do with social movements or realities beyond the church…”27 

This sort of disembodied theology was that for which Douglas Hudgins had a 

particular affinity, and even a strong conviction.  For Hudgins, the matter of salvation and 

the religious life had become totally “interiorized.”  Dangerously, this implied that “every 

reality outside [one’s personal] encounter [with Jesus Christ]” had been “stripped clean of 

sacramental consequence.”  This granted, the Christian would be unable to “find, feel, or 

																																																								
26 Bloom, The American Religion. 211.  
 
27 Marsh, God’s Long Summer. 89-90.  
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experience God in compassionate acts or in life with others,” but solely in the context of 

a private and individual spiritual encounter.28 

 Oxymoronically enough, Hudgins’ intrinsically individualistic conception of the 

religious life spilled over into particular political concerns.  Such political concerns had 

little to do with the plight of the black Southerner, however.  Most often, Hudgins’ 

political concerns were raised over anything that “[appeared] to infringe upon individual 

competency.”  The brand of civil religion that Hudgins espoused and adhered to himself 

had more to do with the preservation of states’ sovereignty, and with “moral issues like 

promiscuity and alcohol and the playing of cards.”  Only in this context does Hudgins’ 

Christianity possess any inkling of “social relevance.”29  

 Truly troubling are Hudgins’ words advancing what was, clearly, a totally false 

dichotomy between what he named “‘ecumenical acceptance’” and “‘new life in 

Christ.’”30  Speaking to the subject of the voice of the black minority in Southern society, 

Hudgins once complained that blacks’ particular political concerns had a demoralizing 

(and possibly even dehumanizing) effect on “‘those [whites]… who [did] not wish so to 

be manipulated’” by potentially poignant accounts of black suffering.  Moreover, those to 

whom these minority groups voiced their concerns were, in Hudgins’ political mind, 

being “‘maligned, caricatured and despised.’”  Hudgins seems to have held to a kind of 

social dualism that proclaimed the concerns of the government (and of the people) to be 

																																																								
28 Marsh, God’s Long Summer. 108.  
 
29 Ibid. 111.  
  
30 Ibid. In this particular passage in God’s Long Summer, Marsh recounts Hudgins’ 

disappointment with other ministers who sought to listen to the concerns of blacks clamoring for justice 
(what he called “ecumenical acceptance”), a posture that he viewed as opposed to “the true [Christian] 
faith.”  
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inimical to Christian concern, and especially as issues of race relations were concerned.  

Tellingly, Marsh sums up Hudgins politico-religious stance: “Unless the social order 

mirrors the spiritual order – arranged in autonomous, self-determining units – the 

potential for danger reaches the whole way down to the individual’s spiritual freedom.”31   

 Nor were Hudgins’ words suspended in the limbo of mere political sentiment.  On 

at least one occasion during his tenure as pastor at First Baptist Jackson, blacks who 

desired entry into Sunday morning worship were “turned away with the threat that arrests 

and jail sentences would result from further attempts to sully Hudgins’s sanctuary.”32  

Moreover, Hudgins refused during 1963 and into the summer of 1964 to respond to the 

encouragement of fellow Christian ministers such as his Southern Seminary classmate H. 

Hansel Stembridge (the pastor of First Baptist Church Lynchburg, VA until 1961)33 to 

publicly address the prevalent social atrocities occurring in and around Jackson, namely 

local violence propagated by the Klan against local Jews and blacks such as Medgar 

Evers, who was murdered there in Jackson.  It became clear that Hudgins’ social theology 

was inevitably separated into the dichotomous categories of individual experience and 

political concern, where one had little to nothing to do with the other. 

 Though Hudgins’ theology is, on many fronts, problematic, Douglas Weaver 

points out, in fairness to Hudgins, that there were also “economic and cultural factors at 

play in his theology.”  To be sure, “[Hudgins] had powerful Jacksonians in his church 

																																																								
31 Ibid.  
 
32 Ibid. 101  
 
33 Stembridge, Marsh recounts, was ushered out of his pastorate in Lynchburg in 1961 after he 

welcomed a group of black students from Lynchburg Seminary into morning worship. He then moved with 
his wife to San Francisco “and began changing affiliation from the Southern Baptist Convention to the 
more liberal American Baptist Convention,” while continuing to support civil rights causes (Ibid. 102-3).   
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that strongly supported segregation,” and thus gave Hudgins pause to carefully watch 

what he preached from the pulpit, and which causes he endorsed in public.  Hudgins’ 

refraining from public denouncement of Klan violence in and around Jackson serves as 

just one example of his taking such social precautions.  In so doing, Weaver suggests, 

Hudgins, like “many preachers in the South,” might have been hiding behind “the idea 

that religion was only private,” thus seeking to “[protect] his own back [pocket].” 34  

 The parallels of Hudgins’ social theology to Stoic ethics are many.  As Walker 

Percy suggested, the Southern Christian in particular should have been able to answer the 

question that confronted the mind of many a white Southerner during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century: “What to do with the angry blacks?”  Rather than presenting 

a Christian response grounded in the conviction that the cross of Christ informs, even 

commands, concern for the one who suffers injustly and calls the Christian himself to 

“take up his cross” and follow Christ, pastors in the South such as Hudgins opted rather 

to reflect the attitude of the Southern Catonist.35  Hudgins’ theology might well be called 

not only the theology of a Closed Society but the theology of a Closed Church. 

 
 

Carlyle Marney and a hopeful proposition for Christian Reconciliation 
 

In view of the social theology that Hudgins and other church leaders in the South 

advanced during the Civil Rights Movement, one might rightly raise the same question 

Walker Percy poses in “Mississippi: A Fallen Paradise.”36  If the Southern church’s social 

																																																								
34 C. Douglas Weaver, “E. Y. Mullins: Soul Competency and Social Ministry,” Perspectives in 

Religious Studies 36, no. 4 (2009): 445–60. 459.  
 
35 Matt 16:24, ESV.  
 
36 See note 1 above.   
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consciousness was in such a state of theological and moral disrepair, was there any sort of 

hopeful answer to such ills?  Interestingly, one finds a hopeful answer to such a question 

presented by Hudgins’ fellow Southern Baptist pastor Carlyle Marney.  The former 

pastor of both the First Baptist Church of Austin, Texas, and of Myers Park Baptist 

Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, Marney retired from the ministry in 1967 after 

sensing that his pastoral ministry to these particular congregations had little to no effect 

on his parishioners’ conduct outside the sanctuary.  

 In short, one might say that Marney noticed many members of his respective 

congregations falling prey to a disembodied Christianity.  In Priests To Each Other, 

Marney recounts several expressions of such Christianity via statements he recorded from 

select parishioners. 

“I don’t like a religion that gets involved with questions and issues.” 
“For me, religion is a very simple thing and ought to stay in its place…” 
“I don’t understand all this disturbance. I just accept! I like the old songs, simple 
stories, Bible faith. David never had these problems and Jesus didn’t talk about 
them.”37  

 
But, still more questions from outside the four walls of Marney’s churches shed light on 

some of the failures of the church he experienced during his time in the pulpit.  In light of 

the above statements from some of his more comfortable parishioners, the most telling of 

these questions might be thus stated: “‘Why does your church reject the man who needs it 

most?’”38  This, among others, seems to be the question that churches in the South such 

as First Baptist Jackson failed to answer adequately.  In fact, Marney once suggested that 

if the Southerner came face-to-face with his failures in answering this particular question, 

																																																								
37 Carlyle Marney, Priests to Each Other (Greenville, S.C: Smyth & Helwys Pub, 1991). 33. 
 
38 Ibid. 35.  
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he could not stand to own them: “‘A candid history of the South and its people would be 

unendurable for a Southerner to read. [He] could not face it. Shorn of its myths and 

legends [he] would repudiate it as [his] own.’”39 

 From its very early stages, Marney’s ministry was characterized in large part by 

an effort to bring to light the various injustices that whites (more specifically, white 

Christians) wrought upon blacks in the South.  In one of his early sermons entitled “All 

the Sons of Earth,” Marney explained what he saw as “[the] great challenge of 

civilization”: “… ‘to learn to live together… or die.’”  To Marney, it seemed that the 

Southern Christian, in response to this challenge, took a stand similar to that of Jesus’ 

disciples as Christ prepared to miraculously feed the five thousand: “‘Send them away, 

Lord; this is a desert place and the day is far-spent.’”  Surely, as Marney preached that 

day at the Union Avenue Baptist Church in Memphis, Tennessee, “‘[the] master did not 

intend this.’”40 

 What, then, was Marney’s vision for a church that would rise to the challenge?  

Certainly, as he said, it would not be “‘a gathering of smug saints’”41 that took an 

exclusive, “country club” approach to Christian practice.  Moreover, the Southern 

church’s theology would also need serious correction.  Several White Anglo-Saxon 

myths had crept into the theological consciousness of the Southern churchgoer.  Myths 

such as the “so-called curse of Ham” were used by many segregationists to justify their 

																																																								
39 Qtd. in Ralph C. Wood, Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005). 121.  
 
40 Curtis W. Freeman, “All the Sons of Earth: Carlyle Marney and the Fight against Prejudice,” 

Baptist History and Heritage, Spring 2009: 71–84. 72-3. 
 
41 Ibid. 73.  
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actions theologically.42  In the first instance, Marney emphasized the need of a church 

steeped in such pernicious theological myths and other white supremacist ideologies43 to 

repent of the falsehoods in which it was entangled.  But repenting of such misconceptions 

was only the beginning, for from such misconceptions arose from what Marney called 

“‘barriers to the Cross’”: “‘Provincialism, bigotry, narrowness, even superstition, race-

lines….’”  Importantly, Marney understood each of these barriers to be primarily rooted 

in “‘rugged individualism’”: an individualism that served as the antithesis of Christian 

community. 44 

 Thus, for Marney, it was the recollection and reimplementation of such Christian 

community that served not only as the salve for the rugged individualism on display in 

Southern churches.  Christian community was, at least in Marney’s mind, to be “the 

antidote to racism.”45  In Priests To Each Other, Marney convincingly and tellingly 

reframes the original Lutheran doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. In Christian 

community thus conceived, Marney suggests that we find an answer to that initial, 

pressing question of practical theology: “‘Why does your church reject the man who 

needs it most?’”  In other words, why does one’s church turn suffering blacks away at the 

																																																								
42 Ibid. 75. This mythical “curse of Ham” theology was wrought out of a faulty exegesis of Gen 

9:20-27, where a drunken Noah places a curse on Ham, the father of Canaan, a nation which will be “a 
servant of servants… to [its] brothers” (v. 25, ESV). Because Ham was said to have had dark skin, 
adherents to this fallacious exegetical viewpoint thought “black skin and moral degradation… [to be] signs 
of divine punishment and a warrant for racial subjugation.”  

 
43 See ibid. Freeman recounts Marney’s writing an article entitled “The Emancipation of the 

White” that appeared in The Christian Century following the Brown v. Board decision. In addition to 
tracing the origins of theological myths that helped to solidify the presence of white supremacy in the 
South, Marney also pointed to sociological claims such as that of the French novelist Joseph Arthur 
Gobineau. In his Essay on the Difference in Races, Gobineau claims, “‘all civilizations derive from the 
white race,’” and should thus be held in subjugation under white supremacy. 

 
44 Ibid. 76. 
 
45 Ibid. 77.  
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door?  Why do the members of one’s church even perpetuate such suffering?  

Conversely, lest we be retroactively (self-) righteous,46 why does one’s church shrink 

back from the Klanner, or render the white supremacist’s sin unpardonable?  

If the Church, at all times and at all places, is to fill its proper function toward all, 

Marney’s claim is that it must do similarly to what the apostles first did as recounted in 

the book of Acts.  His claim is worth quoting at length:  

Who are they in Acts? They are men of any calling who will hear the higher 
calling to become redeemers themselves! They are men who will submerge the 
lesser [concerns] in the greater, men who will assume the agony of [following 
Christ], men who will redeem as they were redeemed; men of the universal 
priesthood of believers, without benefit of clergy, rank, ordination, education, or 
position; sharing only one thing, the redemption of our Lord Jesus in the church in 
God.47  
 

Hence for Marney, the antidote for the maladies that beset the Southern church was (and 

is) true Christian community (koinonia) rooted in the view that each relationship is 

mediated, defined, and sustained by Christ himself.  Marney’s hope for the church in his 

particular time and place still stands for us today: That “through the [re]discovery of [our] 

vocation” as priests, “and the recovery of community,” the church would act as its Author 

intended, and as he himself acted.48

																																																								
46 I am borrowing this excellent phrase from Dr. Ralph Wood, Baylor University. In one of our 

conferences toward the writing of this thesis, Dr. Wood used this particular phrase in describing the stance 
that we as Christians in 2018 should not take in our critique of the Church in times past.  

  
47 Marney, Priests To Each Other, 90. Emphasis original. 
 
48 Freeman, “All the Sons of Earth," 78-9.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Race and Christian Redemption in the Life and Literature of Walker Percy 
 
 
 

Walker Percy’s literary merit and his astuteness both as a novelist and cultural 

critic are well established.  So adept was Percy at his diagnostic craft that William 

Buckley, an American political commentator, once claimed that every president of the 

United States should be forced to read carefully Percy’s (arguably) seminal novel Love in 

the Ruins following its publication: “‘It’s all there in that one book… what’s happening 

to us and why.’”1  But, aside from his scathing prose and wittily satirical and existential 

fiction, it was clear to those who knew Percy that he was a man who sought to embody 

the moral life toward which he satirized on the printed page.  One such acquaintance was 

Mrs. Helen Frick, a Covington, Louisiana, schoolteacher and a leader in the black 

community in Covington (Percy’s eventual place of residence, where he wrote most of 

his fiction).  Of Percy, Mrs. Frick said: “‘He was a fine man who did a lot for the 

community. You couldn’t find a man who did more.’”2  

In this chapter, I aim to paint a brief portrait of the man Walker Percy, drawing on 

interviews with the author and on Tolson’s biography Pilgrim in the Ruins.  This portrait 

will have as its primary focus Percy’s face-to-face interaction with and answer to the race 

question during his undergraduate years at the University of North Carolina in Chapel 

Hill and throughout his developing career as an author. In the final portion of this 
																																																								

1 Qtd. in Ralph C. Wood, The Comedy of Redemption: Christian Faith and Comic Vision in Four 
American Novelists (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991). 133. 

 
2 Qtd. in Jay Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins: A Life of Walker Percy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 

1992). 349. 
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chapter, I will analyze of particular passages from Percy’s fiction that assist us in 

understanding his treatment of the race question.  

 
 

Walker Percy’s Life in the Racially Riven South 
 

Following his father’s suicide in July 1929, Walker and his three brothers, along 

with their mother Mattie Sue Percy, moved to Greenville, Mississippi and began their life 

in the home of their adoptive uncle, William Alexander Percy.  Not three years later, in 

the spring of 1932, Mattie Sue was involved in a single-car accident that sent her vehicle 

off a bridge and into the water below.  Walker and his brother Phin were able to escape, 

but, tragically, could not get their drowning (and reluctant)3 mother to escape the sinking 

automobile with along with them.  Now Walker and his two brothers were in the sole 

care of their newly adopted uncle.  Little did Walker know that this new and necessary 

relationship with his uncle would occupy a position of indelible influence in his life 

thereafter.  Walker would eventually come to heap the highest possible praise upon his 

uncle in the foreword to Will Percy’s memoir, Lanterns on the Levee: “…he was the most 

extraordinary man I have ever known and… I owe him a debt which cannot be paid.”4  

Uncle Will’s staunch neo-Stoic ethics certainly had an effect on young Walker, if it did 

not present him with an appealing moral example.  In addition to his praise of Stoic 

																																																								
3 For a more detailed account of Mattie Sue’s death, see Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins, 98-101. 

Mattie Sue’s death was shrouded in a great deal of rumor. The question to this day remains: Why did she 
not make any sort of hearty attempt to escape her sinking vehicle? There are suspicions that a certain Stoic 
sentiment might have set in, and that this “accident” was really Percy’s mother’s suicide to end a life that 
(she may have thought) was not worth living. 

  
4 Walker Percy, "Uncle Will," in Signposts in a Strange Land (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 

Giroux, 1991). 62.  
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virtues his Uncle Will exhibited (see Chapter Two), some vestiges of his uncle’s 

Southern neo-Stoicism remained within Walker beyond his youth.  

 
 
The Chapel Hill Days 

 
However, for all the virtues that resulted from young Walker’s Catonist 

upbringing, there were certain tenets of the Southern Way of Life that remained in Percy 

as he transitioned from Greenville to Chapel Hill, North Carolina for his undergraduate 

years at UNC.  To be sure, Percy was a “staunch segregationist” throughout his years at 

Chapel Hill, and, though somewhat skeptical of his particular cultural tradition, still 

demonstrated that he was very much attracted to “the southern romance – the idealized 

picture of the southern gentry, the happy submissiveness of blacks, [and] the codes of 

honor and chivalric heroism.”  So engrained in young Percy was this outlook that he was 

shocked by such opinions as that of his lifelong best friend Shelby Foote voiced in 

support of integration: “‘I cannot believe that you, a southerner, would say [such a 

thing],’” he once retorted.5 

 In addition to Percy’s segregationist inclinations, there was another particular 

aspect of his way of thinking that alarmed Foote.  In the first place, Foote noticed in 

Walker a “contempt for any ‘truths’ that could not stand up to the scrutiny of science.” 

Percy was a thoroughgoing scientific humanist, and his undergraduate studies in 

chemistry further established him in this way of moral thought.  But, more than his 

scientific and humanistic strains of his thinking, Foote was concerned about Walker’s 

sometimes-cold cynicism that “could verge on nihilism,” which made Shelby even more 

																																																								
5 Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins. 129. 
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worried about Percy’s strangely profound affinity for the newly emerging Hitlerian order 

after his 1934 visit to Germany.6   Newly-emerging German Nazism shared many 

characteristics in common with the romanticized South from which young Percy had 

emerged.  The “Teutonic romanticism” of the Weimar culture and legendarium that 

informed “the early and strongly cultural phase of Nazism” were particularly appealing to 

this young eighteen-year-old who had been steeped in the Southern mythos. Moreover, 

Walker saw in the Hitler Youth a strong measure of devotion to a particular and all-

encompassing cultural and political ideal that reminded him of his uncle’s profoundly 

meaningful, yet profoundly discomfiting experience as a soldier in World War I.7  

Yet one crucial departure from Will Percy’s influence, as Tolson points out, was 

that young Walker’s admiration for the Hitler Youth entailed a respect for the very sort of 

people that Will Percy most detested.8  Indeed, one notices in the Nazi regime echoes of 

the brand of Southern populism espoused by the likes of Vardaman.  If nothing else, the 

Nazi desire to erect a new order of things and bring about cultural and political 

restoration was both present and prevalent in the American South.9  Such “restoration” 

was the political hope of the Populists (and, eventually, many Southern conservatives) 

that the elder Percys of the previous two generations sought intently to combat. 

																																																								
6 Ibid. 115. 
 
7 See Chapters XIV-XVII of William Alexander Percy, Lanterns on the Levee, for a detailed 

account of Uncle Will’s experiences during the First World War.  
  
8 Ibid. 118-9.  
 
9 The dire of implications of this desire come to light in the actions of Lancelot Lamar in Percy’s 

novel Lancelot (New York: Picador, 1999), in which a Lancelot, a disenchanted, liberal, Stoic Virginia 
lawyer, aims to prop up a new moral order on his own terms in a culture that he finds morally bereft. 
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 But Percy’s segregationist sentiments and the remnants of his romanticism did not 

go unchallenged during his time in Chapel Hill.  At the very least, Tolson suggests that 

the “Regionalists,” a group of social scientists at UNC studying “southern economic 

realities,” likely had more of an effect on Percy than he would have let on.  Though Percy 

took no great interest in either the social or political issues of his day while at UNC, 

Tolson notes that “[t]he stamp of [the Regionalists’] thinking can be seen in [Percy’s] 

later writings about the South”: especially in Percy’s critique of the failure of Southern 

political leadership surrounding the race issue10 and the insufficiency of the sentimental, 

romantic Catonist outlook.11   

 Perhaps one of the greatest challenges to Walker Percy’s segregationist way of 

thinking came by way of his developing relationship with David Scott, a young black 

man from Greenville who began working on Uncle Will’s estate during Percy’s 

sophomore year at Chapel Hill.  Though his early interactions with Scott certainly helped 

Walker in developing a sense of “historical fatalism”12 regarding the cultural and political 

prospects for Southern blacks, Percy would be forced to reckon with the eminent reality 

of black suffering vis-à-vis Scott upon his return home from Chapel Hill in the summer of 

1938.  While at Uncle Will’s Sewanee estate, David was given leave to use Will’s car to 

																																																								
10 See Percy, “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” in Signposts in a Strange Land.  
 
11 Ibid. 111. For Percy’s treatment of the Catonist outlook see “Stoicism in the South,” in 

Signposts in a Strange Land.  
 
12 Ibid. 131. Tolson describes Percy’s fatalism thusly: “Blacks, having suffered at the hands of 

whites, [had] acquired a certain dignity and wisdom, but any effort to lift themselves out of their less-than-
desirable station in life [involved] a compromise of their best ‘black’ qualities. By struggling to escape their 
historical fate… blacks could only bring greater woe upon themselves – and lose their souls in the process.”  

Young Percy saw this particular characteristic in David Scott, who, in Percy’s mind, was “‘too 
naively trusting and optimistic’” of his new station working for Uncle Will. Such a perception remained 
with Percy, who rather clearly modeled David Ross, a helper in the Vaught household in The Last 
Gentleman, after David Scott (see Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins, 130-1).  
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take a young woman on a date. During the date, Scott was pulled over by two local white 

policemen whose sole purpose was “to break Scott down” through racial insults.13  Upon 

his return to the estate, a tearful Scott related the story to Walker and his uncle.  Having 

witnessed this incident, and the very real suffering of his black friend, Walker was made 

to see the dehumanizing and undignifying effects of the societal system of segregation, 

which he had, indeed, “tacitly embraced.”14 

 
 
Conversion and Christian Conviction 

 
Following his graduation from UNC, Walker went on to earn a medical degree 

from Columbia University.  After later contracting tuberculosis while in a pathology 

fellowship at Bellevue Hospital in New York City, Walker was sent to the Trudeau 

Sanatorium at Lake Saranac in the Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York for 

treatment.  For almost two years Walker did mostly one thing: read.  Among the many 

authors he read during this particular period of his life was “the great Danish 

philosopher”15 Søren Kierkegaard.  Through his reading of Kierkegaard, Percy came to 

realize that his outward sickness was a sign of an inward one: the temptation to despair 

(what Kierkegaard called The Sickness Unto Death).  Such despair came with his finding 

																																																								
13 Ibid. 146.  
 
14 Ibid. 147.  
 
15 Walker Percy, The Moviegoer, (New York: Vintage, 1998). 237. Here Percy, through the 

narrator Binx Bolling, gives nod to Kierkegaard.  
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that the scientism (concomitant with Kierkegaard’s “Genius”)16 to which he had ascribed 

could not provide an answer to the most nagging questions and desires Percy had. 

 If this was not a “literary conversion,” Percy’s reading of Kierkegaard certainly 

left him with “a new understanding of Christianity itself.”  “[T]rue individuality” and 

“authenticity of self,” Percy realized, could only be found “through submission to some 

higher authority.17  With this revelation, Walker decided to go on a retreat westward with 

his best mate, Shelby Foote.  It was on this westward trip that Percy finally and firmly 

decided that he must do three things.  First, having realized his vocation during his time 

at Saranac Lake, Percy must become a writer; second, he must enter the Catholic Church; 

thirdly, he must marry Bunt Townsend, the young Baptist girl he had met during a 

clinical internship in pathology in Greenville, and the only woman he ever felt truly 

comfortable around.  

 These things Percy did, and in the winter of 1946 he and Bunt settled down in 

New Orleans and began to put down roots there.  Thus began Percy’s (and Bunt’s) rather 

slow introduction into the Catholic Church.  On the one hand, Percy’s entrance forced 

him to reckon with alternative options to the scientism (and moral relativism) he once 

adhered to.  One alternative that surfaced for Percy was his revered uncle’s admirable 

neo-Stoicism that had as its aim self-preservation of one’s moral dignity in both private 

and public dealings.  However, Percy could not bring himself to embrace such a 

																																																								
16 I am here referring to Kierkegaard’s essay “Of Difference between a Genius and an Apostle,” in 

which Kierkegaard claims that the knowledge offered by a genius is always sublimated by the next great 
discovery in a given field (say, of pathology), and is thus confined to the realm of the merely immanent. By 
contrast, the knowledge that an apostle offers must come from a higher, transcendent source (namely, in 
Kierkegaard’s case, from God), and is thus a knowledge that can be considered truly authoritative, and is a 
knowledge that gives one the freedom to speak with authority.   

 
17 Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins. 175. 
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framework.  His “feelings of self-digust and unworthiness,” the gaping holes that he 

recognized in his human condition, would not allow it.  It was precisely because of this 

feeling of unworthiness that Percy came to Christianity, for, as Tolson writes, Christian 

anthropology “put human... inadequacy at the center… [and] it taught that recognition of 

this inadequacy was the first step in hearing the Christian message.”18  Following this 

firm intellectual realization and his intellectual satisfaction with Christianity, Walker 

began the slow process of learning the doctrine and dogma of Catholicism, that he might 

“perform the duties of a good Catholic.”19  

 Percy’s entrance into the Christian flock and his early reception of Christian faith 

led him, among other things, to a newfound and “increasing support for the civil rights 

effort” in and alongside the church.20  In the first instance, Walker became at least 

cursorily involved with the Institute of Human Relations, founded by Father Louis 

Twomey, a Jesuit priest and civil rights activist in New Orleans.  Though Percy was 

never a leading figure in the discussions that the Institute regularly had, the Christian 

reflection and calls to action that characterized these meetings certainly began to gnaw 

away at the former segregationist’s way of thinking.  Among other things, Percy began to 

reckon with new social tensions created by the integration of Southern public schools, a 

subject he treated in his controversial 1957 essay “The Southern Moderate.”21 

																																																								
18 Ibid. 199-200.   
 
19 Ibid. 201.   
 
20 Ibid. 203.   
 
21 This particular essay was controversial because of its appeal, as Tolson writes, “for 

understanding on all sides” of the issue of integration of public schools. Percy’s main caution regarding this 
issue was that forced integration would, in regard to whites, “[open] an intimate social zone… to the people 
they feared the most” (274-5). This did, of course, have rather catastrophic historical results (one need think 



 48 

 Percy’s most active involvement in the movement toward black civil rights, 

however, occurred during his residence in the small town of Covington, Louisiana, north 

of New Orleans across Lake Pontchartrain.  One prong of Percy’s efforts was, as 

expected, his composition of public criticism via essays.  Percy composed his particularly 

important essay, “Mississippi: The Fallen Paradise,” in the fall of 1964, which followed 

what one might rightly call the most heated point of the whole of the Civil Rights 

Movement: the Freedom Summer of 1964.22  In addition to his own literary efforts, Percy 

was asked by Will Campbell, a Baptist pastor from Taylor, Louisiana, to serve on the 

editorial board of a new journal called Katallagete (in the Greek, “Be ye reconciled”), 

and to serve as a primary contributor, writing about “the failure of Southern Christians to 

advance the cause of racial justice.”  This journal was a publication of the Committee of 

Southern Churchmen, which Campbell helped to found, toward the goal of “[tackling] the 

race question head on.”23 

 The other, and possibly more important, prong of Percy’s civil rights effort was to 

help with both the founding and the operation of the Community Relations Council of 

Greater Covington.  The aim of this organization was not only to foster a climate of racial 

reconciliation, but also to assist blacks in the community in attaining basic societal needs 

denied them as a result of segregation: “employment, housing… school integration,” and 

the like.  Percy himself served on the Relations Council’s education committee, and 

																																																																																																																																																																					
of the so-called “Battle of Oxford” over James Meredith in Mississippi or the incident at Central High 
School in Little Rock, AR). Percy did, however, point out in this essay that an important step to a solution 
of this particular issue would be the white recognition that public schools were, indeed, public places, and 
thus meant to be shared just as “‘a post office or a department store elevator’” (Qtd. in Tolson 275).  

 
22 For an extensive treatment of the Freedom Summer from different socio-cultural and 

theological perspectives, see Charles Marsh, God’s Long Summer.  
  
23 Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins. 323. 
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helped launch a Head Start Program for disadvantaged black children in Covington.  

(Percy even served as a bus driver for Head Start for a period of time while in search of 

others who would be able to fill the role.)  In addition to the Head Start Program, Percy 

helped to organize a credit union as a branch of the Relations Council to assist black 

families who had trouble acquiring loans for new businesses or homes.24  

 Aside from the typical white supremacist political resistance against civil rights 

action in the South of the ’60s, Percy’s efforts and those of his fellow workers were met 

with considerable peril.  Tolson recounts that Curt Thomsen, a psychologist who was one 

of Percy’s co-laborers, had a Klan cross burned in his yard.25 The Percy family, too, had 

an encounter with the local Klansmen.  Percy recalled this encounter in an interview 

when asked, “Have you ever been engaged in political activity?”  

“Only in a small way in the sixties… One small bomb threat from the Klan and 
one interesting night in the attic with my family and a shotgun, feeling both 
pleased and ridiculous and beset with ambiguities – for I knew some of the Klan 
people and they are not bad fellows, no worse probably than bleeding-heart 
liberals.”26 
 

 Percy’s cultural outlook was certainly satirical, at times cynical, and yet rarely if 

ever fully condemnatory of the evils he noticed surrounding him.  The satire 

characteristic of Percy’s novels is distinctly hopeful: “It assaults the fake and the phony 

in the name of the truth.  It ridicules the inhuman in order to affirm the human. Satire is 

always launched in the mode of hope.”27  Thus in his fiction do we find Percy not only 

																																																								
24 Ibid. 347.  
 
25 Ibid. 348.   
 
26 Lewis A. Lawson, and Victor A. Kramer, eds. More Conversations with Walker Percy 

(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993). 152-3.  
 

27 Percy, "Southern and Catholic," Signposts in a Strange Land. 182. 
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lambasting the dehumanizing racism in its several forms that plagued the South in 

particular and the United States writ large.  We find Percy also offering, turn by turn, 

glimmers of hope for perennial predicaments.  It is to an analysis of Percy’s treatment of 

the race question in his fiction that I now turn. 

 
 

Critique of Racism and Hope for Reconciliation in the Fiction of Walker Percy 
 

Though Walker Percy, as Buckley suggested,28 was a novelist whose cultural 

criticism aimed at the much wider malaise into which he saw American culture plunging, 

he was also a Southerner.  Hence, Percy was particularly concerned with treating what he 

saw as the keystone socio-political issue in his particular region.  “I don’t see how 

anybody, any serious writer living in the south, or in America for that matter… can avoid 

the social issue of race,” he told Carlton Cremeens in a 1968 interview.29  Percy’s 

treatment of the race question rises to the surface at several points in each of his novels—

yet not in a manner that is either purely didactic or propagandist.  I will here point out 

and comment upon some of the seminal passages in two of Percy’s novels, The 

Moviegoer and Love in the Ruins, that treat not only the existence of white racism in the 

South as such, but also the surrounding moral conditions (such as those discussed in 

Chapter One) that led to the mistreatment and marginalization of blacks. 

 Before undertaking my commentary on Percy’s novels, it is important to note that 

each of these two novels is narrated from a first person perspective.  Hence, the reader, in 

many cases, does not have the benefit of knowing the narrator’s particular thoughts.  

																																																								
28 See note 1 above.   
 
29 Lawson and Kramer, Conversations with Walker Percy. 17.  
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Such a limitation can cause a great degree of difficulty in ascertaining the author’s moral 

intent in particular passages of the novel, seeing as he has less freedom to write his own 

thoughts into his characters.  As I will later point out, some of Percy’s readers throughout 

the years have fallen into the interpretive trap of equating the thoughts of his characters 

with his own thoughts and vice versa.  I offer this small interlude before my analysis of 

his fiction in hopes that we will take care not to fall into a similar trap.   

 
 
A Sweated Stoic Moralism: The Moviegoer 
 

Walker Percy’s protagonist in The Moviegoer is Binx Bolling, a listless 

stockbroker who in hopes of filling a deep-seated void undertakes a “search” for ultimate 

meaning that drives novel’s plot.  Bolling is a man who is conscious of a nagging despair 

that he attempts to alleviate, at first, through a hedonistic existence marked by frequent 

sexual encounters with his secretaries and leading a quiet life in the suburban seclusion of 

Gentilly, a ritzy New Orleans borough.  We learn, though, from the earliest stages of the 

novel, that Binx sees at least one alternative to a life of hedonism.  This alternative is 

presented by his Southern duchess of an aunt, Emily Cutrer, whom we find to be a 

Catonist par excellence.   

 In the opening scene of the novel, Binx recounts one of his first interactions with 

Aunt Emily at the young age of eight.  Following his brother Scotty’s death from 

pneumonia, Binx goes walking behind the hospital with Aunt Emily, who, of a sudden, 

seems to “have all the time in the world” and to be “willing to talk about anything [Binx 

wants] to talk about.”  However, it becomes clear that Aunt Emily has a particular 

enjoinder in mind for Binx: “Scotty is dead,” she rather tersely reminds Binx.  “Now it’s 
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all up to you.  It’s going to be difficult for you but I know you’re going to act like a 

soldier.”30 

 Aunt Emily’s enjoinder identifies her as a fine exemplar of the Catonist tradition 

with which we have been interacting.  Her encouragement of Binx simply to be a brave 

trooper during such a trying time as his brother’s bereavement demonstrates a certain 

kind of comfort in death and defeat that is as inevitable as it is cheerless.  A passage that 

more clearly reveals such acceptance of, and even reveling in, defeat comes during one of 

Binx’s first visits to Aunt Emily’s house as an adult.  As she continues to prod Binx to 

enter medical school so that he might make a useful contribution to society, Emily 

reflects on the calling that, she understands, extends to each person:  

“I don’t quite know what we’re doing on this insignificant cinder spinning away 
in the dark corner of the universe. That is a secret which the high gods have not 
confided in me. Yet one thing I believe and I believe it with every fibre of my 
being. A man must live by his lights and do what little he can and do it as best he 
can. In this world goodness is destined to be defeated. But a man must go down 
fighting. That is the victory. To do anything is to be less than a man.”31 

 

 Binx sees in Aunt Emily’s Catonist tradition a coherent but groundless 

understanding of the eminent and inner chaos of human life in which he finds himself.  

He marvels, too, at the boldness with which Emily accepts that this chaos has the final 

word: “For her too the fabric is dissolving, but for her even the dissolving makes sense. 

She understands the chaos to come. It seems so plain when I see it through her eyes.”  If 

such chaos, then, is the ultimate outcome, “[Binx’s] duty in life is simple.”  He must go 

																																																								
30 Percy, The Moviegoer. 4.  
 
31 Ibid. 54. Emphasis mine.  
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to medical school and do what is morally right in helping others as best he can while he 

has the time left to do so.32 

 Though Binx is attracted to Aunt Emily’s moral framework, he can find no 

impetus to embrace it on her terms.  As Wood writes, there is something vacuous about 

the moral aspirations Aunt Emily sets forth.  In short, her exhortation to Binx to make a 

moral contribution rings hollow insofar as it is “existentially, indeed theologically, 

empty.”  Emily “can tell Binx what he should do but not why he should do it.”33 

 It comes as no surprise, then, that during the final stages of the novel Binx is 

unmoved and unimpressed by Aunt Emily’s final “dressing down”34 of American morals 

(which is certainly a dressing down of Binx’s moral life, as well).  Our civilization, she 

wittily claims, is full of “common [men]” who have “enshrined mediocrity as [the] 

national ideal.” She goes on:  

“[Other societies] have been corrupt, but leave it to us to invent the most 
undistinguished of corruptions. No orgies, no blood running in the street, no 
babies thrown off cliffs. No, we’re sentimental people and we horrify easily. True, 
our moral fiber is rotten. Our national character stinks to high heaven. But we are 
kinder than ever… We are the most sincere Laodiceans who ever got flushed 
down the sinkhole of history… Perhaps we are a biological sport. I am not sure. 

																																																								
32 Ibid. 54.   
 
33 Wood, The Comedy of Redemption. 165. Emphasis original.  
 
34 Percy himself provides some important context for this particular scene in a 1971 interview 

with John C. Carr, relating Aunt Emily to her fellow Catonist, Uncle Will:  
 “Q: Shelby Foote [Walker Percy’s lifelong best friend and fellow author] mentioned that he 
thought Aunt Emily in The Moviegoer, who gives the speech about broadsword virtues, is your uncle in 
disguise. 
 A: It’s very close. In that particular scene, when she tells off Binx… that’s the way Uncle Will 
would have told him off. And of course he’d be partly right. People in the South think that’s the best part of 
the book, where Aunt Emily tells off Binx, and they think that Aunt Emily’s point of view represents my 
point of view! [Which, of course, is not the case.]” (Larson and Kramer, Conversations with Walker Percy, 
65).  
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But one thing I am sure of: we live by our lights, we die by our lights, and 
whoever the high gods may be, we’ll look them in the eye without apology.”35 

 

Following the end of her arrogant and sarcastic diatribe, Binx the narrator cannot take his 

eyes off the sword-shaped letter opener that Aunt Emily has been twirling around in her 

fingers speaking to him.  He recalls his having bent the tip of this letter opener while 

attempting to open a drawer in Aunt Emily’s desk with it.  Binx, then, immediately 

identifies Aunt Emily’s stern denunciation of the current American moral climate as a 

merely moralistic critique that offers no proposal for any kind of ultimate or lasting 

remedy to the ills pointed out.  The only remedy Aunt Emily seems to be able to offer is, 

“Simply do what is right, though the world crashes down around you”: an offer that, for 

Binx, is as ineffective as a bent sword.    

 What, then, is to serve as a hopeful way out for Binx?  Is there hope beyond 

simply bucking up, being a good soldier, getting a medical degree, and doing as much 

good as he possibly can?  An answer might well lie in one of the final scene of the main 

action of the novel.  While sitting in (his wife-to-be) Kate Cutrer’s car on the side of the 

road next to a local Catholic church, Binx notices some youths walking past with ashes 

smudged on their forehead, thus indicating it is Ash Wednesday.  After a few minutes, a 

black man driving a “florid new Mercury” parks behind Binx and Kate, gets out of the 

																																																								
35 Percy, The Moviegoer. 224. One might recognize several similarities between Aunt Emily’s 

Catonist outlook and that of Will Percy. In reading the following passage, from the final paragraph of 
Lanterns on the Levee, we can see why Walker Percy used his uncle as a model for the character of Aunt 
Emily: 

“Here among the graves in the twilight I see on thing only, but I see that thing clear. I see the long 
wall of a rampart sombre with sunset, a dusty road at its base. On the tower of the rampart stand the 
glorious high gods, Death and the rest, insolent and watching. Below on the road stream the tribes of men, 
tired, bent, hurt, and stumbling, and each man alone. As one comes beneath the tower, the High God 
descends and faces the wayfarer. He speaks three slow words: ‘Who are you?’ The pilgrim I know should 
be able to straighten his shoulders, to stand his tallest, and to answer defiantly: ‘I am your son’” (348). 
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car, and goes into the church to (supposedly) have ashes imposed.  Binx thus describes 

this man as he walks up to the church: 

He is more respectable than respectable; he is more middle-class than one could 
believe: his Archie Moore mustache, the way he turns and, seeing us see him, 
casts a weather eye at the sky; the way he plucks a handkerchief out of his rear 
pocket with a flurry of his coat tail and blows his nose in a magic placative 
gesture (you see, I have been here before: it is a routine matter).36 
 

We cannot say for certain, from this description, whether this unnamed black man has 

successfully assimilated himself into the everyday, white middle-class world.  But, by all 

accounts, he is to be viewed as one who is well established in the particular mannerisms 

and social protocol of such a culture, including his driving an ostentatious automobile, his 

being well-dressed, and even his attendance of an Ash Wednesday service as a good 

Catholic.   

The Negro has already come outside. His forehead is an ambiguous sienna color 
and pied: it is impossible to be sure that he received ashes. When he gets in his 
Mercury, he does not leave immediately but sits looking down at something on 
the seat beside him. A sample case? An insurance manual? I watch him closely in 
the rear-view mirror. It is impossible to say why he is here. Is it part and parcel of 
the complex business of coming up in the world? Or is it because he believes that 
God himself is present here at the corner of Elysian Fields and Bons Enfants? Or 
is he here for both reasons: through some dim dazzling trick of grace, coming for 
the one and receiving the other as God’s own importune bonus?  
 It is impossible to say.37 
 
Such a scene is, in typical Percy-esque fashion, almost totally ambiguous.38  In the 

first instance, Binx cannot tell whether or not this black man has had ashes imposed, 

																																																								
36 Percy, The Moviegoer, 233. 
 
37 Ibid. 235.  
 
38 As I mentioned in the introductory paragraph of this section (see page 50), Percy’s treatment of 

matters of moral import in his fiction rarely take on didactic form. Thus, the ambiguity present in this final 
scene of the main action in The Moviegoer should not lead us to think that Percy, the author, has no moral 
intent in mind regarding this black man’s response to God’s grace. Rather, such ambiguity should lead us to 
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representing his penitence, because of his dark complexion that seems to hide the black 

smudge on his forehead.  A further confounding factor lies in Binx’s conjecture about the 

object the black man looks at in the front seat.  If Binx is right in his conjecture that the 

object pertains strictly to this black man’s success in the workplace, his “coming up in the 

world,” it seems that this man has come to church on Ash Wednesday as a means of 

gaining social capital.  Alternatively, if this black man casts a gaze down at his work 

material in the front seat out of penitential grief that he has fashioned his work into an 

idol, it would seem that he has come to church on Ash Wednesday for a truly good 

reason: to express his humble repentance.  

Still, this scene offers the further possibility of this black man’s being “tricked 

into” receiving God’s grace unawares, even if he has come to church with the motivation 

to, as it were, “check the social boxes.”  If, indeed, this black man has been tricked into 

God’s grace, this means that he has fallen into a comic (i.e. Dantesque) existence that 

opens up to hopeful life outside of (1) his constant effort to assimilate to white middle-

class culture or (2) his living under the dehumanizing effects of the white paternalism 

which he has, as of now, successfully escaped.  Binx may well entertain this possibility 

precisely because he hopes to fall into the same gracious trickery, thus finding his own 

redemption from his self-indulgent life of “everydayness.”39  If we turn to the Epilogue of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
tease out the possible moral implications of each possible response this black man (and Binx, as well) 
might take to God’s “dim dazzling trick of grace.”  

 
39 Ibid. 13. In a 1986 interview, Percy contextualized his use of the Heideggerean term 

“everydayness” in The Moviegoer: “Living in an ordinary neighborhood, as Binx says, one is uncertified, 
one sees the same people, one goes about one’s business, sees people who are alive maybe more dead than 
alive, sees the same buildings, and everything falls victim to what Heidegger would call alltäglichkeit, 
everydayness. And yet when this very same ordinary scene is represented in the movies it all of a sudden 
becomes alive, it becomes certified so that Binx and Kate are experiencing the phenomenon of 
certification” (Lawson and Kramer, More Conversations with Walker Percy, 165).  
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The Moviegoer, we find what might serve as an answer to the question of whether or not 

Binx has been tricked into the reception of God’s redeeming grace.  

The final scene in the Epilogue takes place in a hospital, where Binx’s half-

brother Lonnie is suffering from hepatitis and is clearly about to die.  Throughout the 

previous pages of the novel, Lonnie stands over against both moral alternatives to Binx’s 

despair (Aunt Emily’s righteous Catonism and a life of hedonism) in his faithful 

Catholicism.  Importantly, Lonnie retains his Catholic faith even as it is tested through his 

existence as a paraplegic.  He has, unlike Binx, every reason to despair at his sickly state, 

and yet is able to “laugh at himself” and “live redemptively in the world because he 

knows that he is bound for a better country” in eternity with God.40  Moreover, Lonnie is 

consistently able to recognize in himself the sickness of sin from which he suffers, and 

responds in penitence upon such recognition.41  Such faithfulness and comic vision that 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Binx Bolling, as the narrator in The Moviegoer, embodies such an explanation in the following 

passage:  
“What is the nature of the search [for meaning]? you ask.  
Really it is very simple, at least for a fellow like me… 
The search is what anyone would undertake if he were not sunk in the everday ness of his own 

life. this morning, for example, I felt as if I had come to myself on a strange island. And what does such a 
castaway do? Why, he pokes around the neighborhood and he doesn’t miss a trick.  

To become aware of the possibility of the search is to be onto something. Not to be onto 
something is to be in despair.  

The movies are onto the search, but they screw it up. The search always ends in despair. They like 
to show a fellow coming to himself in a strange place—but what does he do? He takes up with the local 
librarian, sets about proving to the local children what a nice fellow he is, and settles down with a 
vengeance. In two weeks time he is so sunk in everydayness that he might just as well be dead” (Percy, The 
Moviegoer, 13). 

 
40 Wood, The Comedy of Redemption, 170.  
 
41 One particular scene in which Lonnie’s self-awareness is revealed is his conversation with Binx 

during Binx’s visit to his mother’s fishing camp in the Louisiana bayous. The following is a passage from 
this conversation, much worth quoting at length: 

“ ‘…I do not think you should fast,’ [Binx tells Lonnie].  
‘Why not?’ 
‘You’ve had pneumonia twice in the past year. It would not be good for you. I doubt if your 

confessor would allow it. Ask him.’ 
‘He is allowing it.’ 
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Lonnie demonstrates seems to have an irrevocable impact on Binx: indeed, as Wood 

points out, “Lonnie is… the one person in the novel whom Binx does not mock.  He sees 

that the boy, unlike nearly everyone else, has broken the shackles of conformity that 

chain us to the imprisoning self.”42 

Lonnie’s impact on Binx’s very existence is revealed in this final scene of the 

novel.  Binx is surrounded by Lonnie’s siblings outside the hospital room as “their eyes 

search out [his] and they cast about for ways of prolonging the conversation” about 

Lonnie’s eminent death.  In questions that smack of childlike faith, Lonnie’s siblings 

allow Binx to reveal his real, though understated, convictions regarding what happens 

after Lonnie dies: 

Donice casts about. “Binx,” he says and then appears to forget. “When 
Our Lord raises us up on the last day, will Lonnie still be in a wheelchair or will 
he be like us?” 
 “He’ll be like you.”  
 “You mean he’ll be able to [water-] ski?” The children cock their heads 
and listen like old men.  
 “Yes.”  
 “Hurray!” cry the twins, but somewhat abstractly and more or less 
attentive to the sound of their own voices.43 

																																																																																																																																																																					
‘On what grounds?’ 
‘To conquer an habitual disposition… A disposition to envy.’ 
‘Envy who?’ 
‘Duval [Lonnie’s brother].’ 
‘Duval is dead.’ 
‘Yes. But envy is not merely sorrow at another’s fortune: it is also joy at another’s misfortune.’ 
‘Are you still worried about that? You accused yourself and received absolution, didn’t you?’  
‘Yes.’ 
‘Then don’t be scrupulous.’ 
‘I’m not scrupulous.’ 
‘Then what’s the trouble?’ 
‘I’m still glad he’s dead’” (Percy, The Moviegoer, 162-3).  
 
42 Ibid.   
 
43 Percy, The Moviegoer, 240. This particular scene, we should note, contains clear echoes to the 

ending scene of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, during which Alyosha promises the 
young schoolboys that their dead friend Ilyusha will rise from the dead and meet them in eternity with God. 
The young schoolboy Kolya’s shout of “‘Hurrah for Karamazov!’” implies that the sensual, self-absorbed, 
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Thus it seems that Binx has, in light of his earlier encounter with the black man outside 

the church on Ash Wednesday, has fallen for the dazzling trick of grace.  He candidly 

confesses that Lonnie will be resurrected on the last day and that he will be made whole 

in his resurrected body.  Though Binx is not yet a Christian believer deeply rooted in his 

convictions, he nevertheless speaks Christian truth: a truth that stands as the coherent and 

convincing answer to both his own life of rampant hedonism and Aunt Emily’s fierce, but 

empty, Catonist moralism.   

 Thus does Binx, after his lengthy epistemological and moral “search,” arrive at a 

radical kind of Christianity.  Though unable to eloquently explain Christian doctrine, and 

though minimal in his acceptance of the Christian message, the Binx of the final pages of 

the novel has, at the very least, grasped at the roots of redemptive grace.  For the very 

resurrection life that Binx claims Lonnie will experience is that which he hopes for: a life 

in which Binx might receive God’s grace for his sinful failures (a grace that a Catonic 

moralist such as Aunt Emily does not offer), and one that has as its telos a hope of life 

hereafter that drowns both Binx’s hedonistic despair and the pessimistic Catonist’s 

acceptance of final defeat.   

 
 
The Failure of Scientism as Reconciler: Love in the Ruins 

 
Following his conversion to Catholicism and the beginnings of his work with 

Catholic civil rights activists such as Father Louis Twomey in New Orleans, Walker 

Percy began to take a firm, convicted stance on the race question.  Through his Catholic 

																																																																																																																																																																					
nihilistic Karamazovian tendencies are being salved by God’s grace. So, not only is God’s grace an 
invitation to those who, like Alyosha, have remained faithful, but to those who are radically unfaithful, as 
well (see Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990). 776.).  
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and Christian lenses, Percy came to see “the treatment of blacks in the United States [as] 

something like America’s Original Sin.”44  In his seminal novel, Love in the Ruins, Percy 

seems, through his protagonist Dr. Tom More, M.D. (a bad Catholic who “[loves] women 

best, music and science next, whiskey next, God fourth, and [his] fellowman hardly at 

all”),45 to communicate clearly this particular conviction.  As Dr. More talks into his 

voice recorder driving down the interstate near Baton Rouge, he reflects sarcastically 

upon the way “[t]he poor U.S.A.”46 has treated blacks ever since it first came into 

existence: 

What a bad joke: God saying, here it is, the new Eden, and it is yours because 
you’re the apple of my eye; because you the lordly Westerners, the fierce 
Caucasian-Gentile-Visigoths, believed in me and in the outlandish Jewish Event 
even though you were nowhere near it and had to hear the news of it from 
strangers. But you believed and so I gave it all to you, gave you Israel and Greece 
and science and art and the lordship of the earth, and finally even gave you the 
new world that I blessed for you. And all you had to do was pass one little test, 
which was surely child’s play for you because you had already passed the big one. 
One little test: here’s a helpless man in Africa, all you have to do is not violate 
him. That’s all.  
 One little test: you flunk!47 
 

 For this original American sin, Dr. Tom More believes he has found a remedy, 

and that he “can save the terrible God-blessed Americans from themselves.”48  Following 

his long rant on the racial situation in the United States, he claims that he has “made a 

																																																								
44 Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins. 345. 
 
45 Percy, Love in the Ruins, 6. 
 
46 Ibid. 56.  
 
47 Ibid. 57. 
 
48 Ibid. 58. 
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breakthrough,”49 and invented an effective bridge for “the dread chasm that has rent the 

soul of Western man” since Descartes’ separation of body and soul.50  More, the good 

doctor and scientist that he is, develops a device that he calls the Lapsometer,51 which 

measures neural activity at certain centers of the brain and can exact the proper treatment 

for patients who are in states of abstraction (angelism), total carnality (bestialism), or, 

worst of all, both abstraction and total carnality (angelism-bestialism).  However, this 

chasm in the human soul turns out to be more unbridgeable than More had initially 

thought, and he finds that his efforts in the name of science and of his own achievement 

cannot put a dent in the most deep-seated of fractures in the human soul (even in his own 

soul).  

 The inability of scientism to provide a remedy for the fractured human soul is 

most clearly brought to light by a scene that takes place outside the Little Napoleon, a bar 

owned by Dr. More’s longtime friend and drinking partner Leroy Ledbetter.  As More 

and Victor Charles, More’s black Baptist friend, approach the front door of the Little 

Napoleon, More begins to rehearse subconsciously the complex Southern racial politics 

																																																								
49 Ibid.  
 
50 Ibid. 191. The passage from which this particular quote comes is worth quoting at some length. 

Tom More speaks into his tape recorder: 
“Sunday night: awake till 5 a.m…. listening to a screech owl crying like a baby in the swamp, 

assaulted by… morning terror, and nameless longings; sipped twelve toddies.  
But why should I be afraid? Tomorrow—today—I meet with the Director [of the National 

Institute for Mental Health] and hear the triumphant news about my lapsometer, the first caliper of the soul 
and the first hope of bridging the dread chasm that has rent the soul of Western man ever since the famous 
philosopher Descartes ripped body loose from mind and turned the very soul into a ghost that haunts its 
own house” (190-1).  

Percy (via Tom More) here refers to Descartes’ famous (or infamous) maxim, Cogito ergo sum (“I 
think, therefore I am”). This anthropological claim entails that the human being is, first and foremost, a 
thinking thing, meaning that the thoughts of the mind are separated from any bodily processes, or physical 
consequences that might arise from a particular idea or line of thinking.  

 
51 Ibid. 62.  
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that surround the situation, as his friend Victor cannot remain at the bar because he is 

black. 

Victor takes me as far as the Little Napoleon. There I make a mistake, a small one 
with small consequences but a mistake nevertheless, which I’d ordinarily not have 
made… Hanging on to Victor, I did not let him go until we were inside. I should 
have either dismissed him outside or held on to him longer…. Leroy Ledbetter, 
turning toward me… did not see me let go but saw Victor just beside me and so 
registered a violation. Not even that: a borderline violation because Victor was 
not even at the bar but still a step away.52 
 

More suggests that the subtleties of this particular situation would be lost on an outside 

observer, indeed that the situation itself might seem relatively harmless, with little to no 

social or moral consequences save these: “…an artery beats for a second in Leroy’s 

temple, there is a stiffness about Victor’s back as he leaves, and there comes in [More’s] 

throat a metallic taste.”53  However, closer examination of this passage and those that 

follow reveals that these consequences are indicative of the very malaise that Tom More 

believes himself able to cure.  

 As the scene progresses, More continues to reflect on the interaction that has just 

taken place, and mainly upon the role Ledbetter plays.  More offers a telling portrait of 

his friend that speaks to the subtly complex nature of his racism: 

 Leroy Ledbetter stands by companionably. Like me he is seventh-
generation Anglo-Saxon American, but unlike me he is Protestant, countrified, 
sweet-natured. He’s the sort of fellow, don’t you know, who if you run in a ditch 
or have a flat tire shows up to help you.  
 We were partners and owners of the old Paradise Bowling Lanes until the 
riot five years ago. In fact, the riot started when Leroy wouldn’t let a bushy-haired 
Bantu couple from Tougaloo College have an alley. I wasn’t there at the time. 
When Leroy told me about it later an artery beat at his temple and the same 
metallic taste came in my throat… 
 “Lucky I had my learner ready,” Leroy told me. 

																																																								
52 Ibid. 150.   
 
53  Ibid. 151.  
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 “Your learner?” then I saw his forearm flex and his big fist clench. “You 
mean you –“ 
 “The only way to learn them is upside the head.”  
 “You mean you –?” The taste in my mouth was like brass.54 

 
Were More to have left out this account of the incident at the bowling alley, the only 

portrait we would have of Ledbetter is that of a good-natured Protestant Southerner who 

looks out for his fellow man.  Indeed, as More intimates, Leroy is not “altogether wrong 

[and] an evil man.”  In fact, More considers him to be something of a Good Samaritan 

from Jesus’ parable in Luke’s gospel: one who will “go out of his way and bind up a 

stranger’s wounds.”  Leroy would be one of the most unlikely men to induce “the terror” 

that More feels during the incident at the bowling alley, represented by the metallic taste 

in his mouth.  What, then, does the terror derive from?  “Not from [the possibility of 

Ledbetter doing] violence; violence gives release from terror.”55  

Rather, More points to “[Leroy’s] goodness and what lies beneath” as the source 

of the terror.  The terror that More feels in response to Leroy’s threats toward violence 

derives from the fact that the evils Leroy commits, both in his actions at the bowling alley 

and here at the Little Napoleon, “[grin] like good.”56  More continues: “The terror comes 

from the piteousness, from good gone wrong and not knowing it, from Southern 

																																																								
54  Ibid. 152. Emphasis mine. Two particular terms in this passage require further explanation. 

Tougaloo College is an historically black college in Jackson, Mississippi, from which the “Bantu couple” 
comes. The identifier Bantu derives from a South African people, and is adopted, Wood suggests 
(“Annotations for Walker Percy’s Love in the Ruins,” 2012), by black guerillas depicted elsewhere in the 
novel “in order to stress their anti-American identity.”  

“Learner” refers to a club that Leroy Ledbetter had on hand with which to “learn” (i.e. teach a 
lesson to by beating) the blacks that entered his bowling alley. 

 
55 Ibid.  
 
56 Ibid.  
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sweetness and cruelty.”57  Such paradoxical evil disguised as goodness could only come 

from, as More says, “some fault [so deep] in the soul’s terrain… something [that] shears 

and tears deep down and the very ground stirs beneath one’s feet.”58  This moral paradox 

is complex; and More recognizes that the healing of such a fracture in the soul could be 

anything but simple.  More’s musings humorously highlight this complexity: “In 

Louisiana people still stop and help strangers.  Better to live in New York where life is 

simple, every man’s your enemy, and you walk with your eyes straight ahead.”59 

Though he is able to point out the complex symptoms of the human malaise in 

Leroy, Dr. More remains at a loss as to what he must do in response.  The metallic taste 

in his throat that, throughout the novel, accompanies him at particular moments of moral 

and spiritual decision recurs in this scene at the Little Napoleon, just as it was present 

during the incident at the bowling alley.  More, in each of these scenes, is put in a spot 

where he must act.  Moreover, at the Little Napoleon there comes from Leroy a certain 

amount of pressure to, as it were, “do what doctors do.”  The dialogue between Leroy and 

Tom in this scene, as well as More’s inner dialogue, helps us recognize Leroy (and 

More’s nurse, Ellen Oglethorpe) as a man who, very much like Aunt Emily in The 

Moviegoer, refers More to his professional, even moral, duty as a physician. 

 “Ellen was looking for you,” Leroy is saying… “She’s got some patients.”  
 “That’s impossible. I don’t see patients on Saturday afternoon.” 
 “You’re a doctor, aren’t you?” 
 Leroy, like Ellen, believes that right is right and in doing right. You’re a 
doctor, so do what a doctor is supposed to do. Doctors cure sick people… 

																																																								
57 Ibid. 153.  
 
58 Ibid. 152.   
 
59 Ibid. 153.   
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Leroy believes that doctors do wonders, transplant hearts, that’s the way 
of it, right? Isn’t that what doctors are supposed to do? He knows about my 
lapsometer, believes it will do what I say it will do – fathom the deep abscess in 
the soul of Western man—yes, that’s what doctors do, so what? Then do it. 
Doctors see patients. Then see patients.60 
 

 Though Tom More clearly recognizes that curing the sick is his duty as a 

physician, certain passages in this scene make clear that there are symptoms of the of the 

human malaise that he can recognize, and yet is doubtful about his ability to cure them.  

Moreover, by way of his inaction, More reveals symptoms of his own malaise that he 

declines to reckon with.  One such example is the subtle comment More inserts at the end 

of his account of the bowling alley incident: “When Leroy told me about it later, an artery 

beat at his temple and the same metallic taste came in my throat. If I had been there… 

But on the other hand, was I glad that I had not been there?”61  

More thinks twice about having been present precisely because his presence 

would have forced him into a situation of moral and spiritual challenge.  He could have 

either tacitly endorsed Leroy’s beating the two black students over the head, or else made 

the choice to denounce his friend’s dehumanizing behavior toward these two young 

blacks.  Such a choice would have certainly estranged him from the particular community 

of which he was a part: namely, the band of hucksters that had been meeting at the Little 

Napoleon since the days of Prohibition and of those who “saw Kingfish Huey P. Long 

promise to make every man a king on the courthouse lawn across the street.”62  More, 

																																																								
60 Ibid. 152-3.   
 
61 Ibid. 152. Emphasis mine.  
 
62 Ibid. 151. Wood provides some important cultural background on the Southern white populist 

Huey Long: “First governor [of] (1928-32) and then senator from Louisiana, Long was a free-spending 
dictator and benevolent demagogue (1893-1935) who promoted a ‘Share the Wealth’ program. His motto 
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here, would rather avoid this difficult and controversial moral choice in favor of his 

continued acceptance among the Leroy Ledbetters of Baton Rouge.  

 This scene at the Little Napoleon is not the only scene in Love in the Ruins during 

which Dr. More is faced with a decision that requires a life-altering moral choice.  

Towards the end of the main action of the novel, More reflects on an earlier interaction 

with his daughter Samantha, who, at the time, was dying of neuroblastoma. 

 “Papa, have you lost your faith?”  
 “No.” 
 Samantha asked me the question as I stood by her bed. The [cancer] had 
pushed one eye out and around the nose bridge so she looked like a Picasso 
profile…  
 “Just promise me one thing, Papa.”  
 “What’s that?” 
 “Don’t commit the one sin for which there is no forgiveness.” 
 “Which one is that?” 
 “The sin against grace. If God gives you the grace to believe in him and 
love him and you refuse, the sin will not be forgiven you.” 
 “I know.” I took her hand, which even then still looked soiled and chalk-
dusted like a schoolgirl’s.63  
 

In scenes such as that at the Little Napoleon, More has been found guilty of the very sin 

Samantha pleads with him to avoid.  Tom More, though a bad Catholic, still seems to 

recognize at certain junctures (by the metallic taste in his throat) that God has given him 

the grace to believe, and thus to repentantly change his moral ways. 

 However, the latter portion of More’s reflections on his deceased daughter 

indicate shockingly and poignantly his continued refusal of God’s grace, and thus his 

refusal to change his ways so that he might live as he wishes. 

 I wonder: did it break my heart when Samantha died? Yes. There was 
even the knowledge and foreknowledge… that the second she died, remorse 

																																																																																																																																																																					
was ‘Every man a king,’ and he was thus known as the Kingfish. He was assassinated inside his recently 
built state capitol in Baton Rouge” (“Annotations for Walker Percy’s Love in the Ruins”). 

 
63 Ibid. 373-4.   
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would come and give past time its bitter specious wholeness. If only – if only we 
hadn’t been defeated by humdrum humming present time and missed it, missed 
ourselves, missed everything. I had the foreknowledge while she lived. Still, 
present time went humming. Then she died and here came the sweet remorse like 
a blade between the ribs.  
 But is there not also a compensation, a secret satisfaction to be taken in 
her death, a delectation of tragedy, a license for drink, a taste of both for taste’s 
sake? 
 It may be true… The truth was that Samantha didn’t want to go to Lourdes 
and I didn’t want to take her. Why not? I don’t know Samantha’s reasons, but I 
was afraid she might be cured. What then? Suppose you ask God for a miracle 
and God says yes, very well. How do you live the rest of your life? 
 Samantha, forgive me. I am sorry you suffered and died… but there have 
been times where I was not above enjoying it.64 
 

In this passage, we might well find More at his lowest point in the novel, demonstrating a 

marked moral and spiritual incontinence.  More’s refusal to take his daughter to Lourdes 

under the prospects that Samantha’s cancer might be miraculously cured reveals just how 

sunk he is in his own malaise.  Indeed, More is so sunk in his malaise that he even 

derives a kind of pleasure from his own daughter’s death: a pleasure in which he finds 

himself relieved.  He does not have to risk submission of his habitual drunkenness and 

constant sexual forays to a healing God if he does not entertain the possibility of a divine 

miracle.  

 More’s inaction during these moments of moral and spiritual recognition 

contextualizes the most vital passage during the scene at the Little Napoleon.  The 

following apparition that More sees in the spotty65 mirror behind the bar is far more 

																																																								
64 Ibid. 374. Emphasis mine. From Wood, a note on Lourdes: “A French pilgrimage site where, in 

1858, a 14-year old girl experienced visions of the Virgin Mary declaring that she had indeed been 
engendered by the Immaculate Conception… A spring of water burst from the ground and miraculous 
healings were soon reported. The faithful have flocked there ever since, both in Marian devotion and in 
seeking cures for seemingly incurable ailments” (“Annotations for Walker Percy’s Love in the Ruins”).  

 
65 Older mirrors consisted of a sheet of glass, the back of which was covered by a silver coating, 

hung against a wall that was painted black. When this coating wore away, black “spots” would begin to 
appear at different spots on the mirror, spots much like those More describes during his apparition in the 
bar mirror.   
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telling than More’s own sarcastic acknowledgment throughout the novel of the failures of 

scientism to provide a healing solution.66  

In the dark mirror there is a dim hollow-eyed Spanish Christ. The pox is 
spreading on his face. Vacuoles are opening in his chest. It is the new Christ, the 
spotted Christ, the maculate Christ, the sinful Christ. The old Christ died for our 
sins and it didn’t work, we were not reconciled. The new Christ shall reconcile 
man with his sins. The new Christ lies drunk in a ditch. Victor Charles and Leroy 
Ledbetter pass by and see him. “Victor, do you love me?” “Sho, Doc.” “Leroy, do 
you love me?” “Cut it out, Tom, you know better than to ask that.” “Then y’all 
help me.” “O.K., Doc.” They laugh and pick up the new Christ, making a 
fireman’s carry joining four hands. They love the new Christ and so they love 
each other.67 

 
 The Christ that Tom More sees in the mirror at the Little Napoleon is, of course, 

no Christ at all.  In fact, More’s vision portrays him as something like the anti-Christ, 

who offers a twisted kind of salvation or reconciliation by way of his Lapsometer.  More 

himself seems to recognize that the scientific salvation he offers is totally inefficacious, 

for the Christ reflected back at him in the mirror is not, as Jesus of Nazareth was, spotless 

and sinless, but “spotted” and “sinful.”  The open sores and pox on his chest and face, 

which are the developing black spots on the bar mirror, as well as the emaciated frame of 

the Spanish Christ,68 portray this Christ as diseased, infected by the sickness that is sin.  

The “new Christ,” then, could never offer any true hope for the reconciliation of Leroy 

																																																								
66 Throughout the early part of the novel, Dr. Tom More twice says sarcastically to himself, 

“Physician, heal thyself” (see Percy, Love in the Ruins, 11, 20), parodying Jesus’ mentioning the insult 
others would hurl at him in the gospel of Luke (4:23). More’s saying this, as Wood points out, is “perhaps a 
reference to Jesus’ own saying, ‘They that are whole need not a physician; but they that are sick’” (5:31) 
(“Annotations for Walker Percy’s Love in the Ruins, 3). More seems implicitly to understand that his 
Lapsometer has no real prospect of being the solution for the dire sickness of the human soul.   

 
67 Percy, Love in the Ruins, 153.   
 
68 Some Spanish depictions of Christ, such as those of El Greco in his Christ Carrying the Cross 

(1580), show him with a very thin bodily frame, bordering on emaciation. It might be such an image that 
Percy has in mind here in his depiction of Tom as the diseased Christ in the mirror.    
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Ledbetter to Victor Charles and vice versa.  On the contrary, Tom, the new Christ, can 

only reconcile men to their own sins, whilst persisting in his own habitual sin. 

 Thus the supposed reconciliation that Leroy and Victor experience near the end of 

Tom’s vision cannot be effective.  The end of his vision brings to light the Southern 

“sweetness” masking cruelty that Tom deems so sinister earlier in the scene at the Little 

Napoleon.  Leroy and Victor do, indeed, help Tom out of the ditch in which he lies drunk 

and, at least for a moment, join hands in a fireman’s carry.  But the final line of this 

passage leaves in doubt the strength of such “unity,” especially considering the fact that 

Victor and Leroy love this new Christ who can only reconcile them to their own sin.  This 

anti-Christ cannot heal Leroy’s deep-seated racism that lies beneath the superficially 

saccharine façade that he is able to put on and take off, cannot bring him to live 

peaceably with the dejected and despised Victor Charles.   

 
 
“For the Reunion of Christians and of the United States” 
 

Though Tom’s sobering vision at the Little Napoleon presents the tragic case of 

the failure of scientism, the novel concludes with a clearly comic vision of reconciliation.  

Five years after the main action of the novel, the failure of Tom’s Lapsometer (at least in 

its first iteration)69 as a viable solution having been realized in rather catastrophic fashion, 

Tom recounts his going to a midnight mass on a Christmas Eve Saturday with his family 

																																																								
69 Percy, Love in the Ruins, 382. “Despite the setbacks of the past, particularly the fiasco five 

years ago, I still believe my lapsometer can save the world – if I can get it right.” In the Epilogue, it 
becomes clear that though Tom has witnessed the failure of his Lapsometer (which fell into the 
mischievous hands of Art Immelmann, see esp. 362-4), he still clings to the notion that, with further tuning, 
his device can help heal the fractures in the human soul.  
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(he has married his nurse Ellen Oglethorpe, the only woman with whom he did not 

fornicate, and has “[his] own little Thomas More”)70.  More here describes the motely: 

 There is some confusion in the chapel. The Jews are leaving—it is their 
Sabbath. The Protestants are singing. Catholics are lined up for confession. We 
have no ecumenical movement. No minutes of the previous meeting are read. The 
services overlap. Jews wait for the Lord, Protestants sing to him, Catholics say 
mass and eat [his flesh and drink his blood]. 
 Bessie Charles [Victor Charles’ wife] is singing a spiritual: 
  
  He’s got the little bitty baby in his hands, 
  He’s got the whole world in his hands. 
 
 Catholics join in self-consciously and off-key.71  
 

 Here at midnight mass, there is presented hope for reconciliation in a riven 

culture.  This awkward encounter between Jews, Protestants, and Catholics in the only 

worship space available in Baton Rouge is no result of an intentional movement for 

religious unity or understanding.  It is, by all accounts, a matter of necessity, and 

reflective of the environment in a new Baton Rouge that is full of “religious confusion 

[and] racial hodgepodge,” but one in which “[p]eople still stop and help strangers lying in 

ditches having been set upon by thieves or just plain drunk.  Good nature usually 

prevails, even between enemies.”72 

 More telling is the final portion of this scene at the chapel.  After Tom has gone in 

to the confessional to be absolved of the sins he has committed (and still commits) on a 

“‘number of occasions,’”73 he comes back to the chapel to hear mass and take Eucharist.  

																																																								
70 Ibid. 400.  
 
71 Ibid. 396.  
 
72 Ibid. 386.  
 
73 Ibid. 397.  
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At the end of the mass, “the people say aloud a prayer confessing the sins of the Church 

and asking for the reunion of Christians and of the United States.”  Then, outside, in a 

quotation from the final scene of The Moviegoer (and Dostoyevsky’s Brothers 

Karamazov),74 “the children of some love couples75 and [Tom’s] own little Thomas 

More, a rowdy but likeable bunch, shoot off firecrackers.  ‘Hurrah for Jesus Christ!’ they 

cry. ‘Hurrah for the United States!’”76  

 The implications that arise from the final paragraphs of this scene are crucial.  

First and foremost, the inclusion of the prayer of confession and for reconciliation 

suggests that any true hope for reconciliation first requires that the Church, and thus the 

people in it, be repentant.  This means that both the irascible white racists, such as Leroy 

Ledbetter, and the more peaceful blacks must first be reconciled to God that they might 

be reconciled to each other.  Secondly, and poignantly, the cries of the children at the end 

of this scene suggest that through a turn in repentance to the immaculate Christ, not only 

will mistaken, ultimately empty sources of salvation be eradicated, but that something so 

drastic as the healing of a divided nation might result therefrom.  

 Neither the moralist nor the scientist could suture such a gaping wound.  For, as 

the failure of More’s Lapsometer in Love in the Ruins demonstrates, no remedy humanly 

conceived can deliver on such a promise.  By the same token, a moralist after the fashion 

of Leroy Ledbetter could not offer grace enough for the human moral failures of a culture 

																																																								
74 See note 49 above.  
 
75 Earlier in the epilogue, More describes these “love couples,” who more than likely belong to 

the “love community in the swamp,” which “believes in love, the environment, and the freedom of the 
individual” (Percy, Love in the Ruins, 387.). These love couples and their children who gather outside the 
chapel are, almost certainly, atheists or unbelievers.  

 
76 Percy, Love in the Ruins, 400.   
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such as that which More describes in the novel. Indeed, in the case of Ledbetter, it is the 

moralist who himself requires a great deal of grace for his own evils, even though they be 

disguised as kindness. Hence, one has only to turn to the sinless Christ, whose redeeming 

grace offers the only true salve for a lacerated culture, and whose immaculacy serves to 

judge even the fiercest and most staunch of moralists. 

 Walker Percy himself spoke of this particular scene in an interview with Zoltán 

Abádi-Nagy in 1973: “…at the end of Love in the Ruins there is a suggestion of a new 

community, new reconciliation.  It has been called a pessimistic novel but I do not think 

it is. A renewed community is suggested.”77  If this scene in the final pages of the novel 

																																																								
77 Lawson and Kramer, Conversations with Walker Percy. 74. I recognize that Percy’s vision of 

this newly reconciled community in Love in the Ruins may seem, to some, “flowery,” too optimistic, or not 
socially realistic. However, I here gesture to Percy’s Lost in the Cosmos (New York: Picador, 1983) in 
order to point out what, I think, we should recognize as Percy’s overarching vision of and for the 
community described at the conclusion of Love in the Ruins.  

Percy’s proposal comes tin the second of two vignettes set in a post-nuclear holocaust United 
States, entitled “A Space Odyssey (II).” After the ship of cosmonauts Marcus Aurelius Schuyler (a Stoic) 
and his newly wedded wife Dr. Jane Smith lands in the nuclear wasteland of the Bonneville Salt Flats, 
where they find other “human survivors.” 

 
One was Aristarchus Jones, an astronomer who lived in the old SAC headquarters under 

a mountain at Colorado Springs.   
The other three were Benedictine monks from a nearby abbey where Jones had been 

living for a month… The three were all that remained, the remnant of a thriving community 
which, at its peak, a period of religious revival after the second of the great wars of the twentieth 
century, had as many as three hundred men... 

There were also children at the abbey, a dozen or so, mostly genetically malformed and 
misbegotten: retardates, dolichocephalics (“steeple-heads”), bilateral cleft palates (“wolf-snouts”), 
armless, legless, depigmented, multipigmented (“harlequins”)—yet a remarkably cheerful and 
playful lot (242-3).  

 
Abbot Leibowitz serves as the leader of this new Benedictine community in a post-nuclear America: a 
community that is filled with, seemingly, the most unlikely of associates. He, Aristarchus Jones, and their 
motely band seek to come up with a more permanent option for communal living. 
 The respective plans proposed by the Abbot and by Jones are, as they intimate “irreconcilable” 
(245). Jones proposes that this new community that has been thrown together travel again into space, and 
seek to “colonize Europa, one of the Galilean [that is, discovered by Galileo] satellites of Jupiter.” Here, 
they will erect “a society based on reason and science, and do so without repeating the mistakes of the past, 
for example, the Dark Ages, the two thousand years of Plato and Judaism and Christianity….” This new 
society that Jones dreams up will be “sexually free and peace-loving,” free from the conflicts produced by 
repressive religion (246). (We see Jones in this presentation living up to Percy’s satirically naming him 
Aristarchus, the ancient Greek astronomer who envisioned a similar society.)  
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shows us anything, it shows us that the reconciliation our riven culture craves might take 

the most unlikely of forms.  Not all within this new and renewed community will share 

identical beliefs, nor will they share identical cultural traditions, cares, or concerns.  It 

will be awkward rather than comfortable.  It will be confusing rather than clear.  But, by 

																																																																																																																																																																					
 In contrast, Abbot Liebowitz (read Walker Percy) proposes a new community (nota bene: not a 
society) conceived in a Christian cosmological, anthropological, and eschatological framework, to be 
located in Lost Cove, Tennessee: a sort of Eden in this world of nuclear holocaust, since there are no signs 
of fallout there (239). Being rooted in Christian teaching and the sacramental activity of the Church (“[I]t is 
my business to be around, to stay here in case the human race survives and needs priests,” says Liebowitz), 
this community, as Liebowitz points out, will offer a drastic alternative to the space explorers and 
astronomers who have, to this point, been “lost in the Cosmos…” (249, 251).  
 

 Why should you of Copernicus 4 believe any of these [Christian] things, which must 
surely seem preposterous to you? The only reason, from your point of view, is that you have no 
choice. You know now that if what I say is not true, you are like the gentiles that Paul spoke of: a 
stranger to every covenant, with no promise to hope for, with the world about you and no God. 
You are stuck with yourselves, ghost selves, which will never become selves. You are stuck with 
each other and you will never know how to love each other. Even if you succeed, you and your 
progeny will go to Europa and roam the galaxy, lost in the Cosmos forever (250-1).  
 

 We need note here that what Liebowitz (and thus Percy) offers is not a community in which 
conversion to a Christian conception of the Cosmos is imposed. Liebowitz’s invitation to these cosmonauts 
is to enter into a framework where they might encounter coherent answers for the more deep-seated 
problems of the sundered self, which no scientific humanism can hope to answer. Even if these cosmonauts 
do not come to adhere to Christian cosmogony, anthropology, and eschatology, they will still be a part of a 
community in which the possibility of an encounter with Christian grace and truth is far greater. So, in this 
Lost Cove community, the monks can “sing the Divine Office” and “celebrate Mass with corn bread and 
scuppernong wine” every day (258); and Marcus Aurelius Schuyler and his fellow “heathens” are able to 
sit on the Lost Cove hillside and say: “‘My cathedral is the blue sky. My communion is with my good 
friends’” (259-60).  
 I think Charlie Clark in his article “The Walker Percy Option” sums up well this new community 
that Percy envisions.  
 

Percy’s anti-modernism [vis-á-vis scientific humanism] is not reactionary… It tolerates a high 
degree of imperfection, the rough edges that are the mark of all real and natural things. He 
[envisions] a new humanism, one that combined an affirmation of animal life with an openness to 
higher perfections, and which could rescue believer and unbeliever alike from the common 
disaster of estrangement from their selves. This vision, Percy’s Bad Catholic Existentialism, may 
not promise [of itself] eternal salvation, but it does create occasions for further in-breakings of 
grace (2).   
 

Clark is right to say that the Lost Cove community is not exclusively Christian, but that it presents the 
opportunity for those such as Schuyler and his comrades to “back into” Christian truth and grace. This sort 
of community is that which I think Percy hints at near the end of Love in the Ruins; and I think that we 
should read that ending intertextually with Percy’s presentation of the Lost Cove community in Lost in the 
Cosmos.  
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all accounts, it will be a community whose members can learn to jointly occupy the 

public space, and even to desire the good for one another. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 

In the opening chapter of this thesis, I examined a particularly complicated yet crucial 

point in the history of the American South.  The Southern conservatives’ fatalistic, 

Catonist capitulation to racism not only signaled the exit of a long-standing (and in 

several ways, as I noted, virtuous) Stoic tradition from the South, but also helped to usher 

in a new tradition.  This new tradition that came about in the first 30 years of the 20th 

century, spearheaded by Populist, racist sentiment, had as its express goal the complete 

disenfranchisement of blacks in every corner of Southern society via Jim Crow 

legislation.  

 These Jim Crow distinctions, moreover, were not confined to the wider political 

realm in the South.  Systemic racial bigotry and injustice made its way into the Southern 

church, which allowed neo-Stoic, “closed society” ethics to pervade its social theology.  

The Church in the South, as Carlyle Marney suggested, continued to reject the oppressed 

people that needed its Gospel the very most.  Not only that: the Southern church, in (as 

Harold Bloom claims) Gnostic fashion, morphed its gospel into a disembodied knowing 

of a merely private Jesus, who made no demands upon Christians as it regards their 

interactions with the world beyond the church’s four walls.  

 It was Walker Percy, among others, who effectively and pointedly criticized the 

Southern church, as well as Southern society writ large, for its moral and theological 

failings.  In characters such as Aunt Emily in The Moviegoer and Leroy Ledbetter in Love 

in the Ruins, Percy portrays Southern neo-Stoic moralists who are concerned with duty 
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and doing what is right, and yet whose words of moral exhortation have the power of a 

blunted sword.  Percy makes clear that such unanchored moralism is no effective ballast 

for the sinking Southern soul, and particularly as it regards the white’s treatment of his 

black neighbor.  

 Yet my analysis of Percy’s literature reveals not only these satirical critiques of 

Southern shortcomings, but also Percy’s belief that there is a possibility for reconciliation 

in such a racially riven culture as the American South (and, indeed, the United States as a 

whole).  Nor is this reconciliation to be, on Percy’s view, the result of a purely political 

movement.  Rather, Percy suggests that true hope for reconciliation lies in one’s falling 

prey to the “dim, dazzling trick” of God’s grace that alone can help all sinful fools begin 

to see his fellow man as made in the image and likeness of God, and can help blacks and 

whites, Jews and Christians, or atheists and humanists jointly occupy the public square. 
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